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    Universe-13 Info Station. System X554TS02 
 
      
 
    BATTLE STATIONS!!! 
 
    ALL UNITS, TAKE YOUR POSITIONS ACCORDING TO BATTLE SCHEDULE!!! 
 
      
 
    THE POUNDING HEARTBEAT of Captain RS213.A3.535674 (“Parasol”) echoed in his ears as he sprinted towards the control center. The station shook violently, a cacophony of torpedoes launching and external hits reverberating through its metallic core. The flickering lights danced with the erratic artificial gravity, as the station’s generator was pushed to its absolute limits. 
 
      
 
    Parasol was caught off-guard by the sheer suddenness of the attack. He was roused from sleep by the blaring siren and felt the jarring impacts even before the Defense Protocol kicked into action. 
 
      
 
    His confidence in his subordinates was unshakeable. Each knew their role and their duties — and at that moment, all of them would be rushing to their battle stations. This was the first combat alert during their tenure at the Information Station, which had lasted a year. No mercenaries or pirates were foolish enough to attack the station, and the nearest military conflict was light years away. Actually, serving here was considered more of a punishment or a character-building exercise for the troops. For Parasol, it was unquestionably the former. Instead of fighting alongside his comrades or enjoying a tropical vacation, he had been marooned on this chunk of metal for over a year. Yet the Army had a contract, committing to a stationing a space assault unit here. At present, he was the highest-ranking Army representative. 
 
      
 
    Parasol crashed into the solid doors of the control center. In his year of service, no one had ever exited these doors, yet communication with those inside was always available, day or night. The Angels never slept. The Angels always served the System. Whatever they were, whatever they looked like. There was nothing to rely on in that respect other than mere speculations. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Parasol has arrived!” 
 
      
 
    A screen flickered to life, displaying the familiar blurred silhouette. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Captain! Unidentified ships have appeared in the system. They’re not responding to our signals and are behaving aggressively. They advanced into target range and immediately opened fire. We are currently locked in combat against superior enemy forces. One hundred and seventy-seven small ships, presumably assault bots, are heading our way. Estimated time until contact, twelve minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Unidentified?” Parasol raised an eyebrow, taken aback. Hearing such a word from the servants of the System was, at the very least, unusual. 
 
      
 
    “None of our databases contain these models. It’s impossible to identify either the type or the affiliation of the ships. These ships are not in use by any known race. The largest unidentified object exceeds the size of the largest known ship by a factor of more than twenty.” 
 
      
 
    An image appeared on the screen. A massive cubic object was in the midst of a group of much smaller ships. The object was comprised of numerous smaller cubes of varying sizes, making it look like a Rubik’s cube. There was a multitude of ships, platforms, and modules of unknown design attached to it. Astonishingly, all these elements stayed intact together. Amidst this assembly, a plethora of battle stations, both energy and kinetic types, were prominently visible, seemingly placed in a chaotic order. Their sheer number was staggering. And this colossal cosmic entity was shooting laser beams, plasma streams, missiles, and torpedoes towards us. 
 
      
 
    Seven smaller cubes were floating near this gargantuan structure. A closer look revealed that they had detached from the main cube and were now operating as independent vessels. Their surfaces were laden with numerous unfamiliar structures and weaponry — a considerable array of weapons was present, all in all. Circling this monolithic structure in a chaotic swarm were about a hundred and fifty ships. They were similar in size to Human Commonwealth craft, but their design was completely different. A swarm of smaller craft was heading toward the station. They were quite unlike space trooper drop-ships, resembling haphazardly-carved blocks, each distinct in color. They were propelled by thrusters and moved at different speeds. Some lagged behind, likely due to engine malfunctions. Much to the captain’s astonishment, two of the craft collided, and a third failed to decelerate in time, crashing into them as a result. The result was a large explosion. What in the world was happening? 
 
      
 
    It was evident that the approaching craft lacked anything in the way of proper shields or sturdy armor. A single hit — two at the most — sufficed to destroy or incapacitate them. Several even met their end due to friendly fire from the main cube. But their sheer numbers were a force to be reckoned with, and the first of them had already reached the station. 
 
      
 
    A series of explosions resonated, shaking the floor beneath. Communications went offline. Several of the craft crashed into the station’s exterior, exploding on impact and creating massive breaches. The ones that followed seemed uninterested in a strategic landing. They either clung to the station in a haphazard fashion with the aid of various ropes, or just entered through the gaping holes left by their forerunners without giving it a second thought. 
 
      
 
    Reacting swiftly, the captain commanded his two accompanying officers to follow him. They sprinted toward the closest entry point, which was storage room #17, now exposed by a kamikaze impact. Two squads of space troopers took defensive positions outside in the corridor, their weapons trained on the storage room doors. Behind those doors, the tumultuous sounds of crashes and detonations could be heard. 
 
      
 
    “Is the door locked?” Captain Parasol asked the corporal in charge of this defense sector. 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The left side of the door glowed red, and a few seconds later, a heated tongue of blue flame appeared, quickly moving around the door’s perimeter. Parasol tried to communicate with the other units, but to no avail. Nothing but a strange noise came through the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Once they breach the door, fire at will, no matter what comes through!” Parasol ordered. He glanced at the tense faces around him and added, “It’s just us here, right?” 
 
      
 
    The cut-out section of the door creaked, fell inwards, and crashed loudly. From the smoke and flames, a large figure in bizarre armor emerged. A massive tank was strapped to the enemy warrior’s back, and he held a long-barreled contraption with a hissing nozzle at its end. With his free hand, he lifted his helmet’s visor, revealing a broad green face with massive tusks protruding out, which slowly morphed into a bloodthirsty grin. 
 
      
 
    “Freshhhh meeeeat,” the green-faced intruder enunciated clearly, pointing his weapon at the defenders. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” Parasol yelled, firing the first shot. 
 
      
 
    A combined volley from twenty barrels tore the lone attacker to shreds. More of his comrades surged from the compartment instantly, with a thunderous roar. Machine guns rattled, rifles roared, and lasers flashed. The shots hit their targets, burning through green flesh and piercing crude iron armor. However, even though some of the attackers fell to the ground, the rest kept running, brandishing their long-barreled flamethrowers. 
 
      
 
    “Take them down!” Panic surged within Parasol, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in over twenty years. The attackers seemed endless and unstoppable. They charged forward with manic persistence, roaring in excitement, oblivious to the numerous hits they took and the loss of their many comrades. Parasol’s eyes widened involuntarily as a dozen flamethrower barrels aimed at his unit. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you motherfu…” The last word got drowned out by the roar of weapons as a turbulent wall of flames engulfed the troops. Only one thought crossed Parasol’s mind before he became a human torch. How was he going to resurrect when the station fell? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna worry wrinkles in my brow, 
 
    ‘cause nothing’s ever gonna be alright nohow, 
 
    no matter how I struggle and strive, 
 
    I’ll never get out of this world alive…” 
 
      
 
    THAT WAS THE SONG ALEX hummed to himself as he tinkered with his equipment. Somehow, he’d managed to sneak an experimental “ninja” suit out of the Test Camp, and now he spent all his time fiddling with it. The only distractions were his occasional visits to the armory, which replaced the usual Equipment Ordering and Distribution Point on the warship. 
 
      
 
    We’d been on the Punisher for a few days already, but I couldn’t manage anything in the way of a proper conversation with Alex. “Never been there. No idea. Not sure.” That was all I’d ever get from him. Or “I plead the Fifth,” whatever that meant. Neither pleas nor threats worked, and my authority meant nothing to him. As of now, we were mere passengers; decisions about our roles and assignments would be made once we joined the 12th Assault Fleet of the Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    The cadets received their ranks at last. The officer caterpillars transformed into butterflies — or, rather, second lieutenants. Their rank merited separate cabins, but they unanimously chose to stay with us in the drop section. They seemed unsure of their futures and just wanted to be with someone familiar. And that meant yours truly. 
 
      
 
    Clown seemed torn, but he adamantly refused to respond to the name Reeves. He returned to his own body. It turned out that his clone had awaited him after over five years in Punisher’s cryo-storage. That was how long his Mind had spent “stuck” in the System. 
 
      
 
    His restored body was imposing. He stood a commanding six feet and six inches tall and weighed around 330 pounds. A mass of fortified muscles on a strengthened skeleton with wild regeneration, a hyperactive nervous system, enhanced circulation, and boosted metabolism made him an ideal killing machine. But there were a couple of nuances. First and foremost, he wasn’t entitled to this body by rank. Only a select few in the army had contracts for such bodies, primarily from the assault groups, which were an “elite” of sorts. 
 
      
 
    Such groups weren’t found in every Drop Division. The 136th Regiment of the 3rd Army under Colonel Rattlesnake had one. Clown only received this body due to the Army’s “frugality,” which resulted in its preservation for “better times”, and the goodwill of the colonel. Apparently, Rattlesnake declared these “better times” to have arrived. However, if Clown bought it, he could only expect a standard-contract space trooper body. There were reasons for this. Firstly, the space assault brigade was fully staffed, with no vacancies. Secondly, the essential skills required to efficiently control the body itself and its numerous specialized equipment were either insufficient or altogether unavailable. This saddened Clown greatly. So now, my team comprised two superhumans with “neutered” capabilities and functionality. But even that was impressive, to be honest. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”), report to the Captain’s cabin immediately. Countdown until a fine is accrued… 
 
      
 
    A fine, my foot! Really! I wasn’t in “training” anymore, what was this nonsense?! A dotted green line appeared before my eyes, indicating the way to my destination. I cursed and followed the indicators. 
 
      
 
    It was the first time that I’d left the drop section. Our space was an absolute autonomy — a “state within a state,” as it were, and provided everything necessary for service and rest. There were mess halls, armories, storage rooms, gyms and simulators. Every thought was given to providing enough opportunities for experiencing physical strain and finding psychological relief for a five-thousand-strong crowd of bored marines. Two guards in full gear were standing at the exit from the section — to protect the ship’s crew from idle troopers, most likely. Having gotten to know my new comrades-in-arms a little better, I realized that they started to spoil for a fight under such conditions before too long. On the one hand, skirmishes within the ranks were a time-honored tradition. On the other hand, getting too rough with your own was considered disgraceful and ran contrary to the Army’s esprit de corps. Besides, if you killed someone, you’d get fined, and there was no fun in it in general. So a bored space trooper was like a ticking time bomb. I’d probably have reinforced the guards with an automatic weapon, just to be on the safe side. 
 
      
 
    The corridors became narrower as I walked past numerous crew members in black uniforms, all of whom looked at me with a hint of contempt in their eyes. The navy — or the space force, as the case may be — certainly never lacked for snobbery. I blew them all a mental raspberry. 
 
      
 
    A few elevators and long corridors later I found myself before the door of the captain’s cabin. A security officer in black armor stepped aside, letting me through. The cabin was spacious and bright, but Spartan in terms of furnishings. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Flak, this is the ‘golden boy’ I told you about,” Colonel Rattlesnake was lounging on a soft sofa, stirring something brown in her glass. 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, commander” I nodded politely to both. “You were a bit hasty with the boy bit, Colonel.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” Rattlesnake pointed at me with her spoon. “Cheeky, too! Especially when he’s scared.” 
 
      
 
    Commander Flak was sitting at a large table, also nursing a glass of brown liquid, and smiling at me, his head tilted slightly. He looked about forty, which meant nothing in this world. Slim and taut with a short, ash-colored crew cut. 
 
      
 
    “And you don’t know what to do with him, do you?” he turned to Rattlesnake. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” she replied, tossing something colorful from a dish into her mouth and continued with her mouth full. “You want him, take him! You’re free to retrain him in any way you like. Hell, you can make him an engineer for all I care!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to be an engineer. I had been an engineer once, and I didn’t like it. Even being a banana vendor at a small town market would be more lucrative, not to mention enjoyable,” I found myself overwhelmed by memories again. 
 
      
 
    “A banana vendor? Had been an engineer?” There was a look of surprise on Flak’s face. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake laughed, choked, and started coughing. 
 
      
 
    “He… cough… He’s quite a character! My grandson told me. There was a glitch in his Rebirth protocol, so he keeps spewing random stuff occasionally.” 
 
      
 
    “How can that be?” The commander was as surprised to learn of this as everybody else before him. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you take him off my hands, you’ll sure find out!” The Colonel remarked, taking a sip from her glass. 
 
      
 
    “I’m strongly against that!” I remained adamant. 
 
      
 
    “As a navigator, then, perhaps?” Flak smiled. “Just a suggestion.” 
 
      
 
    “I was a navigator too, once. I think. But I can’t remember whether I liked it or not. I’m quite certain being an engineer sucked, though.” I looked at Rattlesnake, who seemed amused. “Anyway, you’ve given a promise!” 
 
      
 
    “What, pray, did I promise to you, then?” She asked in feigned surprise. “To get you and your crew off the planet? I’ve fulfilled that one. Did I promise you anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Oops. She was right, actually. All my plans involving the Space Troopers were nothing but my own hypothetical constructions based on my allegedly ineffable coolness and Tag’s family pull. 
 
      
 
    “My bad, Colonel! I most humbly beg your pardon!” 
 
      
 
    “There you go!” She pointed at me with a spoon. A brown drop fell on her jumpsuit. “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    She grabbed a napkin and began wiping the stain furiously. I waited patiently for her to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I’m such a pig sometimes!” Rattlesnake declared in a flash of mirthful self-criticism and continued. “Anyway, I always keep my promises!” 
 
      
 
    She looked at me, and I remained silent, giving her my best look of feigned stupidity. She sighed. 
 
      
 
    “It puzzles me why a captain of a cruiser and a regiment commander would take the time to brief you, a sergeant, but I’ll figure that out later. We’ll be making a small detour before joining the 12th Strike Fleet. In two days, we’ll stop briefly on planet XA257… whatever the rest of its name is. The planet is inhospitable, and valuable only for its natural resources. The surface is mainly occupied by robotic mining complexes; it hasn’t even got a population of a million. The locals had, for some reason, decided that they’d fare better as part of the Stellar Empire than a member of the Human Commonwealth. We need to make them see the error of their ways. The Imperials, true to form, haven’t backed the rebels officially, so there’ll be no one there but a bunch of local miners. We’ll try to handle it with our forces since the planet’s population is negligible. Thus, we must prepare to conduct a minor peace enforcement operation.” 
 
      
 
    A red warning light flicked on in my mind. I had heard that term before, though I couldn’t recall where or when. All I knew was that I never liked the “enforcers.” 
 
      
 
    “And now, it seems, I’ll be one of them,” I thought to myself. “But there’s a first time for everything. The hapless rebels will witness the true face of colonial imperialism.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to assign you to any specific unit,” Rattlesnake said. “First, we’re fully staffed, and second, I don’t want to introduce chaos into my ranks. But I want to see you in action with my own eyes. What do you think, Sergeant? Where should I place you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” I answered honestly, though privately I hoped it wouldn’t be the worst place possible. “I’ll accept any decision you make!” 
 
      
 
    “Even a transfer to the engineers?” she teased. 
 
      
 
    “Except for a transfer to the engineers,” I said with a stubborn look on my face. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we have,” she fluttered her eyelashes, and a holographic screen appeared before her. “Three lieutenants without any special skills… By the way, wouldn’t you like to give Reeves back to me?” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Colonel, even if I wanted to — and I don’t — Clown would be against it. You know how he was… how he is. I’m sure he hasn’t changed much.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know. It’s a shame, though, that he’s of no use. What else do we have…” She focused on the screen again. “One potential Annihilator, blessed with beauty but with the mind of a child and no skills worthy of mentioning, and a strange character with almost no background data named Alex who’s prone to suicide — and who happens to be another Absolute, by means of an icing on the cake. Two Absolutes in a really small group.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me, deactivated the screen, and leaned back in her chair. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should join the engineers, after all?” 
 
      
 
    “How about you get stu… uh… Thanks, but no thanks.” My social circle was by no means short of wannabe comedians already, and I needed another like a hole in the head. And you could have easily mistaken her for a deadpan stern colonel. 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware, Sergeant, that the group you’ve assembled is really promising? It’s like a big pair of shoes that you cannot quite fill just yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I suspected something of the sort, Colonel.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, don’t mess it all up,” she suddenly turned serious again, the way she often did. The holographic screen in front of her lit up, and she zoomed in on it quickly. A map appeared, glowing in different colors. “The rebel headquarters is right here. These and these battle stations, along with a shield generator, are what’s keeping us from falling right on their heads, as these things go. I would prefer not to raze them completely, since those folks are technically Commonwealth citizens.… and the factories might still come in handy. Our vanguard of two infantry battalions and one artillery battery will establish a beachhead here. We’ll be sure to make some noise. And here is where you’ll land with your Group. While we distract the main forces, your task will be to disable this reactor, which powers all defensive structures. It’s located in the middle of nowhere, which is silly, if you ask me, and our main forces will be on the opposite side, so I suspect you won’t encounter any resistance. It’s supposed to be a walk in the park.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me. 
 
      
 
    “And by ‘disable’ I don’t mean to blow it to kingdom come, but simply to turn it off, if possible. Is that clear? I could have blown them up from orbit if I wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    So that’s how the phrase “to kingdom come” became part of Tag’s vocabulary! He was cosplaying his grandma. 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    “So, that’s the rundown,” I told them, ending the briefing. “We also need to swing by the medical section. The Army’s footing the bill, so maybe they’ll have something useful for our heads. Dr. Saint is all set.” 
 
      
 
    “The one with the eye-popping curves?” Cowgirl asked. 
 
      
 
    “Takes one to know one,” Clown shot back, earning a chorus of laughter. 
 
      
 
    I stared, a realization dawning. 
 
      
 
    “You two are Beavis and Butt-Head incarnate!” 
 
      
 
    “Who now?” they stammered, faces blank. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t recall, but the resemblance is uncanny!” I exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. Dark hair, light hair; just need a touch-up on the hairdos,” Alex interjected with a grin. Before I could say anything, he added, “I ain’t got the foggiest, either, but the likeness is spot on!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, a sigh escaping me. He sure was hard to deal with. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, speaking of classes. It’s time to decide. There local armory has more serious toys, and they’re expecting us. And the stuff they have comes with class requirements, not just the usual skill level stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “They may have a rifle there?” Cowgirl jumped to attention as soon as she heard about the armory. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go and take a look together. By the way, I’ve looked at the description; confirm the Annihilator class at the med bay. They have the necessary authority for that, I checked.” 
 
      
 
    “A pink one?” 
 
      
 
    Hell’s bells! I thought she’d forget! 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” I grumbled noncommittally. “So, do you all understand about the class?” I got a nod of agreement from everyone. Excellent. 
 
      
 
    “Clown?” 
 
      
 
    “Destroyer,” Clown said with a grave nod. “I don’t remember everything yet, but I’m sure you’ll like it.” He smiled. 
 
      
 
    I thought that the most important thing was for the enemy to “like” it, but I somehow had no doubt about that, since this was Clown we were talking about. 
 
      
 
    “Alex?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head curtly. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, my dear!” I started to boil over. “You’ve been assigned to my unit! I don’t know for how long, but in the meantime you’re supposed to answer questions while I’m your commander! Is that clear?!” 
 
      
 
    He gave me a long unblinking stare. I didn’t look away. He wouldn’t win, I thought to myself. I practiced on cats as a kid. Eventually, he looked away. 
 
      
 
    “Alright… commander. How about ninja?” 
 
      
 
    I was flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    “There’s such a class?” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you seen it yourself?” Alex raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No… I haven’t,” I called up the reference again and started to pore over the classes list intently when I heard poorly suppressed laughter that sounded a little like snorting. 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking the piss!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure am!” He couldn’t hold back and laughed out loud. “You should have seen your face! Damn, NINJA!!! Have you completely lost touch with reality?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, that’s exactly it,” I tried to be serious, as befits a space marine commander, but to no avail. I ended up smiling, too. “But that sure would be awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Alex wiped away tears of laughter. “But, actually, I reckoned you were the one pulling my leg. Look at me closely once more.” 
 
      
 
    Corporal RB13.A3.130014 “Alex” 
 
      
 
    Class: Absolute. 
 
      
 
    Damn! I was supposed to know! Nobel had told me about him being an Absolute, but it completely slipped my mind. Also… 
 
      
 
    “Did your class display just appear now, or am I imagining things?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not imagining it,” Alex shook his head. “I’d hidden that information.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a way. I’ll tell you sometime. Not right now,” he was back to his usual taciturn self. 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do with you, fellow officers?” I turned to the newly-minted lieutenants. 
 
      
 
    “Can I chime in?” Alex was unusually talkative today. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “If it weren’t for my Absolute class, I’d have picked Saboteur. Look it up in the Reference. With our limited numbers, brute force just ain’t gonna cut it,” he said, glancing at the snorting Clown. “One gung-ho loco ain’t gonna start a whole war on his own…” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me and corrected himself. 
 
      
 
    “I misspoke, I admit. Two gung-ho locos. But still,” he continued, “I could use an assistant. And this class is just right. Any volunteers?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone delved into the Reference. 
 
      
 
    Saboteur class. Saboteurs rely more on stealth than on brute force, infiltrating the enemy’s rear, destroying strategic targets, gathering information, capturing or eliminating enemy commanders, and hiding before the enemy can react… 
 
      
 
    “Ninjas’ cousins,” I muttered thoughtfully, turning my gaze to the youngsters. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still all for brute force,” Catt declared cautiously, earning a punch of friendly approval from Clown that made him hiss and start rubbing his bruised side. 
 
      
 
    Seeing this, Tag moved further away from Clown and backed up his friend: 
 
      
 
    “I, uh, agree, like!” 
 
      
 
    Clown gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle?” I turned to the girl. I liked the idea. 
 
      
 
    “Are Annihilator and Saboteur similar?” Frizzle was thinking about something of her own. 
 
      
 
    “Well, not all that much, but they’re in the same ballpark,” Alex drawled, taking the initiative. “Now if we’re talking in broad strokes, the Annihilator tends to lean more on ranged weapons, while the Saboteur’s all about close combat. But their idea’s the same. Quick killing and slipping away unnoticed. But you got something else on your mind, don’t ya?” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle looked up, surprised. I didn’t understand what he was getting at either. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you a similar body, although, in my opinion, you’re pretty darn sexy already!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle blushed, and I was surprised. Dude was a psychologist! 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” said Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “Mind you, the System will test her, and it’s not certain that it will suggest this class,” I recalled the testing back at the Camp. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea about that. I reckon everything will be fine,” Alex uttered cryptically. 
 
      
 
    “Care to share?” I asked, without much hope. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you sometime. But that sometime ain’t now.” Sure, I didn’t expect anything else out of him. 
 
      
 
    “Stick together awhile, the two of you,” I turned to the male lieutenants. “I can’t piece the puzzle together in my head yet.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them nodded in relief. I slapped my knees and stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if there are no more questions, let’s head to Dr. Boobs… damn it… Dr. Saint!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT THE HELL, lieutenant?! I told you to SHUT DOWN the reactor!!!” I didn’t know this fragile-looking woman could scream like that. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell, colonel! You said there’d be no one there but miners!!!” This body’s throat felt like it was made of cast iron, and I used it to its full extent. 
 
      
 
    “What?!!” Rattlesnake looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Monkey snot!” 
 
      
 
    “You lost your mind, lieutenant?!!” Her face turned red with rage. 
 
      
 
    “I lost my mind down there when the Imperial Guard came at us!!!” I was all riled up; now I had to finish what I had started. 
 
      
 
    “You been smokin’ something, lieutenant?!! What the hell is this Guard nonsense?!!” She started turning pale, so it meant Tag had inherited this from her too. She’d start turning red again soon. 
 
      
 
    “Imperial!!! Blasted!!! Guard!!! Guys in green armor!!!” My voice gave out at the end, and I started to cough. 
 
      
 
    The ship’s intercom came on: 
 
      
 
    “Colonel Rattlesnake, report to the captain’s bridge immediately!” 
 
      
 
    Colonel Rattlesnake, breathing heavily, looked me up and down, clenching and unclenching her fists. I just crawled out of the “sarcophagus,” and stood beside her stark naked, also breathing heavily. The colonel opened her mouth to say something, but then the ship’s alert blared again, followed by a system message. 
 
      
 
    BATTLE ALERT!!! ALL UNITS TAKE YOUR POSITIONS ACCORDING TO BATTLE SCHEDULE!!! 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it!!!” It’s not clear who was more stunned — me, who had suddenly decided to give orders to the colonel, or Rattlesnake, whom a lowly lieutenant had addressed this way. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta send me down, my people are there!!!” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake turned pale a couple of times and red a couple more, but collected herself. 
 
      
 
    “Quick, follow me!” And she nearly sprinted out of the medical bay. 
 
      
 
    I paused for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, who else from my team arrived?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Saint quickly checked the System. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, Catt, Tag. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “Please tell them that I’m waiting for them at the armory when they wake up.” 
 
      
 
    And I rushed after the colonel. And to think that everything had started so well. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why did I even listen to you?” grumbled Clown, shifting beside me on the landing seat. “Switching to this body after my own is like wearing a condom that’s two sizes too small! Painful, uncomfortable, and still pointless! ‘Cause it’ll either tear or fall off!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn fine comparison, my man!” I laughed. “Look, take a cue from Cowgirl — she’s sitting there and enjoying herself!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, her rifle is all pink! Why wouldn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Will you calm down if I paint HER pink?” 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell!” 
 
      
 
    “And there we have it.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was sitting across from me, her fingers the only things moving as she stroked her new weapon. I played a trick on her during our visit to the armory, to be honest. Regular sniper rifles cost a fortune. I believe it must have been because Space Troopers and sniper weapons weren’t exactly compatible. Something shorter and more robust was needed in the narrow ship compartments. I was nearly out of money, so I’d made a cunning move. I had visited the armory on my own beforehand and had a standard rifle painted pink. Cowgirl didn’t even glance at the specifications when she saw it; she squealed with joy. In my defense, the rifle was solid, just a little inferior to her destroyed model. A sniper with a pink rifle was like a one-legged bullfighter in a red shirt, anyway, but I wasn’t prepared to argue that point now. 
 
      
 
    The idea of changing bodies didn’t go down well. Cowgirl was sad, but obeyed as always, while Clown resisted until the very end. He pushed me to the edge and only gave in when I held Peacemaker X to his head, threatening to deprive him of his body right there and then, to make the loss less painful. He did change his body, but kept annoying me the entire time we were loading into the assault bot. 
 
      
 
    Everything followed Rattlesnake’s original plan. Two battalions of assault troops and an artillery battery landed outside the anti-aircraft defense zone, quickly deployed, and began making “noise.” The rebels launched two weak counterattacks, but retreated to their original positions with losses, dug in deeper, and waited for the artillery barrage, ready to fend off an advance. 
 
      
 
    It was our turn. We were loaded into a small stealth assault bot specifically designed for missions like this one. The young pilot, second lieutenant Bond, boasted that he could land on a radar installation without being noticed. When we reasonably pointed out that landing on the radar wasn’t necessary, but we really wouldn’t mind him getting us closer to the target, Bond muttered something and headed towards the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    We’d already entered the atmosphere and were approaching the surface. I looked over my team once more. Just like the good old times! Seven nearly identical faces: two “girls” and five “boys,” only much more robust. The young Lieutenants had also taken the contract bodies of the Space Troopers, while geneticists — or whatever they called those specialists who implanted all sorts of unnatural, but highly useful, extras into living organisms — were working on their virtual models. The possibilities were astounding! You could lie down, fall asleep, and wake up as a mini version of a Terminator. I looked at Clown. Sometimes even a maxi version, perhaps. 
 
      
 
    At first glance, the group structure seemed decent: an assault detachment with Clown, Tag, and Catt; the infiltrators, whoever they were, represented by Alex and Frizzle; a sniper, to wit, Cowgirl, and, finally, yours truly as head honcho. A Dirty Dozen, if you will. Although I had no idea why I’d want to say “dozen” when there were clearly fewer of us. Come to think of it, we weren’t particularly dirty, either. At least insofar as personal hygiene was confirmed. 
 
      
 
    The three assault troopers were dressed in standard Space Trooper armor, dark blue, as used for battles in a habitable atmosphere, without extra air-supply weight. There were melee power weapons on their backs and combat firearms in their hands. This combat firearm system, by the way, was an interesting invention! It allowed firing both kinetic and energy ammunition, and the under-barrel grenade launcher could even sprinkle a few grenades. The system looked intimidating and weighed a fair bit, but my guys were strong, and they had additional enhancers in their exoskeletons. 
 
      
 
    Alex’s armor, commandeered from the Experimentation Camp, drew one’s eye. Blue sparks ran across the completely black surface periodically; the entire silhouette occasionally blurred, as if existing in our reality was unusual for it, and it constantly wanted to return to wherever it came from. That wasn’t far from the truth at all, if you believed Alex. According to him, his armor had a peculiar character, and he literally had to negotiate with it, so using it in battle was not very convenient. It behaved unpredictably at times. But, again, according to the wise guy, he had almost established a “common ground” with it. All of this sounded like some wild nonsense, but I had seen the thing in action with my own eyes. Although something told me that the sly bastard was amusing himself at my expense again, at some level. I squinted, pulling up its characteristics. 
 
      
 
    MA@#Pp-75&1 armor (Requirements: Armor — Level 25; Power Armor — Level 25; Electronic Warfare — Level 25; Disguise — Level 50; Engineering — Level 50). No description available. 
 
      
 
    Class: $@&@$! 
 
      
 
    Modification: Hidden. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Hidden. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Hidden. 
 
      
 
    Nothing had changed since the last time. The same enormous requirements for Disguise and Engineering, a skill I knew nothing about. Remembering Nobel’s lecture about skill costs, it was easy to deduce that the Army had invested heavily in Alex. No wonder they were so reluctant to let him go. 
 
      
 
    We reassured Frizzle that all the Group’s efforts would be directed towards providing her with a new, beautiful… ahem… functional body for a Saboteur. Well, we did promise that it would be beautiful as well, at her insistence. By the way, the System ended up assigning her the required class. Either she was lucky, or that sly fox of a corporal really knew something about bending the Universe to his will. We didn’t have a second suit like Alex’s, although he promised to craft a simpler version of the armor, tailored for Frizzle, with the help of the weaponsmiths shortly. Meanwhile, she was clad in the armor of a military scout, medium-heavy with a camouflaging field generator. Each of the infiltrators had a pair of swords and a couple of short-barreled weapons. They would fight at close quarters, so that should be enough. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl with her pink rifle (I rolled my eyes inwardly for the umpteenth time) and yours truly, carrying Peacemaker X, an assault rifle, and a supply of grenades, completed the “Peace Enforcers” outfit. 
 
      
 
    Bond’s voice sounded over the comms. “Attention, landing! Contact in five… four… three… two… one…” The ship jolted slightly. “Welcome, gentlemen!” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody out!” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    The assault detachment, comprised of Clown, Tag, and Catt, were the first to leave the ship, spreading in a fan and covering all possible attack directions. Frizzle’s figure became enshrouded in smoke, Alex disappeared from this world altogether, and Cowgirl ran to the nearest rock, aiming towards the mission’s objective. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Bond!” I said, leaving the ship last. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, gentlemen!” The ship immediately took off, raising dust, the door began to close right after takeoff. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. A rocky plain stretched out around us, with clumps of gray-green grass jutting out here and there. The dark sky felt oppressive, and there was a light drizzle. The mountains towered in the distance, their peaks disappearing into the low clouds. Our target was located approximately halfway to that ridge. 
 
      
 
    A small mining settlement was belching smoke relentlessly. White fumes from a processing plant mixed with black from the burning defensive structures. The howl of shells filled the air as the Space Troopers fired at the insurgents’ positions, followed by loud explosions. Apparently, they really weren’t concerned with us at the moment. 
 
      
 
    “So, we act according to the plan! Begin!” 
 
      
 
    Alex and Frizzle quickly moved towards the settlement; we waited a little and followed. The generator facility was a complex of buildings about a mile and a half from the main settlement. The main generator was located in the largest building. The complex was enclosed by a low concrete fence with two access points. There were no automatic turrets on the six towers around the perimeter, just living people inside primitive birdhouse-like structures. What were they thinking when they started this rebellion? 
 
      
 
    “Alpha in position!” Alex had come up with the name. Having a special name for a two-person group was also his idea. As he reasonably noted, two people are more than one, so it makes a combat unit. And it had to be called Alpha. Why Alpha? He couldn’t remember, but he knew it was something cool. 
 
      
 
    Clown and the bear folk… ahem… his fighters also wanted a title. They successively proposed “Rip-and-Tear,” “Triumphants,” and “Total-Ass-Kickers,” all with a straight face. Clown was particularly keen on that last one. However, I argued that in battle, our focus should be on fighting, not on cracking up. They didn’t quite grasp my point, so I took the lead and dubbed them Team Bravo. The name was suggested by Alex. He drawled, “It’s like ‘Alpha’, but ‘Bravo,’ see?” And they shouted “Bravo!” at the circus, too, although he only let me in on that during a private chat. He even suggested that Cowgirl and I could tag ourselves Team Brangelina, but he wouldn’t provide an explanation, so I declined. 
 
      
 
    “Six men positioned on the towers, four at the entry gates, and no military presence indoors,” Alex reported. 
 
      
 
    The distance from the nearest cover to the gates of the generator complex spanned five hundred yards of open terrain. Approaching without notice was out of the question. Cowgirl found shelter behind a boulder, her gaze focused through the scope of her… pink rifle. Darn. 
 
      
 
    “All clear!” she exclaimed, visibly surprised after surveying the towers. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha, any developments on your end? Not a single shot heard.” 
 
      
 
    “All good! Y’all can move in,” Alex responded promptly, and then added with a chuckle, “You’re welcome!” 
 
      
 
    Cheeky show-off. I directed Cowgirl and Catt to head toward the settlement, take cover, and keep an eye on the only road connecting the two sites. Meanwhile, I hastened across the barren expanse with Team Bravo and entered the complex’s premises. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the techs?” I asked Frizzle, who stood waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “Locked up in the storage room!” Frizzle gestured toward a small, windowless structure. “Alex is inside the generator room with the station chief.” 
 
      
 
    “Clown, Tag, secure the perimeter. Frizzle, let’s make our way to the tower; the vantage point is better up there. Stay vigilant, all of you!” 
 
      
 
    “Fetch Clown’s ax; there’s something we need to cut through!” 
 
      
 
    Clown reluctantly handed it over and raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Okay… but you know the drill!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and made my way to Alex. 
 
      
 
    The generator room was spacious, with a ceiling towering ten yards above and covering an area around five thousand square yards. On the second floor, Alex engaged in a debate with a compact individual in a green uniform within a transparent control room, offering an expansive view of the entire hall. I ascended the staircase and joined them. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    The compact individual fell silent, while Alex grinned. 
 
      
 
    “All’s well, just undergoing an express course in reactor management.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the argument about?” 
 
      
 
    “This gent here,” Alex gestured toward the Imperial with a nudge, “is being cagey about instructing me on overloading the reactor for detonation.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do we need to blow it up? Our orders are to deactivate it!” I voiced my surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well… just in case!” 
 
      
 
    “You, my friend, are quite the maniac!” 
 
      
 
    “Much obliged! I know,” he responded, addressing the station chief. “Well, sir, I’ve practically figured it out on my own. So, I suggest you get the hell out of here!” 
 
      
 
    Initially taken aback, the Imperial glanced first at Alex, then at me. I affirmed the instruction with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “And kindly usher your personnel out of the storage facility too. The Human Commonwealth will need your service yet!” I concluded, every inch the true peacekeeper. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant!” the compact individual stuttered, departing from the control room hastily without looking back. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot when the imperial fella comes through that door, and release the others!” I warned the group outside and waved at Alex. “Kill the lights!” 
 
      
 
    He grinned and pressed a few buttons. 
 
      
 
    “Cut this cable!” he pointed at a thick cable leading from the console to the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t I get electrocuted?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be chicken, electricians don’t die that easily!” 
 
      
 
    I swung and cut. The hum in the hall diminished, the lighting flickered and went out, but immediately switched to emergency red lamps. 
 
      
 
    Then the hatches in the floor flung open, and they started crawling out of every crack. No, I wasn’t talking about roaches. These were actual live people in dark-green armor, slightly different from ours. 
 
      
 
    “Imperial Guard!” Clown yelled over the airwaves. 
 
      
 
    I fired the Peacemaker X into the nearest passage, taking down two green figures, and grabbed my rifle. Alex vanished and reappeared two seconds later behind one of the attackers, instantly beheading him. Then he disappeared again. Two grenades exploded down the far passage as Alex liquidated a breakthrough on the left… 
 
      
 
    “Heavy equipment coming from the city!” Tag’s voice rang out. “Looks like it’s Imperial.” 
 
      
 
    “Get as far away from there as you can!” 
 
      
 
    “Too late. Scout drones have spotted us. We’re engaging.” 
 
      
 
    Several strong explosions sounded outside. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, what’s happening there?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve both been hit, commander,” Frizzle reported. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, hang on! We’ll be out in a minute!” 
 
      
 
    “You really shouldn’t, there’s dozens of ‘em here,” she paused for a second but soon continued. “And they’re all coming for you!” 
 
      
 
    I shot the last remaining guard, and Alex finished off the stragglers. There weren’t many of them in the hall, probably not enough room for shelters in the monolithic foundation. 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t detected?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I pulled out and turned on the camouflage.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart girl! Fall back to our drop point!” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an order!” 
 
      
 
    “Acknowledged!” 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, Catt! Do you copy?” Silence on the airwaves. Oh, where were those lovely red and green dots I’d become so accustomed to? 
 
      
 
    The first figures in green entered the passage from the outside. I threw a grenade at them, and they disappeared for the time being. 
 
      
 
    “Was I reading you right when you said that you could blow up the generator?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep!” Alex had just split an imperial who tried to break in through the back door in half. 
 
      
 
    “Then blow the damn thing up and let them respawn us!” 
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
      
 
    Alex pointed at his chest. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve put a lot of work into this thing and I ain’t ready to part with it. I’ll be able to replicate it soon, but for now, I ain’t planning on dyin,’ my dude.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, you always complicate things!” 
 
      
 
    “Who said it was ever gonna be easy? But you know how the song goes, ‘Nothing’s gonna change my world’.” He gave me a long look. 
 
      
 
    “Jai guru deva om. No, I have no idea where that comes from, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship,” Alex said. Damn, we could spend a while like that playing ping-pong with phrases neither of us remembered the origin of but both recognized. And there were certainly more urgent things on our plate. 
 
      
 
    “Look here, Alex, you were explaining to me that you can disappear from this reality for a while, did I remember that right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bit of a stretch, but you got the gist.” 
 
      
 
    “If I blow this thing up to kingdom come now… Will you survive?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in theory, I should.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the likely blast radius?” 
 
      
 
    “How the hell should I know?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re like, an engineer!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, like… kinda… a mile or thereabouts.” 
 
      
 
    “How long can you stay there at the most, and how far can you jump at the most?” 
 
      
 
    “My record so far is fifty-eight seconds and one hundred and forty-six meters.” 
 
      
 
    “Hope that’ll be enough. Here, I’m handing these over to you for safekeeping. Your head’s on the line!” I handed Alex hers and Peacemaker X. “If you… lose them, I might forgive you, but I don’t think Clown will.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be in tip-top shape, Commander!” Alex smiled, attaching the ax to his back and the sawed-off shotgun to his belt. 
 
      
 
    “And keep an eye on Frizzle; I hope she’ll manage to get far enough away.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry!” 
 
      
 
    “And stay somewhere close,” I looked intently into his eyes. “I’ll definitely come back for you lot.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look away, still smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t doubtin’ that,” he leaned over the console as I continued to lay down covering fire. A few of the Imperials were already in the hall, but they shot carefully, afraid of damaging the equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Ready! This button!” Alex pointed to a nondescript black button. 
 
      
 
    “Why isn’t it red?” I wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, didn’t have enough time for a paint job,” the glass above us shattered from a burst of machine-gun fire. “So, I’ll split then, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    He vanished and I immediately pressed the button. An incredibly bright light flashed before my eyes. One could go blind from that in no time, I thought to myself as I flew off for another resurrection. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “O partigiano portami via 
 
    O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao ciao ciao 
 
    O partigiano portami via 
 
    Che mi sento di morir” 
 
      
 
    THE FIRE BLAZED BRIGHT, and meat sizzled on the bayonet of a trophy rifle. A warm breeze blew, and two white moons shone in the sky. The guerilla squad was at rest. Alex was singing as he cleaned the last remaining power sword. His voice was pleasant, rich, and smooth. Sitting around the campfire in the evenings, he often performed various stuff from his wide repertoire. This particular song had become a favorite among the young lieutenants. At first, the girls took to it, and then, upon learning the translation, all the guys got into it, too. Every evening, they asked Alex to sing, and he was only too happy to oblige. Some of them even sang along. After all, what else could brave guerillas do while hiding in a cave on a distant planet? Clean their weapons and plan yet another act of sabotage against the invaders, that’s what. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, we were the invaders, though we called ourselves guerillas. I wondered whether that made us guerraders or invarillas. Still, that wasn’t important. What mattered was that we’d been hiding here for two weeks, and the rescue team was still nowhere in sight. 
 
      
 
    It was a good thing the food problem had been resolved. Alex found a miracle shortcut once again. The local mountain goats may have thought they were the smartest, but boy did he prove them wrong. Actually, they were sesquipedalian reptiles, more akin to crocodiles, but “mountain crocodiles” sounded downright bizarre. So they were named goats. These local goats were terribly skittish, deftly scaling steep cliffs, and hiding in crevices at great heights. Only Cowgirl managed to shoot a couple, with one even getting stuck in a crevice and not falling down. That was when Alex stepped in. He just teleported up to the crevice and acted on two scenarios. Either he’d strike the critter with his sword or he’d yank it from the crevice and send it into a free fall, teleporting himself back to solid ground. So the issue of sustenance was temporarily resolved, though a fierce craving for soldier’s porridge persisted. 
 
      
 
    The one thing that warmed my soul was Colonel Rattlesnake’s promise. She took great pride in her reputation, and even if she didn’t give a damn about our fate, she surely wouldn’t want to tarnish her standing. Help would come sooner or later. I sincerely hoped it would be sooner. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why are you in your own bodies?” I was taken aback. My team had taken my words literally, and all of them had bounced over to the Armory stark naked. Now they were all staring me in the eyes loyally. Someone gasped. I followed their gaze. Some fleet trooper had been staring at the naked Cowgirl and had banged his forehead against the partition as a result. I sighed. “There are suits over there; put them on and don’t embarrass me!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve already been modified,” Catt responded. I took a closer look. Indeed, they appeared more robust. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about you!” I pointed at Beauty and the Beast, who were just pulling on their clothes. “Why the hell are you in your own bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the doc said there weren’t enough to go around!” Clown seemed somewhat flustered. “Two battalions of Space Troopers with artillery went down one after the other — all the ‘sarcophagi’ are occupied. And we weren’t planning on fighting just yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Plans have changed. Now we are,” I said thoughtfully, looking at Cowgirl and Clown. “But I won’t take you two now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” Clown was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Because, with a ninety-nine percent probability, we’ll get snuffed there again!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good!” Clown exclaimed sincerely. 
 
      
 
    “You stay on the ship!!!” I was adamant. 
 
      
 
    “You know what, commander,” Clown smirked. “You fear for our bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do!” I nodded firmly. “Don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t,” Clown replied nonchalantly. “I can’t make you, but as soon as you fly away from the ship leaving us behind, I’ll personally blow my head off.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at Cowgirl. She clenched her eyes shut and also nodded vehemently. 
 
      
 
    “You… bastard,” I struggled to find words in my indignation. “That’s blackmail!” 
 
      
 
    “I had a good teacher!” Clown winked at me. 
 
      
 
    “Right. We’ve got half an hour to ransack the armory. Take everything — and as much of it as possible!” 
 
      
 
    And off we went to the store. 
 
      
 
    During the fitting, I briefed them on the current situation. One of the planet’s moons harbored a concealed fleet of Imperial ships. There were supposed to be twelve destroyers and two hundred assault craft. We had completely missed this whole crowd because we were expecting “no one but miners.” Of course, the enemy ships were concealed on the dark side of the moon, and had been switched to power-saving mode beforehand, sitting there as quiet as a host of mice. But fancy the intelligence missing something like that! Rattlesnake simply jumped into the system, flew up to the planet, hovered in orbit, and dropped the landing shuttles. As if it was a drill. Understandably enough, she was furious. Commander Flak had remained silent for a long time, but after one particularly nasty jibe he went completely apeshit, too. Two battalions of Space Troopers and an artillery battery were also annihilated by the Imperials. Part of the enemy emerged from the town; the other part came from the mountains, hitting our guys from behind in a classical pincer movement. Even blowing up the generator didn’t help much. It did knock out the town’s stationary turrets, but there were self-propelled artillery units in the woods by the mountains. They shelled the hell out of us. And, overall, it was a ground operation, and the landing commander should be coordinating it. Rattlesnake’s face was going pale, then flushing with red blotches in a frantic dance of emotions I had seen before but never grown used to. 
 
      
 
    I apologized, interrupting their tense silence, and asked my question. The response I received was, “Grab Bond, and get the hell out of here! You have four hours to find your crew and get back!” I saluted and was about to leave when the siren wailed again. The fleet’s crew scurried even faster — two Imperial battle cruisers and six frigates had entered the system. Things have taken a turn for the exciting. The colonel stopped me, thought for a minute, and announced that I had a one-way ticket now. No, she would definitely return with reinforcements, but the balance of power had shifted, and it would be a bit difficult for a single valiant cruiser of the Human Commonwealth to stand against the cowardly Imperial dogs, because there were slightly more of them. All of this was said very glibly, but the essence was that while we were doubtlessly the paragon of bravery, discretion was still the better part of valor. Going for reinforcements in the form of the Twelfth Strike Fleet would take about two weeks, so it was all in my hands. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the hands in question were now grabbing everything they could reach. The main thing was to have adequate stats. After the upgrade I received from the Army, mine looked like this: 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
    System Rank: Strike unit leader. 
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
    Free Will: Contractual obligations. 
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
    Class: Absolute. 
 
    Rank: Second Lieutenant. 
 
    Awards and Privileges: None. 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Marksmanship — Level 28 
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 27 
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 31 
 
    Melee Combat — Level 25 
 
    Explosives — Level 27 
 
    Armor — Level 25 
 
    Power Armor — Level 26 
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 31 
 
    Vulnerability Detection — Level 25 
 
    Disguise — Level 25 
 
    Medicine — Level 25 
 
    Communications — Level 25 
 
      
 
    Enhancements: HC Space Troopers Petty Officer. Type: physical. Set: standard. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
    Human Commonwealth — Indifference. 
 
    Universe-13 — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    “How do you like it, chief?” Clown spun around, buzzing with servomotors. The dark blue heavy armor with white streaks was imposing. Clown’s six-and-a-half-foot frame, clad in armor, could have been mistaken for a battle robot, if it wasn’t for the smiling face under the lifted visor. 
 
      
 
    “Cool! I need one like that too!” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t wear one like this,” Clown rumbled. “You don’t have the necessary connectors on your body, and your skills aren’t up to snuff, either.” 
 
      
 
    Some commander, me. The young lieutenants standing behind Clown’s back were wearing simpler — as in lighter — armor. But overall, the valiant Team Bravo looked impressive. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready, Commander!” Catt declared, casually hoisting the combat firearm system on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tear them all apart!” Tag deftly fastened the battle ax to his back, almost identical to Clown’s, which was now somewhere down on the planet. “To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “How long does the exoskeleton battery last in combat mode?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Four hours,” Tag immediately replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then why don’t I see any boxes with spares? We’re going down for two weeks, and we’ll have to hold out come hell or high water! And ammunition doesn’t grow on trees, either!” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    I turned. Cowgirl was clad in scout armor, additionally wearing a camouflage cloak with a hood. There was a gray rifle in her hands. She gestured at it with her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, don’t even start!” 
 
      
 
    Tears appeared in Cowgirl’s eyes. Damn! Paint… Where could I find some paint around here? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was watching the approaching surface of the planet. Bond was displeased with the situation. The Punisher had already accelerated for the hyperspace leap, and he would have to catch up with it, somehow avoiding being pulverized by the ubiquitous Imperial ships along the way. Time was tight for our landing and return, so he was nervous, and didn’t hide it. However, he was an excellent pilot, there was no doubt about that. And the ship was good. Having flown out of the Punisher’s hangar, we flew past two groups of ships heading towards the escort cruiser. The first one, comprised of fighters, had missed us by a hair’s breadth, in terms of space speeds and distances, without noticing. The second was a destroyer with more advanced scanning equipment that was in a hurry to join the main fray, accompanied by a number of utility ships; it even managed to fire a couple of shots at us, but, fortunately, they missed. However, our superior speed got us out of its reach very quickly. 
 
      
 
    I had a different landing point in mind this time. Our first landing had been expected by the miners, I thought. Now, though, the planet was fully occupied by Imperial forces. So I pointed to a place that lay a few miles away from the previous disembarkation in the foothills of the mountain range that enveloped the mining settlement in a huge crescent. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, we’re about to land! Contact in five… four… three… two… one…” the ship touched the surface gently. “No enemy presence observed within a radius of three miles, but we were scanned during landing! And I don’t know who it was! You have five minutes!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s unload!” I grabbed two boxes of ammunition and was the first to jump down the lowered ramp. Behind me clattered the boots of my comrades, who were also loaded with supplies. We finished in three minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, gentlemen!” The ship took off. 
 
      
 
    It had risen to a height of about a quarter of a mile when smoky streaks of rockets came from the direction of the settlement. The ship ejected false targets and tried to accelerate as much as possible in the planet’s dense atmosphere. Some rockets were shot down by automatic anti-missile defense, but still, this wasn’t a full-fledged warship. The advantage of a stealth shuttle was precisely its stealth; it was never supposed to expose itself to enemy fire. So several rockets exploded practically on the hull. 
 
      
 
    “Agent 007 is screwed,” I stated. And then a panicked scream rang out over the air. 
 
      
 
    “Surface team, pick me up!” I looked closely. Among the slowly falling debris, I spotted a life capsule plummeting to the ground. It would land about two miles away, approximately. 
 
      
 
    “Tough bastard!” Clown approvingly nodded his head. 
 
      
 
    I wondered whether the Imperials had also spotted the capsule, and whether they’d be interested in what the shuttle was doing on the planet in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “So now, besides Alex and Frizzle, we need to look for Bond, too,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “BOO!” came from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” I jumped in surprise and turned around. Behind me stood a grimy Alex with a huge grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, damn it! I almost shat myself!” 
 
      
 
    “Almost doesn’t count!” he continued to grin. He handed Peacemaker X to yours truly, and HER to Clown. “Here’s your stuff, safe and sound. Now you owe me one!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” Clown looked sincerely relieved. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a huge question who owes whom,” I grumbled. “How did you find us here, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I have detailed files.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, you…” I didn’t know what to call him. 
 
      
 
    “How did it all go?” 
 
      
 
    “Just fine. There’s a whale of a crater where the generator used to be now. Imperial equipment got caught in the blast zone too. We took down a couple hundred guards.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the System give you anything? I got a sweet Fanny Adams.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure did. Engineering and Explosives!” Alex drawled. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, but I was the one who pressed the button!” 
 
      
 
    “The System sees all!” Alex raised his index finger. “Ain’t no freebies for you!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ve figured that out,” I looked up. Cowgirl was positioned on a high hill nearby. “Cowgirl, what do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “All clear!” she replied. “No movement from the direction of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright… Hey, Team Alpha, go fetch Bond quickly!” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll just sit here in the shade?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “Must be nice to be the commander,” Alex shook his head reproachfully. “Frizzle, let’s move out!” 
 
      
 
    And Alpha quickly vanished into the surrounding underbrush. 
 
      
 
    “Tag, I’m appointing you quartermaster!” I pointed at a pile of boxes. “Sort everything out here!” 
 
      
 
    “Why me?” the lieutenant was upset. 
 
      
 
    “‘Cause you have good genes. Your grandma became a colonel, so you’ve got the skills for efficient management in your blood.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Clown and Catt, thoughtfully examining them from head to toe and back. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the color of your outfits. So now we’re going to repaint you!” 
 
      
 
    “NOT PINK?!!” they yelled in unison. They seemed horrified. 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha… Don’t wet yourselves!” I reassured them. “Camo! Ever heard of it? Well, it’s not exactly one pure color, but something like that.” 
 
      
 
    I took out the green, gray, and brown paint I had prepared. There was also yellow and pink. 
 
      
 
    “You can be seen from a mile away in that blue-and-white getup! A guerilla fighter should be inconspicuous!” 
 
      
 
    And I set to work, starting with Clown. After half an hour, I skeptically surveyed my creation sprayed over six-and-a-half feet of living metal. He definitely looked more inconspicuous now, but what could I possibly do about his size? 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least I tried! Catt, turn your back to me… and bend over a little. As the bishop said to the actress. Heh heh.” I took a can in each hand and started spraying again. 
 
      
 
    I had almost finished painting the newly-appointed quartermaster when Team Alpha turned up with the rescued pilot. I was applying another layer of paint, sticking out my tongue from exertion, so I just nodded at them. 
 
      
 
    Bond was grimy and slightly singed, but quite lively. 
 
      
 
    “So, Agent, how’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    “Why Agent?” he wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re 007!” Alex explained. 
 
      
 
    The pilot blinked. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind those two,” Frizzle approached from behind and looked at us disapprovingly. “They’re real fond of jokes no one else gets. As if they were characters from some trashy pulp novel written by some semiliterate dimwit!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on now! If you please!” I finished, stepping back to admire my latest creation. “Our jokes are for clever clogs only!” 
 
      
 
    “How can clogs be clever?” Bond asked, genuinely puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “There!” Alex drawled. “That’s exactly what we’re talkin’ about here!” 
 
      
 
    I patted Tag on the shoulder contentedly and immediately cursed, smearing my glove with paint. 
 
      
 
    “You better tell me what you plan to fight with, my new airborne friend.” I looked over Bond, taking stock of his equipment. A torn flight suit, a flight helmet that offered no protection, and a light laser gun on his belt. The only good thing he had was his boots. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I thought you’d give me something,” Bond mumbled uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go!” Clown immediately handed him his combat firearm system. Bond gasped as he grabbed it clumsily it, and almost dropped it. He had to exert considerable effort to keep it balanced. 
 
      
 
    “Alright there?” Clown raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle took the weapon from Bond. 
 
      
 
    “Another damn joker,” she shook her head in despair. “Seems like it’s contagious.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl quietly approached from behind and silently handed me her rifle. I decided to try again. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, my dear, understand, we’re now a bunch of seasoned guerillas, hiding out in the mountains from the perfidious Imperial invaders! And the pink color will give you away! Understand me?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shook her head negatively and offered her weapon to me more insistently. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter? Look,” I began, pointing and commenting. “Uncle Clown. Camouflaged. Catt and Tag — same. Alex. Black. But he can disappear altogether. Bond. Well, let’s skip him for now. Look! Frizzle and you — wearing camo armor! And you, sunshine, are in a camo cloak! How will a pinkish rifle look with all this?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl wrinkled her charming little nose, thought about my question for a whole second, and replied with a beaming smile, “Very cute! Just the thing for a girl!” 
 
      
 
    I slapped my forehead. The logic was unassailable, and the smile was infectious. We were guerillas, but we were also human, and sometimes the absurdity of life in the midst of war was the only thing that kept us sane. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU CANNOT ESCAPE RETRIBUTION!!! WE’LL COME TO EVERY WORLD IN UNIVERSE-13 AND CLEANSE THE GALAXY OF THIS SCOURGE!!!” 
 
      
 
    This scream reached us from a massive object I lacked a proper description for. The thing was the size of a cruiser. Four of them accompanied by a dozen smaller ones began to fall behind, and it seemed that today we might actually escape. 
 
      
 
    We’d launched from the planet without a hitch, but as soon as we left the atmosphere, we were met by a disheartening sight. Two Imperial cruisers, which were resembling colanders by this point with as many holes in their hulls, hovered in high orbit, swarmed by strange ships of various colors and sizes. Judging by the orbiting debris, these were the remnants of the rest of the Imperial fleet. We were lucky, and the main fleet of the green-skinned beings was far enough away from our exit point for us to avoid immediate fire. The Imperial courier wasn’t as swift as our lost stealth boat, but it had decent speed. And we’d been moving away for four hours towards the calculated hyperspace leap point. What shocked everyone the most was not the scattered fleet of the green beings, looking more like a child’s box of toys that someone had knocked over, but the absence of an Information Station of Universe-13. Its usual spot near the fourth planet of the system was vacant. Such a thing had never happened in the memory of my comrades. 
 
      
 
    “Those green fellas sure are aggressive,” Bond noted, finishing the data entry for the upcoming hyperspace leap. 
 
      
 
    “Not to mention batshit crazy!” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, come on, they’re alright!” Clown declared. 
 
      
 
    Alex chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Y’know, I reckon if we painted you green, they’d take you for one of their own!” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” Clown seemed to take umbrage at that, for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “Because! Trust me on that one!” Alex continued to laugh. “They’d even make you their leader! I’m sure about that! You’re just as gung-ho as they are!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that,” Clown shrugged, “but their weapons are cool! I just need to repaint this thing.” 
 
      
 
    He thoughtfully twirled and lovingly stroked a massive rusty hammer in his hands. Underneath layers of rust, a skull with wings peeked through. 
 
      
 
    “Paint it pink!” Alex suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Paint yourself pink, asshole!” Clown retorted without malice. 
 
      
 
    “Will you cut it out already!” I was still feeling jittery. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so mad?” Clown asked in genuinely surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That’s ‘cause he’s missed the best part of waking up and has no Folgers in his cup!” Alex laughed again. Stress was getting to some of us, and for some, it manifested through laughter. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what those folgers are, but you should’ve grabbed something for yourself, too!” Clown stated. 
 
      
 
    “As if I had time for that!” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Attention. Ten seconds to the leap,” Bond sighed with relief and leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have time to lay your hands on some loot yet!” Alex reassured me. “Something tells me we’ll meet these green guys again. Am I right, Perv?” 
 
      
 
    The puny green-skinned fellow who was sitting on the floor next to my chair and clutching my leg just in case nodded affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    “See! Even he agrees!” 
 
      
 
    The external view screens blinked and turned off. The ship finally went into hyperspace. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After picking up Bond, we headed for the mountains and conducted a thorough reconnaissance. Alex found a wonderful cave, the entrance to which was blocked by a large tree with huge leaves. He then drove out a local predator that looked like a six-legged gray sardine with a horn on its nose, and we set up our base there. 
 
      
 
    The Imperials tried to find and destroy us, but they did it rather half-heartedly. I expected orbital bombardment, a bunch of drop pods falling from the orbit, shock troops, or even a nuclear bomb. But, apparently, I had overestimated my importance to the Empire. There were several punitive operations that we repelled without losses. The Guards, on the other hand, lost a couple of dozen men. And they seemed to decide that sooner or later we would starve to death and left us alone. They themselves began to fortify the settlement and the surrounding area. They understood that the Human Commonwealth would return, and they tried to do everything possible to make the capture of the planet as difficult as possible. 
 
      
 
    We sat in the cave for a couple of days, and we got bored. But if the mountain didn’t want to come to Muhammad, then it was usually the case of Muhammad going to the mountain. And so we commenced our raids. We were guerillas, after all! 
 
      
 
    We were initially successful. We picked off the enemy, intercepted convoys, and derailed trains. Well, not quite. There were no trains on the planet. A pity! I somehow felt less of a guerilla without trains. But we caught a prisoner and dressed Bond in imperial armor. The prisoner was uncommunicative, didn’t know any new jokes, and there was nothing to do with him but send him off for a resurrection. However we learned from him that the Imperials did not intend to fight for this planet forever; they just needed to divert the HC forces from the nearest B-class conflict, where an imperial counterattack was planned. This calmed me down, and I continued to wait for Rattlesnake with renewed patience. 
 
      
 
    Then the Imperials snapped back once or twice. We continued to tempt fate. But after a battalion of Imperials poured out of trucks that were supposed to transport ore and gave us a proper thrashing, we decided to call it quits. Alex lost one of his swords covering our retreat, and we almost lost Tag and Catt who had gotten cut off in the gorge. However, Cowgirl managed to hold back the advancing Imperials just long enough for Alex and me to detonate the pre-planted explosives and bury part of the attackers under a landslide. 
 
      
 
    And now as we were sitting by the fire and listening to Alex’s singing on the fifteenth day after landing, everyone received a strange notification from the System. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Connection with the Information Field of Universe-13 has been lost. The System is switching to autonomous mode. It is recommended to refrain from dying due to the temporary impossibility of resurrection. Await restoration of connection. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” Clown wondered. 
 
      
 
    “The connection with Universe-13 is missing,” Bond explained thoughtfully. “This happens when there’s no System relay in the planetary system.” 
 
      
 
    “But there is one here!” I was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, not anymore,” Bond scratched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “And what could have happened to it?” Tag also looked surprised. “It’s not as if anyone would have attacked it, would they?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you nuts?” Bond looked at him. “Why would anyone do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… My bad, sorry,” Tag said, embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Think before you open your mouth!” Bond admonished him. “The System is life itself! There are no total crazies!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded approvingly and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crazies arrived in the morning. Their arrival was an impressive sight. First, the heavens blazed, and the remains of destroyed ships rained down in a meteor shower. Then the orbital bombardment began. If we were trying to capture the village bloodlessly, the party that had just appeared had no such goal. Bombs and torpedoes almost leveled the village to the ground. And then the drop pods rained down. 
 
      
 
    I pulled away from the pink sniper scope and rubbed my eyes. I looked through the scope again and realized that I wasn’t seeing things. The drop pods looked like matchboxes. They were very old, judging by their trajectory, some engines were malfunctioning, and they struggled to maintain the correct direction. Some of them fell apart in mid-flight. Chunks of armor and whole compartments kept falling off. Some didn’t have any working brakes, and they completed the destruction of the village, falling down like bombs. 
 
      
 
    And from the ones that did land, a screaming green crowd poured out… 
 
      
 
    Once again, I didn’t believe my eyes and even suggested to Alex that he should take a look for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Jeepers! Them things are orcs!” Alex concluded. “And the little ones are goblins!” 
 
      
 
    “My thoughts precisely!” I said, and then asked again, “But who are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t remember,” my amnesiac companion shrugged. “But it’s definitely them!” 
 
      
 
    I had a strange feeling that I hadn’t personally met those damn creatures, but I somehow knew these all the same… 
 
      
 
    The invaders quickly suppressed the resistance of the survivors from the large Imperial garrison. It took them no more than an hour at the most. And then the green-skinned horde began looting. Strange mutants without armor, clad in aprons and welder’s masks instead, were cutting metal into pieces that were immediately stacked into different piles according some principle known only to them. Everything, including underwear, was taken from the dead bodies. All the equipment found new green-skinned owners, and the divvying-up was not without bloodshed. Stronger individuals simply took the loot from the weaker ones, whacking them on the head if they objected. Some were even killed in the heat of the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re screwed!” Alex mumbled when we gathered for a war council based on the results of his reconnaissance. He had gone to the spaceport at night, which was located a bit away from the village, and thus almost unaffected by the bombing. 
 
      
 
    “Very optimistic,” I praised him. “And very informative! What was the purpose of sending you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we do have an option,” he grinned mysteriously. Trying to get me to massage his ego, no doubt. 
 
      
 
    “Could you elaborate?” 
 
      
 
    The grin left Alex’s face, and he got serious. He took a stick and started to draw a map on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s where the whole green gang is now. Busy dismantling and disassembling everything that isn’t burning or nailed down. And what is gets extinguished or torn off, and also cut up. Here’s the spaceport. About a hundred of them headed there and started dismantling the hangars. Here, here, and here we have three ships. This one’s already partially disassembled. These two are still intact. There’s a courier and a system transport. But they won’t remain intact for long. With the speed at which these ghouls are taking everything apart, there won’t be a single piece of scrap iron left there by the day after tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Bond?” I addressed the silent navigator. “Will you manage?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the navigator nodded affirmatively. “The controls are almost the same as on our ships. Only the system transport isn’t suitable for us; it doesn’t have a hyperspace drive. So that leaves the courier.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the courier it is,” I nodded. “We move out in two hours; we need to get there before dawn.” 
 
      
 
    We didn’t make it by dawn. We had to bypass several groups of yelling brutes who had spread around the area. They were making so much noise, yelling, shooting into the air, and singing mournful dirges, that we easily passed by them. But time was lost. The sun had not yet risen above the horizon, but the night had already retreated, everything around us was of a grayish color, and it kept getting lighter by the minute. 
 
      
 
    The green-skinned lot didn’t sleep; they worked. Approaching unnoticed was impossible. We could only prolong the time before discovery. Alex and Frizzle, whom I’d sent to scout, found no signs of guards. The greens wandered carelessly around the spaceport, arguing, and sometimes fighting. Mostly, they were busy sawing, cutting, and breaking things apart. 
 
      
 
    We approached the edge of the wood, as close to the ship as possible. I sent Cowgirl to an old warehouse, standing slightly aside. The entire path to our target was in her line of fire that way. Bond went with her, supposedly to cover, although he was useless in a fight, and without a pilot, the whole plan would have been in vain. Alex and Frizzle came up close to the nearest hangar on our side and were ready to move. As for us, we marched into the attack like the ironclad morons we were in grim silence. We couldn’t afford to die. Not today. 
 
      
 
    But of course, we were soon seen. And the whole crowd rushed at us. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They were screaming and howling. They smelled weird. They varied in size and armor, and their weapons ranged from crude clubs to laser firearms. 
 
      
 
    We opened fire. All at once. Without sparing any remaining ammunition. There was no other way; if we didn’t break through to the ship, we wouldn’t need the ammunition anymore. 
 
      
 
    Alex flitted here and there, dealing sparse blows with his remaining sword. One swing, two at most, and another green life was snuffed out. 
 
      
 
    I switched my combat firearm system to automatic mode, dousing everything around me with continuous fire. The crowd of green was so dense that missing was impossible. A rusty cleaver cut off Frizzle’s arm along with one of her swords. Alex appeared right next to her and took off the offender’s head, a fountain of dark blood bursting from the torso. He picked up Frizzle’s no-longer-needed sword and vanished, only to reappear a second later behind another monstrosity. 
 
      
 
    Beside me was Clown. He’d lost his firearm somewhere, so he was managing with his ax. And he was doing excellently. He was comparable to the green guys in build, and he even surpassed some in size. His swings left behind formless stumps without limbs or heads. 
 
      
 
    A wild howl sounded from the side. A huge green fighter in heavy gaudily colored armor broke through to us, tossing his comrades aside. He held an enormous hammer, which he casually used to clear his path. Upon contact with an obstacle, a blue flash would appear as armor and body turned into bloody mush. But it seemed to worry none of the other attackers. They simply tried not to get under that dreadful hammer. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, to your right!” I managed to utter, redirecting the barrels to the next target. There were so many of them. The firearm system gave a warning signal that the ammunition was nearly out. The laser’s battery had died ten minutes earlier. 
 
      
 
    Clown engaged in combat with the enormous green-skinned brute. This beast was about two hundred pounds heavier than Clown, with massive muscles and protruding yellow fangs dripping saliva. His armor was made of metal pieces of different sizes and colors. A steel collar protected his neck. 
 
      
 
    They circled, exchanging blows. Clown parried the strikes of the fearsome hammer; despite his bulk, he moved faster. The green one sidestepped, evading Clown’s ax, and swung the hammer from above. Clown jumped back, but the sound wave from the blow as it hit the ground was so powerful it reached even me, nearly making me fall as I tripped over. In response, Clown struck his opponent in the abdomen, leaving a wide wound that exploded in a fountain of blood. 
 
      
 
    The green warrior dropped to one knee, and Clown instantly sought to finish him off with his ax. But the adversary met Clown’s ax with his hammer, casually deflecting it without even rising from the ground. The ax shattered into fragments in a brilliant blue flash as the hammer’s pommel crashed into it. Clown instinctively leaped aside, his face betraying shock. He couldn’t believe his trusty and familiar weapon — his ‘girl’ — had failed him so unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    The green beast bellowed, but then rose to his feet. I was struck by how he could continue to fight with such a horrendous wound in his abdomen. But fight on he did. Clown charged forward, seized the green fighter’s arm, and tried to twist it. The servomotors whirred fiercely; the beast’s massive muscles strained, but Clown kept twisting his arms slowly. A blow with the helmet to the face, followed by another, and a kick to the groin for good measure, made the green creature scream even more loudly. Finally, the bones cracked, and the beast dropped its hammer. Clown then kicked the body directly in the belly, right in the open wound. A normal person would have flown some twenty feet from such a hit, but the green one merely staggered back two steps, maintaining balance. That was enough for Clown, who retrieved the enemy’s hammer. A sweeping blow came down right on the green guy’s head, causing it to explode like an overripe melon. The headless body stumbled one step back before falling flat and moving no more. 
 
      
 
    The combat firearm system gave out entirely; I discarded it to one side and drew Peacemaker X. Two shots, and a few figures disappeared in a plasma cloud. Next came grenades. They fell into a thick crowd of greenskins, tearing them to shreds. Catt and Tag switched their firearm systems to grenade launcher mode, sweeping the battlefield with explosions. It was utter chaos. 
 
      
 
    A green figure charged at me from the smoke with a cleaver as large as my head gripped in its formidable fist. Peacemaker X was empty, I had no grenades left, and the empty firearm system lay on the ground. I was in shock. The orc raised his weapon, and suddenly a heavy bullet struck his head, blowing out the back of his skull along with his brains. Good job, Cowgirl. I took up the cleaver and dealt with two more of the charging enemies. Cowgirl downed one, and I slaughtered the other. I was all covered in enemy blood and every bit as crazed as the ones I was fighting. Blood! More blood! Come on, you scum!!! 
 
      
 
    A loud yell made me gulp and shiver. Another Mega-Brute might have been too much for us. But it was Clown’s voice. His armor was smeared with the steaming blood of his most recent foe, and his helmet dented, with the visor up. In his hands he was clutching the hammer that he’d claimed as spoils of war. 
 
      
 
    Letting out another cry that no other human throat could possibly replicate, Clown charged at the approaching horde of enemies. One against a hundred. Blue flashes flickered, and pieces of armor and flesh flew through the air. Tag and Catt tried to hold back the main crowd with heavy fire, away from the newly berserk warrior, while Alex fell in behind him, finishing off the still-living foes and covering the back of his frenzied comrade. The green ones couldn’t take it. There were still ten times more of them, but they showed us their backs. Their green heels sparkled and were gone. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, to the ship, now!” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Frizzle was treating her severed hand with Polymed. Tag was trying to stop the blood flowing from Catt’s leg. Clown was returning, moving his legs ponderously and breathing heavily. There was caked foam on his chin. Alex was supporting him under his arm and whispering something calming. I felt completely drained and leaned against the wall of the building. 
 
      
 
    “The ship is ready for takeoff!” I heard Bond report. “And hurry up, we’re not alone here. Looks like our new friends are coming back with reinforcements.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, get on the ship,” I waved my hand and tried to get up. My legs wouldn’t obey. “Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here!” The grimy blonde appeared next to me, and, grabbing me by the elbow, helped me up. I was amazed again by the strength of that beautiful body. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I grumbled and gently nudged her towards the lowered ramp. “Let’s hurry aboard.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone had already climbed aboard, and I looked over the battlefield one more time, shaking my head. It was a miracle we didn’t stay on that battlefield. If it hadn’t been for Clown. And Cowgirl. And Alex. And the lieutenants. I smiled and spat out the blood that had gotten into my mouth. Enemy blood. Strangely, it tasted like mushrooms. No, we had to make it. There’s no way nutjobs like us could lose. After all, our motto was Imbecility and Courage! 
 
      
 
    “Get me outta here, please!!!” A shrill cry came from behind the hangar, and I almost discharged Peacemaker X in response. A small green goblin in torn filthy rags was running towards me, his empty hands held out, and upon reaching me, fell to the ground and began to bow frantically. He was about four and a half feet tall. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?” I didn’t put away the shotgun, but I wasn’t planning on shooting just yet. 
 
      
 
    “My name be Brutal Pervert!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” 
 
      
 
    “Mom said name like that help me become big Boss!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve got quite a mom!” I exclaimed. “A total hoot! You wouldn’t happen to have any bombs on you, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Bombs? No!” He shook his head vigorously and then asked, “N-n-n-need? I bring!” 
 
      
 
    “No need! Get on the ship, now. We’ll deal with you later.” Then I added, out loud, “Hey there! Don’t shoot! We have a new friend! He claims he’s a pervert, but don’t mind that!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 200,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “WHY SO STINGY?” I objected. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it ain’t new, and it’s a bit battered!” Rattlesnake retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s telling me that such a wonderful Imperial courier is worth more than a measly two hundred grand!” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can keep it then! I’m doing you a favor!” Rattlesnake was clearly enjoying this. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Did you happen to moonlight as a car dealer in one of your past lives?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Who’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Just remembered! Good thing you didn’t ask about winter tires, ‘cause I don’t have any.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s that?” she leaned forward. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, never mind! Enjoy! But let’s get back to our muttons!” 
 
      
 
    “Our what?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the green men!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! You have a weird manner of expressing yourself, Captain!” She shook her head disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, that’s professional deformation. And thanks for the promotion! Will I get a raise now, too?” 
 
      
 
    “We serve the Commonwealth for the cause, not for money!” the colonel said pompously. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah… A stingy employer always says that!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, you forget yourself!” Rattlesnake started to blush. A bad sign, it meant it was time to wrap it up. 
 
      
 
    “So what about the greenskins?” 
 
      
 
    “At this moment, the Human Commonwealth has more important matters to consider than green savages!” The colonel couldn’t seem to turn off the “pomp.” 
 
      
 
    “More important than a dozen destroyed ships of the 12th Fleet, which you supposedly sent to aid me? And more important than the destroyed Information Station of Universe-13?” 
 
      
 
    “Erm… Losses in war are inevitable, and Universe-13 hasn’t reacted to the incident yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably because it’s in a state of profound freaking shock right now…” I whispered under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “What are you muttering there?” The colonel made a displeased face. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing special. Just thinking out loud. So when can I get Toby… uh, Brutal Pervert back?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever did you pick up this creature for, anyway?” Rattlesnake wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, animal protection, love for our lesser brethren, promoting peace and harmony, and all that jazz!” The colonel raised an eyebrow, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “We are responsible for those we have tamed!” I threw out my last argument. 
 
      
 
    “But what will you do with this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know… Just leave it be, for now.” Rattlesnake sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, the medics are done with it, in principle. Go to the med bay and pick your ward up. Or is it your pet?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Can I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… over there,” I waved my hand vaguely toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    The colonel facepalmed. 
 
      
 
    “You sometimes give the impression of being a complete idiot, Captain. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
      
 
    “My kindergarten teacher was quite sure of it!” I cheerfully confirmed her suspicion. 
 
      
 
    The colonel sighed and continued, “Still, you are a Captain of the Space Troopers and can bring more benefit to the Commonwealth. How about a full platoon for starters?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… And what about my group?” 
 
      
 
    “The Lieutenants can take companies if they want. As for the others — it’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I ponder this for a while?” I scratched my head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand you, Captain. This would advance your career enormously!” 
 
      
 
    “I never really was a careerist… Also, aren’t you afraid that I’ll be a bad influence on a whole bunch of people?” 
 
      
 
    “Very afraid,” Rattlesnake honestly admitted, “but the Charter and Regulations clearly require it.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to consult with my boss… erm… friends!” 
 
      
 
    “What friends, Captain?” the Colonel’s eyes widened in astonishment. “This is the Army, son! And you’re the commander! Even if you are clueless!” 
 
      
 
    “Give me time, Colonel!” I was desperate. I didn’t want to make any decisions right then, I wanted to get out of there. The idea of a linear career in the Space Troopers seemed horrifying for some reason. As if it was getting in the way of something else… Well… There surely was something else! … something important, only I couldn’t remember what it was… 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, whatever! While you’re thinking this over, I have a mission for your group of… uh… rascals!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears!” I perked up, realizing that they wouldn’t take my team away from me right now. 
 
      
 
    “You need to capture an important Imperial. And it has to be done smoothly so that it doesn’t implicate the Commonwealth in any way at all.” 
 
      
 
    “And where exactly should we go to capture him?” That sure seemed a piece of cake! 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get the instructions later.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I put the green guy on the payroll?” 
 
      
 
    “Get out!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Elijah!!! Get me away from here! Big-boobs-auntie poked Perv with big needle!” Brutal Pervert hid behind me and clung to my jumpsuit, also catching some of my tender flesh with his claws. 
 
      
 
    “How are things, Doc?” I asked, vainly trying to detach the little villain from myself. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Elijah! Welcome back! I’ve heard about your adventures,” the doctor winked at me suggestively, undoing another button on her cleavage as if by accident. She continued to go braless. “You should come by more often! And not just to do business.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem…” I cleared my throat, trying to focus on her face. I wasn’t managing very well. “I came to get the green guy. The Colonel said…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’ve been informed,” smiled Dr. Saint. “You’re free to take him. We just have to solve one small problem.” 
 
      
 
    Small, my foot! Why, that’s huge! Damn! What was it with my mind? 
 
      
 
    “Sure, what is it?” I managed to collect myself at last. 
 
      
 
    “Although this creature isn’t part of the System, it’s ready to accept him. As a bonus, it will create his clones for free — for the love of science, as it were! But we need to come up with an identifier for him…” 
 
      
 
    “Come up with what?” Hell and damnation, wasn’t I slow! 
 
      
 
    “A name,” the doctor smiled and unfastened another button. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a name!” I gulped nervously. “So, uh… I name you Toby! There! I’m, like, your godfather now!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to be Toby,” declared the green one, without leaving my back. “Me evil and scary Brutal Pervert! Perv fine, too.” 
 
      
 
    I was once again surprised that he didn’t mangle his own name. 
 
      
 
    “In that case I’ll leave you behind!” I threatened. “I’ll leave you with this scary busty lady!… oops! Sorry, Doc, it just slipped out! And you’re not busty at all!” 
 
      
 
    I got a surprised look. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, of course you are busty, very much so, in fact…” 
 
      
 
    A smile was added. 
 
      
 
    “Dang. Basically, Doc. I promise I’ll stop by sometime… for reasons unrelated to business!” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Saint nodded, looking satisfied, and even fastened one of the buttons. She noted assertively, 
 
      
 
    “In the nearest future, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely! Nearest! Hey, greenface, did you hear what I said?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I’ll be Toby!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s good! Doc, what does he need to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a moment!” she closed her eyes and, after a short pause, opened them. “Do you see the text before your eyes?” 
 
      
 
    Perv stared into space and opened his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “HEY!! I see strange stuff! Different colors!” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t read?” inquired the Doctor. 
 
      
 
    “Perv can count! Up to ten! Read, no! Only big Boss can read! Perv still little Boss!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then listen to what you’ll be told now!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye! In Perv head, there be a girl now! Beautiful! Green!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, answer the girl. Tell her your name!” 
 
      
 
    Perv shrank, shot me a frightened look, and mumbled something quickly. 
 
      
 
    “It is done!” announced the Doctor. 
 
      
 
    I squinted. 
 
      
 
    NB01.A3.000001 (“Brutal Pervert Toby”) 
 
      
 
    I cursed. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, fellas, does anyone know or remember anything about space boarding?” I made an omniscient mien, urging them to answer, as I remembered nothing myself. 
 
      
 
    “Perv knows!” our new little friend answered at once. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’m really interested in what you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Fly fast to the nasty flier, grab on fast-fast and then kill everyone quick-quick-quick!” Toby recited seriously. “And then slowly rob!” 
 
      
 
    “Why, you’re a strategist, dammit!” exclaimed Alex. “That reminds me of the joke about two bulls on a hill!” 
 
      
 
    “What joke?” Tag pricked up his ears at once. 
 
      
 
    “It’s for adults,” Alex smiled. “I’ll tell it you when you grow up!” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t really want to know!” the young lieutenant was offended. 
 
      
 
    “You know what’s the most interesting thing?” Clown said in a speculative voice. “The green runt is basically right. That’s exactly how it all happens!” 
 
      
 
    “Perv not a runt!” the green guy was indignant. “Perv a master of boarding!” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I was surprised. “And how many ships have you captured?” 
 
      
 
    “Me not captured any yet!” Toby looked embarrassed. “But Perv have hu-u-uge po-ten-shell! There!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, you sure know some fancy words!” Alex said approvingly. 
 
      
 
    Toby puffed up with pride. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I smiled. “Bond, have you ever taken part in boarding?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Bond grumbled, discontented. “And I don’t want to take part in anything with you lot!” 
 
      
 
    “Too late to fuss, Bond!” Alex was amused. “You’re assigned to our group now. Until further orders, as it were.” 
 
      
 
    Bond sighed and muttered something nasty under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “Right then, what have we got,” I continued. “There’s this Imperial scumbag that needs to be taken off the ship. If he kills himself, we grab the cargo. Best of all, we get our hands on both and receive a bonus. Like, we send a distress signal, they rescue us, we get right there, and whammo! We have them all by the short and curlies. Sounds wild and stupid, but they told me that they won’t be able to ignore the identifier we’ll supply alongside with the distress call. There. Now, will I hear any questions, wishes, or suggestions?” 
 
      
 
    “Perv need a gun!” the green guy declared immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Are we taking him with us?” Bond asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, as a navigator’s assistant,” Alex responded without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    Perv opened his mouth to object, but I gave him a cuff on the back of the head, waiting for the show to continue. 
 
      
 
    “As a navigator’s assistant?!! What the hell?!! Have you all lost your minds?” Bond looked pitiful. 
 
      
 
    “Enough joking,” Frizzle intervened on Bond’s behalf. “Cretins!” 
 
      
 
    We all laughed heartily. Bond was clearly upset, and Frizzle was comforting him. Clown finished laughing and clarified, 
 
      
 
    “But, really, what are you going to do about the green runt here?” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Boo… uh… Saint promised to cram in a few basic skills for free, and we’ll add what’s needed for our part. What are we missing as a group?” I turned to the frowning Toby. “Hey, greenie, what’s your life’s calling, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Perv can do all!” the little one was inspired. “Me great at war, tack-knowledgey, and making big boom!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” I looked at him intently. “I can always hand you over to the Doctor.” 
 
      
 
    “Not the doctor!” our green companion was scared. “Perv can do all! As Elijah say, so Perv will do!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you enjoy doing yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Perv loves blow stuff up! BOOM! BOOM!” 
 
      
 
    “So, a pyromaniac, basically, like Crazy Harry!” Alex concluded. “I suggest putting a bomb in his backpack and releasing him towards the enemy. He’s small; he’ll make it!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Perv’s eyes bulged. “Bomb! Bomb is good!” 
 
      
 
    “You realize you’ll be blown up?” Tag asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah said Perv no die now! BOOM! BOOM! Many enemies into meat!” the green one got excited and began to run around the compartment, gesturing wildly to show what exactly would happen to the enemies. “Then, bam! Perv alive again! And again with bomb run!” 
 
      
 
    “What a good lad! A proper soldier!” Clown nodded approvingly. “I think I’ll take him with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Take him with you? Why?” Alex was outraged. “I need him too! Dress him in a protective suit, and he’ll be a super kamikaze!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you seriously discussing this now?” Frizzle looked disgusted. 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” the Commanders of teams Alpha and Bravo declared in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, stop!” I interrupted them. “Toby stays with Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be part of our group… ahem… codename…” 
 
      
 
    “Animal farm?” Alex slyly suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Very funny. Let’s call it Delta, why don’t we? Support, sort of. Toby, you’re now an artilleryman!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, chief,” Alex butted in again. He pointed at the excited goblin hanging on to every word and the phlegmatic Cowgirl, sitting in a corner, painting little white stars on her pink rifle stock, sticking out her tongue with the effort. Earlier on, Alex had suggested she might want to draw one for every enemy killed, the bastard. “Which one of them will be in command? Can you imagine who or what they’ll be shooting at if the green guy starts giving orders? And Cowgirl… well, dang, she’s our Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” I pondered this for a moment. “I’ll be taking care of it in the meantime, and then we’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you should call yourselves something other than Delta,” Alex said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” I took the bait rather foolishly. 
 
      
 
    “Like The Goonies,” the bastard started guffawing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Vessel ZX2846263521, we have visual and audio on you! Proceeding to your location. Prepare the docking hatch!” We’d been drifting across this transit System for two days, impersonating someone whose identity no one had any clear idea of. Hiding from everyone and awaiting our target. Everyone onboard was bored out of their minds. 
 
      
 
    Finally, our target appeared. We immediately went adrift and sent out a distress signal. It worked. The Imperial frigate Pride and Glory responded to the call of our “damaged” courier ship and was now hurrying to the rescue. 
 
      
 
    “I might be wrong, but weren’t we waitin’ for a yacht, and not a whole frigging frigate?!” Alex couldn’t hold back. I could relate. 
 
      
 
    “Got it in one,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    “So, we takin’ it or what?” His usual drawl disappeared, to be replaced by a different accent, also vaguely familiar. 
 
      
 
    “As if we have any choice!” I responded, equally grim. “Clown, how many Space Troopers are there on a frigate by regulation?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in theory, there might not be any at all…” 
 
      
 
    “And in practice?” 
 
      
 
    “A platoon.” 
 
      
 
    “As in thirty to forty people?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “And the crew?” I turned to Bond. 
 
      
 
    “Fifty-four people, if it’s a full complement,” our captain responded at once. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Ideas, suggestions, wishes?” I asked, hoping for a miracle. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, not again?” Frizzle looked at me reproachfully. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘not again’?” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle sighed. 
 
      
 
    “You’re our commander. It’s your decision.” 
 
      
 
    “And don’t try to wriggle out of it!” Alex had the last word. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we blow it up?” I looked at Tag. “To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “Great idea!” Alex exclaimed. “Aside from the fact that we have nothing powerful enough for said purpose, we also need someone capable of doing it!” 
 
      
 
    An idea struck me, and I smirked wickedly. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say about Toby and his potential as a ‘super kamikaze’?” 
 
      
 
    Alex brightened up at first; then he saw the expression on my face, and made the reasonable intuitive assumption there was a catch. But he still answered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes. He’d need a camouflage suit and all that stuff!” 
 
      
 
    “BOOM!” Perv exclaimed nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Good boy!” I patted him on his bald head. “And the boom in question will be Uncle Alex’s responsibility!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!!” Alex was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Pick up your snot!” I was really enjoying this. “You’ll be our ‘stealth’ bombardier! How’s Frizzle progressing, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred and forty feet,” Alex finally made a version of his ninja-stealth-armor for Frizzle, with more modest capabilities and less predictable results. During training on the Punisher Frizzle had died three times: once only the upper part of her body got transported, the second time her body became merged with the ship’s hull, and the third time she just found herself in outer space — without a spacesuit. But, nevertheless, she was getting something right. 
 
      
 
    “Clown! What’s the standard procedure as per the instructions?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… two squads will do. The third will stay as a backup.” 
 
      
 
    “So, if everything works out right, the whole platoon will gather near the airlock?” 
 
      
 
    Clown scratched his head. 
 
      
 
    “Well, theoretically, yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, but practically? And where did you even get that word?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes practically as well. And I’ve picked it up from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Right. Figures. Well, fine! Bond, show me the frigate diagram!” A holographic model of the ship appeared from the floor in front of me. “Highlight the areas I’ll name! Airlock. Check. Bridge. Right. Engine room. Got it. Troop compartment. Check. Bridge. Uh-huh. And where might our passenger be? Clear. So, our plan is this…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A GENTLE JOLT TOLD US that the frigate had attached an airlock sleeve to the courier ship. The docking went off without a hitch; we were still pretending to be an unfortunate vessel in distress, and the frigate was still rescuing us. So far, everything was going according to plan, as much as that word applied to this haphazard endeavor. My entire group was now in the airlock compartment. We were ready to write a new page in the military manuals under the section Space Boarding. We might even be able to patent our know-how eventually. That wasn’t certain, but you never knew. 
 
      
 
    I surveyed our disposition. Ahead was our main strike force — Team Bravo in all its glory. Clown was wielding a huge boarding shield and a new hammer, which he had dubbed SMASH, concisely and beautifully. Tag wielded a battle ax; Catt preferred a power sword. But both also wielded a sidearm. Those were dubbed Peacemaker C and Peacemaker T. I refused to explain to them what the X had stood for, so they were still guessing. 
 
      
 
    Alex hinted that it stood for crossing things out of the book of life and also represented the eyes of all things lifeless, but that was too highbrow for them, apparently. They assumed it stood for something lewd, the young perverts. Showing true military savvy and opting for the open-minded soldierly approach, they used the first letters of their names instead. The handguns were my gift. Like Alex, I’d been keeping busy and made them some new toys. They didn’t have as threatening a caliber as my original, but they had a six-round drum, which facilitated their use in prolonged combat substantially. 
 
      
 
    Squad Alpha, made up of two volunteer bombers, was glaring at me with malice. Each of them carried a load that would make a Superfortress crew green with envy. They were festooned with all manner of explosive devices we could find. And slung on their backs was a backpack containing the main ingredient for a gourmet dish known as Le Big Boom. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl seemed a bit disheartened. Only a bit, mind you, because although she had to make do with a combat firearm system instead of a rifle, which would be useless in the tight compartments of the ship, it was nonetheless pink, much to my chagrin. She now always had a strategic reserve of pink paint at hand. For some reason, however, she never used it herself and always entrusted the repainting of her weapon to me alone, each time looking at me pleadingly in a manner that made me unable to say no. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we had Brutal Pervert Toby as part of the crew! He was strutting about in armor tailored to his size. The “flea” model fit him in height, but it had to be significantly altered. However, we did succeed! Or, rather, the Armorers, whoever they were — the ones that invisibly assembled orders day and night based on our whims and wishes. The goblin was ecstatic! The power he gained from the exoskeleton’s servomotors was begging to be unleashed. This scrawny creature tore off everything that could be torn off on the ship and bent everything that could be bent out of shape. 
 
      
 
    After he ripped off the lever that opened the outer airlock, he was confined to a cabin — it served as a solitary cell in his case. He nearly committed suicide by mistake, unscrewing all the bolts from the porthole and inviting Old Man Space into the cabin, along with his old pal Vacuum. But we managed to pull the moron out just in time. We forgave our green buddy these misdeeds. But when he tore off a couple of steps on the gangway, causing Clown to fall in, and us to break the gangway to get him out, I simply removed the battery from his armor. He sat there motionless for a couple of hours, even singing several battle hymns of his race, but then he grew bored and crawled out of the armor. I returned the battery to him just before the battle. 
 
      
 
    Judging by the sounds behind the door, the pressure had equalized, and a distant screech told us that the frigate’s airlock had opened. Bond, who was monitoring the cameras, immediately confirmed this. 
 
      
 
    “Well, as the old Sergeant used to say, ‘Time to die, greenhorns, time to die!’ Heh heh,” I patted Alex on the shoulder condescendingly and raised a clenched fist. “No pasaran! Victory will be ours, come hell or high water! Squad Alpha, it’s your turn!” 
 
      
 
    Before the pair of infiltrators disappeared, the taller one seemed to flash me an obscene gesture. 
 
      
 
    I listened intently. After three seconds, the ship shook once, followed by three more consecutive shakes. 
 
      
 
    “There were twenty of them. There are less than a third left now! We move on!” came Alex’s report. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” I said, cautiously pulling on the repaired airlock lever. 
 
      
 
    Clown activated the protective field of his armor and shield and stepped into the passage. The lieutenants followed him. Ahead in the frigate’s airlock something was burning and smoking. A stunned imperial soldier tumbled out of the smoke; Clown’s hammer, aptly named SMASH, swung up, and the enemy was instantly sent flying with a crushed chest and fatal injuries. Team Bravo vanished into the depths of the enemy ship. From within came the sound of heavy hammer blows, flashes of plasma, the swearing of the former cadets, and Clown’s maniacal laughter. All of it took three minutes tops. 
 
      
 
    “All clear!” Clown reported. “Proceeding as planned.” 
 
      
 
    And they trudged away heavily toward the troop compartment. 
 
      
 
    “Stay close to me!” I called to my wonder squad. We headed towards the captain’s bridge. According to the plan, our target’s cabin was right on the way there. Cowgirl casually took down two bewildered fleet soldiers; I didn’t even have time to react. Perv was hopping with excitement and wanted to shoot as well. I gave him an assault rifle, making sure the model wasn’t powerful enough for him to shoot through my armor from behind accidentally. It was enough for now. He also had two powerful grenades, which I told him to use on my command exclusively — or if both Cowgirl and I got killed. A sort of revenge weapon, just in case. 
 
      
 
    We moved through narrow corridors, Cowgirl skillfully shooting down everyone we encountered, silently mouthing the count and memorizing the number of new stars she’d need to draw on her weapon. Perv was disappointed, as he was also shooting but hitting nothing but dead bodies. Cowgirl’s reaction speed was phenomenal, and Toby looked at her with admiration and some fear. Eventually, he stopped desecrating the corpses but declared that he would “cover our backs,” to save face. I was initially alarmed but then remembered his insufficient firepower and relaxed. I did take the grenades from him, just in case. 
 
      
 
    “The engine room is ours,” came Frizzle’s report. The main lights went out immediately, emergency lighting flickered on, and all doors began to open. 
 
      
 
    “The troopers are done!” Clown reported a minute later. 
 
      
 
    “Target secured!” Alex shouted. 
 
      
 
    We had just reached the VIP cabin. The door was open. Inside, Alex stood, flickering with camouflage, and at his feet lay an armless imperial soldier in a pool of blood. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell did you cut off his arms?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Cause he shouldn’t have been waving ‘em around!” Alex smirked. He nudged a hand holding a laser gun toward me with his foot. “Guns ain’t toys for youngsters!” 
 
      
 
    “And why both?” I asked for clarification. 
 
      
 
    “Why, second one’s for symmetry,” he smirked again. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and crouched beside the Imperial. The Space Troopers had the all-purpose Polymed foam in their arsenal, too, so I generously poured it over the stumps. A massive dose of painkiller stopped his convulsions, his eyes took on a meaningful expression, and even managed to focus. I turned to my faithful ninja. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head to the bridge!” 
 
      
 
    “Look at you give orders left and right,” grumbled Alex. “Not like you’re of any use yourself. I have to do everything on my own!” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to me like that again, and I’ll have you shot! Martial law allows it!” 
 
      
 
    I saw the ninja flip me off again before he vanished into the “shadows.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the cargo?” I asked the Imperial soldier. His stumps twitched. Well, that wouldn’t get us anywhere. “Sorry, you don’t have fingers, so you’ll have to use words!” 
 
      
 
    “Under the bed… there’s a case,” he replied. I checked. It was there indeed. Excellent. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl! Stand over here and keep an eye on this guy!” I pointed at the whimpering Imperial soldier, thought for a moment, and pointed at Brutal Pervert Toby, too. “Keep an eye on this guy, too! And as for you, greenface, why, if you blow anything up, I’ll send you to the zoo! Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Perv smart! Perv good boy!” Toby exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and stepped into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, hurry up to pick up the ‘body’! The green dude’s with Cowgirl alone! I’m worried!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood! We’re right nearby!” Clown laughed. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t share my team’s bloodlust, so I simply aimed Peacemaker X at the members of the frigate’s crew we encountered, causing them to fall to the deck in panic. Sometimes they landed right on the corpses of their colleagues who had been unlucky enough to appear in the corridors five minutes earlier and encounter Alex. Bloodthirsty bastard. He’d catch up with Clown at this rate. And it seemed contagious. Even the lieutenants were beginning to grin during battle. The first sign of one’s propensity for uncontrollable and merciless violence, as it were. I pitied our enemies! 
 
      
 
    With these thoughts, I finally reached the compartment. The door was open, with puddles of blood, severed limbs, and heads scattered all over the command bridge. Alex was seated in the captain’s chair comfortably, legs propped up on the console. Two Imperials were on the floor in front of him, surprisingly intact. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell took you so long?” Alex inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Very funny! Who are these?” I pointed at the two lying down. “And why are they unharmed?” 
 
      
 
    “The captain and navigator! Want me to dispatch’em, too?” His sword lit up. The Imperials squealed and wet themselves. 
 
      
 
    “Very funny, again!” I squinted. 
 
      
 
    RS321.S22.524897 Flag Captain Baron Hops 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be damned! A flag captain and a baron to boot!” I marveled once again at the strange humor of the System and the surrounding world. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me!” Alex chimed in. “Doesn’t seem very… democratic! So, do we blow it to kingdom come, like Tag says? Or?” 
 
      
 
    “Or…” I tried to scratch the back of my head but only scratched my helmet. “Actually, I’m a bit reluctant!” 
 
      
 
    “You said it, bubbeleh!” Alex agreed. ““We oughta make a little profit here, nu?” 
 
      
 
    “Not you, too, Brutus?!” So, I hadn’t imagined it earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Heh-heh. Don’t worry, Commander. I just remembered spending a few weeks in a place called Sheepshead Bay. Almost everyone talked like that there.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him intently but said nothing. I nudged the prone captain with my foot. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, baron! Fancy a flight?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded affirmatively without getting up. I activated the comms. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, feel like taking the frigate for a spin?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. The Courier’s enough for me. And I want to get back to base as soon as possible and never see you again! I’ve even written a report! Here goes!” 007 was in a foul mood, as always. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Frizzle, your faint-hearted suitor is ditching you!” Clown interjected immediately. “Want me to yank his legs off? Heh heh… It’ll be harder for him to run away then!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, my suitor?” Frizzle growled. However, her objection sounded half-hearted. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, sis, everyone already knows!” That was Tag. “And as for you, lousy flyboy, we can get to you anywhere if we need to!” 
 
      
 
    “Bond! Why so quiet, all of a sudden? Hello?” Catt backed up his friend. “We’re on our way already!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” the trembling voice of our pilot finally came through the comms. “Your people are behaving inappropriately. Deal with them! Please…” 
 
      
 
    “You know what, Bond, hurry over to my bridge! You’ve seen Clown in action, and he teaches the young ones to act tough. I’d leg it over here if I were you, lest you end up legless when they arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, a panting Bond appeared on the bridge. I cut the connection, took the pilot by the arm, and led him to a corner. Alex appeared beside us and immediately inquired from behind my back. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, soldier boy, what’s this stuff you got goin’ on with Frizzle?” 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Alex is asking about the nature of the relationship between you and Second Lieutenant Frizzle.” 
 
      
 
    “Um…” Bond hesitated. “Well, we, um, back on that planet… Basically…” 
 
      
 
    “You tarnished her honor, you knave?” Alex’s eyes and his sword lit up simultaneously. His acting was immaculate. Bond jumped back. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, what do you think you’re doing! Captain, get him away from me! What are you even talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Alex’s body blinked and vanished. A second later, he appeared behind Bond. 
 
      
 
    “Another deadbeat dad in the making, eh?” he whispered sweetly into the disoriented lieutenant’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “Yikes! Get him away from me!” Bond grabbed my jumpsuit and hid behind my back. Just like our new goblin friend. But there was no hiding from Alex. He teleported again, popping up right behind the hapless 007. 
 
      
 
    “When is the wedding, pilot?” 
 
      
 
    “Get away from him at once!” Frizzle appeared on the bridge, furious, and instantly positioned herself between her commander and her… boyfriend, apparently. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no one was going to do anything to him!” Alex pouted, but stepped back. “We’re just worried about you!” 
 
      
 
    “I can take care of myself just fine, thanks!” she turned to Bond and tenderly added. “And I can take of you, too, my sweet! Is everything alright, bunny?” 
 
      
 
    The pilot blushed, and we burst into laughter. Frizzle frowned even more. 
 
      
 
    “I say… Bunny?!!… Holy shit…” Alex’s tears flowed between bouts of laughter, as he tried to say something. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop laughing, either. 
 
      
 
    “Right on, Bunny, hop to it! I seriously thought we might have to protect Frizzle from abuse, but will you look at this!!! She sure can take care of herself. Want me to take your report to Rattlesnake myself?” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, you’re not serious now,” Frizzle looked at me with murder in her eye. I shivered. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we’ll deal with this later. Let’s head back to the Courier… bunny… Heh heh! Clown, do you copy?” 
 
      
 
    “Copy!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch Lieutenant Bunny for now; he hasn’t done anything wrong!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure you check the coordinates first,” I stopped the red-faced pilot, who was already heading for the exit. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “You get back to your station; nothing will happen to your betrothed. I promise!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Colonel! I have an Imperial frigate for you, and it’s practically brand new!” I decided not to beat around the bush. 
 
      
 
    “All you need to do is wash the blood off, eh?” Rattlesnake clarified. 
 
      
 
    “The dry cleaning’s on me!” I offered graciously. 
 
      
 
    “Every time I look at you, Captain, I’m truly amazed! You’re in the Army! And spoils of war are supposed to be handed over for free!” 
 
      
 
    “Supposed by whom?” I was taken aback. “What spoils? I’ve never heard of such silly rules! A lot of honest labor went into that looting! And you directed us towards a yacht! We, well, blew it up! To kingdom come! And the frigate was our own initiative!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re lying, I’m sure.” Rattlesnake raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Honest to god!!!” I bulged my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Alright!” Colonel sighed. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 2,000,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “Right on, right on…” 
 
      
 
    “Planning to keep it for yourself?” Rattlesnake slightly smiled, ever the peddler. 
 
      
 
    “No! Of course not! Thank you! And my compensation for the assignment?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake sighed even heavier. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 54,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “Much obliged! How about a bonus for a live body?” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell! It ain’t even whole!” 
 
      
 
    “I can give you a discount for the missing arms!” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 10,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “And how about” 
 
      
 
    “Get out!” 
 
      
 
    I rolled out at once and headed toward our temporary dwelling. The results of a successful operation, apart from monetary rewards, were promotions for Alex, Cowgirl, and Clown. Clown and Alex jumped a step and became First Lieutenants, while everybody else was made a Second Lieutenant. Except for Toby. The System gave him the rank of Private upon initialization, and Rattlesnake flatly refused to promote him. But I didn’t insist. Honestly, I still didn’t know what to do with him. But something would have to be done. We didn’t… abandon our own! And this green embarrassment has somehow become part of the team. 
 
      
 
    I heard loud laughter long before our compartment. The lieutenants and Alex were roaring. Desperate cries were coming from the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “Perv, you bastard, get out of there!” 
 
      
 
    “I needs to live somewhere!” 
 
      
 
    “This is a toilet, you moron! I need to piss!” 
 
      
 
    “This Perv’s new home! Shoo!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you damn vermin!” 
 
      
 
    There was a loud crack. 
 
      
 
    “Evil Clown broke my dwelling’s door! How to live here now? Ouch! Ouch-ouch-ouch!” 
 
      
 
    “Did you build a shrine here, you green bastard?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed! This altar now belongs to the Green God!!!” 
 
      
 
    “You little…” 
 
      
 
    I had a fantastic team! They stuck up for each other and were very… ah… effective in what they did! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YEEEEAH! YEEEEAH! HARDER! FASTER!” 
 
      
 
    The wishes were clear, but impossible for me to grant, as at that moment I wasn’t in control of anything at all. My hands clung to large, firm breasts, holding them so they wouldn’t bounce away, a cascade of black hair flashing right before my eyes. A beautiful woman had saddled me and was now breaking me in with animal passion. It all would have been great, but the yelling! I’d never expected our Doctor to be so passionate. Actually, that wasn’t quite right. I did expect something of the sort, but not quite this. On the other hand, who was I kidding? This was exactly what I had expected. However, it turned out I hadn’t been prepared for anything like it. And there was this nagging feeling of wrongness about what was happening. It felt like I was betraying someone. But who could it be? I couldn’t remember. I wondered whether this even counted as a betrayal. I needed to suggest a new approach to some brothel: make all married clients transfer their memories to an external receptacle before their visit. I could make a fortune. Damn, what was I even thinking about? I needed to get back to business. 
 
      
 
    Everything was consensual, but it looked like a violation. A small, busty Doctor was using a hunk of a Space Trooper captain — to wit, yours truly — for her enjoyment in the most brazen fashion available. All I did was pay her a visit, and then it escalated quickly… Crap, my thoughts were drifting again! Then I remembered the phrase “Keep calm and carry on” from somewhere, and decided I should do just that. 
 
      
 
    To somehow rectify the situation and lift my spirits, I lifted the girl, still screaming in ecstasy, off me, turned her around, and bent her over slightly. Then I grabbed her hair with one hand and both her hands with the other, fixing them behind her back as I pushed her face down on the medical bed. I entered from behind, imagining myself as a caveman hunter who had just captured a young female and dragged her to his cave. If I had another pair of arms, I’d probably be thumping my chest at the same time… now this was clearly an atavistic trail of thought. 
 
      
 
    The voluptuous doctor convulsed in a powerful orgasm almost instantly, which made her scream even louder. Hot damn! How did she do that? For some reason, the feeling of being used didn’t go away. 
 
      
 
    I sped up and finally climaxed to the accompaniment of primal screams. Phew… In principle, it wasn’t bad. Would I come again? More likely yes than no, at least until I remembered something. Anyway, I should probably banish those thoughts for the time being, anyway… 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Elijah, snap out of it!” the charming doctor turned on her back, shamelessly spreading her legs. She blew aside a strand of hair that had fallen over her eyes. Right now, she looked like a cat that had gorged itself on cream. A real damn beautiful cat, the truth be told. 
 
      
 
    “When can I expect you again?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Well, you see, Doc, these missions just keep coming, one after another. The galaxy’s in danger and all that!” 
 
      
 
    “So you didn’t like it?” she frowned. Now, there’s something one must never do, and that was to offend a doctor who transplanted your Mind into new bodies. She could have countless ways to exact revenge. And besides, there was no point denying the obvious — the sex was fantastic! My psychological hangups notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    “Perish the thought, sweets! It was fantastic!” 
 
      
 
    She smiled and arched invitingly, thrusting out her stunning breasts and pinching her nipples with her fingers. Damn! Where was she looking? 
 
      
 
    “Now I see that you’re telling the truth! And besides, you don’t have any assignments right now. I happen to be in the know!” she slid smoothly off the bed and comfortably settled on her knees in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not in any… oh!… hurry,” I said, trying to lean more comfortably against the “sarcophagus.” 
 
      
 
    “M-m-m-m-hm-m…” That was a message of approval and encouragement, judging by her tone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Toby was taking a crash course in “proper soldiering” with Clown and Alex as instructors. The ambitious goblin wanted to “become Big Boss real real quick,” so these two had decided to help their pint-sized comrade. That was what they’d told him, anyway. The truth was that the newly-minted first lieutenants were bored out of their skulls, and they’d decided to entertain themselves with the aid of a willing and gullible third party. The whole Punisher was abuzz with rumors. The tasks assigned to Toby were unconventional and risqué. But what else could anyone expect from such instructors? They’d even loaded a handwriting skill into his green brain at their own expense, though it didn’t get installed quite right. He did learn to write and read, after a fashion, but he could hardly be called literate all the same. 
 
      
 
    Private Perv’s antics were many and various. 
 
      
 
    There was the time when he was told to leave some graffiti on the wall of the assault group’s compartment. Not quite “Romani, ite domum,” but close enough: “Master Sergeant Punch is a big fat pig!!!” Codename: Operation Oink Oink. But something went wrong in the middle of the night. He managed to get as far as “Mastir Sardjint Panch,” then the door opened, and out came the very master sergeant. Perv, with a poker face, added: “Long liv” right on top of that and went on his way, whistling. However, after getting derided and ridiculed by his instructors, he returned to the scene of crime and did some creative editing. The inscription ended up saying “Long liv Mastir Sardjint Panch — big fat pig!!!” A thoroughly unamused Punch turned up personally the next morning to sort the greenskin out, but the goblin hid, and Clown and Alex nearly shat themselves laughing. 
 
      
 
    Another assignment involved a live stream from the women’s shower to be broadcast over the ship’s video network. Codename: Operation Movies. The task was partially completed, as one of the girls, who was about to go to the shower, saw the transmission, assessed the angle, and pulled the green-skinned Larry Flynt wannabe out of the ventilation. The girls may have been girls, but they were also Space Troopers, so the stream ended with a cheerful game of football using a green ball. But Perv didn’t get too upset, and the instructors counted the task as completed. 
 
      
 
    Then there was Operation Pecker, when the instructors decided that the young fighter’s proud name needed to be justified. They had ordered him a black leather cloak, which they instructed him to put on his bare green body, attached a camera to his head for confirmation, and released him into the corridors one evening to do a short stint as an exhibitionist. 
 
      
 
    In less than thirty minutes, he’d received five kicks in the ass, eight punches to various parts of his physique, and two direct noggin hits by heavy impromptu projectiles. Then he met our storekeeper, Auntie Dora. She was a kind-hearted woman that stood at five feet seven inches and weighed 270 pounds, and a follower of some ancient religion that forbade body modifications as an unholy abomination. Since she was in charge of the Supplies Depot, with only robots for company, she ate a lot and moved little. She also suffered from a lack of attention from the part of the opposite sex, who seemed to prefer the conventionally beautiful bodies of her numerous friends. And so it came to pass that our green hero, ran into her “all guns blazing,” as it were — or, rather, one gun — as she was en route to her domain the Supplies Depot. Auntie Dora was thrilled with the opportunity. She was a spry old girl, despite her weight, and so she deftly grabbed the goblin by the very bit he had made a public display of, dragging him away to a nearby utility room. The instructors erased the recording of the next day claiming it might traumatize the psyche of an unsuspecting viewer. But Perv developed a habit of running off to the Supplies Depot in the middle of the night. No one seemed to mind. 
 
      
 
    Yet another antic involved purloining Colonel Rattlesnake’s breakfast from the catering. Should that prove impossible, he was to eat it on the spot. The operation was codenamed Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The private couldn’t steal the breakfast, and although he did manage to eat it, he felt he was underperforming. And so it came to pass that the colonel’s screams echoed throughout the cruiser the next morning as she had her plate served to her by the automatic delivery system. Toby had to lay low for a couple of days as a result. Apparently, Rattlesnake failed to see his taking a shit on her plate as the harmless practical joke he must have believed it to be. 
 
      
 
    The crash course ended there and then, because all the internal defense turrets beyond the assault compartment were reconfigured to destroy the goblin. He got blown to pieces just as he was going out on another “mission.” The grief-stricken instructors had to scrub the passageway clean themselves themselves. 
 
      
 
    Hiding from the baleful eye of the enraged colonel, Toby finally told us the story of his people as he came out in the evenings after lights out from the underground. 
 
      
 
    Toby’s home planet was called Greezobba. And his people called themselves the Frachucks. The main occupation of the planet’s population was civil wars due to a certain evolutionary quirk. Nobody wanted to work; everyone wanted to fight. Several types of green-skinned beings evolved, which subsequently formed several castes. The warrior caste represented the most influential part of the green-skinned society. Its members were distinguished by a more robust physique and a less developed brain. But the latter didn’t matter, since there was never any shortage of the former. A huge brute could always give their smarter, but smaller, relative a wallop on the head and take away everything that was earned by hard work. 
 
      
 
    For many hundreds of years, this Society lived in hatred and disagreement until the advent of the Whoojers — a race of little furry good-natured creatures spreading good cheer and knowledge across the galaxy — paid them a friendly visit. The greenskins gladly adopted the innocent aliens’ interstellar travel technologies, after which they wiped out that entire race of altruists and a few other races they encountered to boot. With cackling and ululating, the green invaders began to spread across the Cosmos, wreaking chaos and destruction in their path until they met their match. 
 
      
 
    From somewhere in the depths of space, massive cubes appeared, which, in turn, instilled terror in the green ranks and put them to one chaotic rout after another. The greenskins’ first reaction at their arrival had been elation, for they had thought they’d hit another jackpot and could expand their fleet. And so they set out to attack and hopefully seize the intriguing cubes. Their attempt was thwarted most brutally almost at once. The green fleet suffered heavy losses. Then several of their planets were destroyed. 
 
      
 
    The Frachucks scratched their heads and sat down to negotiate. They were delighted by the compromise offered to them. The members of the alien race that had defeated the Frachucks so decisively called themselves the Intects who simply announced they would require a certain amount of green-skinned fighters to be conscripted over a certain time frame to engage in their favorite activity — namely, fighting. There was no shortage of volunteers. No one ever returned, but that didn’t deter the Frachucks one bit. They had high birth rates, and there was practically no one in their vicinity left to fight with. Therefore, both races saw this as a win-win. 
 
      
 
    Toby, along with a couple of million of his kind, got conscripted during the next “draft.”Well, not exactly “conscripted.” He had been born into the agrarian caste, but always wanted to be a warrior. He had to give up ten doofids — furry toads that his species bred for meat — to get on the alien ship where he eventually intended to “become Big Boss.” That was how he’d ended up on the miners’ planet. 
 
      
 
    He had never seen an Intect with his own eyes — nor had anyone else from his race. The aliens did not share any technical goodies. The greenskins used their own weapons and equipment. This information was by no means sufficient, but it made one think. 
 
      
 
    The most important thing was that Universe-13 remained in some kind of stupor. Reclaiming their systems without the support of Angels, who enabled the resurrection of the fallen, seemed impossible. The few Arks at the disposal of humans were used primarily for the colonization of new Systems, and thus considered exceptionally valuable and irreplaceable resources, worth much more than any of the lost systems. Since there were no direct requests from the Universe to reclaim the lost territories, Humans limited themselves to a slight increase in forces in the outlying planetary systems and the dispatch of a host of reconnaissance ships. So far, none of those had returned. 
 
      
 
    All this was related to me by the colonel when she called me again. 
 
      
 
    “Therefore, Captain, the Human Commonwealth needs enterprising and courageous volunteers!” she announced at the end of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” I exclaimed. “Good luck finding them, Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… That was a hint, as a matter of fact!” Rattlesnake tilted her head. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t say!” I made a surprised face. “Do you need help finding volunteers?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, are you an idiot?” She seemed to ask this question way too often for my liking. 
 
      
 
    “No, why?” I was the picture of innocence. 
 
      
 
    “You and your outfit will be the volunteers!” 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to be surprised. 
 
      
 
    “If my memory serves me correctly, and if I really understand this term, volunteers are individuals who carry out some activity voluntarily, and often without pay, as in not receiving any material reward for it. The key word here, though, is ‘voluntarily.’ Besides, where do I fit in with all this pro bono business, really?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re in the Army, son!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve told me that many times. But that doesn’t explain our current confusion.” 
 
      
 
    “In the Army they can ‘order’ you to do certain things, if you haven’t figured that out yet!” Rattlesnake frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, order me!” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” said the Colonel, looking disappointed. “The Military Code doesn’t allow it. When there’s a risk of non-resurrection, combat is only permitted with the consent of the personnel involved in the actions.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s absurd!” 
 
      
 
    “I agree…” Rattlesnake began but caught herself. “I mean, who are we to argue with the Code?” 
 
      
 
    “And how was this issue resolved before?” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t. You’re the first… mercenary scoundrel, in my memory, who refused to volunteer. Well, fine!” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “There will be no threats, persuasions, or motivating talks?” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any point in any of those?” Rattlesnake inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Depends on how you put it…” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, tell me what you need already,” the Colonel sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    I mentally rubbed my hands and licked my lips. Physically, I bent my little finger, counting. 
 
      
 
    “First,” Rattlesnake raised her eyebrows in surprise but said nothing. “The bodies of Cowgirl and Clown are restored at the Army’s expense — we’ll put that in their contract.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Second,” I bent my ring finger. “All our equipment, including customized items, also gets restored at the Army’s expense.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Rattlesnake nodded after a brief thought. 
 
      
 
    “Third. Toby is taken on the payroll.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not!” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “He shat on my plate!” 
 
      
 
    “First of all, you don’t have any evidence. And, second, he deeply regrets it!” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. But that’s all!” 
 
      
 
    “But we haven’t discussed money yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Standard rates as specified in the Regulations.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… Could you add any extras?” 
 
      
 
    “I could, but in that case you can forget about the items we’ve just discussed.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. In principle, I got more than I wanted. Bodies in particular were a crucial point — they could bankrupt us very quickly. We would have had enough money for fixing our equipment and so on, anyway. And as for the goblin, I simply wanted to annoy Rattlesnake. I could be a real asshole that way. But everything went off without a hitch, so now it was all up to us. 
 
      
 
    “May I make a small final request?” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t detach Bond from us.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t going to. Whatever gave you the notion?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t he write a report to you?” 
 
      
 
    “What report?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing. I must have mixed something up. May I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    I cheered up the team with good news, and we raided the armory. We still had two unique items left — Alex’s ninja armor and Clown’s SMASH. Interestingly, if the system somehow recognized and even partially identified the armor, even though couldn’t replicate it yet, Clown’s hammer got labeled “non-System item” at once. 
 
      
 
    SMASH could be sent over for analysis, but the success rate of the item maintaining integrity after analysis was 72%. Decent, but not satisfying for Clown. The main difference between this hammer and the standard-issue ones, besides its astonishing power, was the activation of the field upon impact. Standard-issue models maintained the field throughout the battle, which gave SMASH a longer battery life. We managed to power SMASH from a lawnmower battery through trial and error, and anyone from our team could use it, regardless of their class. Well, more precisely, anyone who had the strength to lift the brute. Cowgirl looked especially epic with it. She had more than enough strength, and the slender, fragile girl performed such pirouettes wielding the heavy weapon that even Clown was impressed. Once Cowgirl was done taking the hammer for a spin, she said that she didn’t really need anything of the sort, but if it was painted pink, it might just be cute enough for her to consider. Clown took SMASH away, lest anything untoward happened to it, and didn’t let anyone else borrow it anymore. 
 
      
 
    Alex approached me as I was getting dressed. 
 
      
 
    “I have two questions!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye?” I grumbled, looking for the explosive bullets for my Peacemaker X. 
 
      
 
    “So, first. Why the hell are they sending us there? It would have been enough to send the pilot on his own. What’s the goal? Are we supposed to count the ships or something?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and put down the box of ammunition. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll count the ships, too. But mainly, we need to capture a high-ranking prisoner. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Alex was impressed. “I’m not asking how and where yet, although those questions are of some interest to me too. I’ll ask what kind of prisoner we need.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, ideally, an Intect.” 
 
      
 
    “The like of which no one has seen?” Alex clarified for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Or a Frachuck that would be smarter than Toby and actually know something useful, although I have my doubts about that entire concept.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just like that tale I remember from somewhere that keeps falling apart into an array of disjointed images each time I try to follow its thread. Knights in search of the Holy Grail. No one knows where they’re going or what they’re doing. You had to beware of rabbits, for some reason…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we sort of know where we’re going and who we’re about to face…” I faltered, thought, and nodded. “But in principle, our task is pretty much that. Find something mysterious that will turn the tide of war. This also got me thinking of two guys on a long and perilous journey towards some a fiery mountain…” 
 
      
 
    “Weren’t they supposed to deliver something to the mountain rather than bring something back?” Alex looked perplexed. 
 
      
 
    “Same difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Anyway. The only thing we know is that we know nothing. That much is clear. Second question,” he smirked suspiciously. I wondered what it would be… 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “What happened between you and Dr. Boobs? Did you get anywhere with her?” 
 
      
 
    “Get stuffed!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “CRAP!!! NOT AGAIN?!!” I sprang up in the “sarcophagus.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the System has declared you dead again.” The answer came from Rattlesnake, who was in the medical bay and present at my resurrection for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “How much time has passed?” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve days.” 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” I stated, sitting down. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the Colonel agreed. “This is the second time that we’ve failed. I think it’s time to pack it in.” 
 
      
 
    “Third time’s the charm,” I muttered without thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” Rattlesnake sounded puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, never mind, I don’t really remember,” I jumped out of the “sarcophagus” and performed a few warm-up exercises, checking my reflexes. I had long since stopped being ashamed of my nakedness. “But we need to try again.” 
 
      
 
    “Care to explain?” the Colonel was intrigued. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have an explanation. Just a gut feeling. We need to try again,” I put on the nearby jumpsuit. 
 
      
 
    “Usually, I would refuse. Once is an accident, twice is a pattern,” Rattlesnake thoughtfully rubbed her nose. “But Universe-13 has finally come to its senses. Here goes.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded to Doctor Saint, who was standing nearby. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Additional: Obtain any information about the Intect race. 
 
      
 
    System Reward: Increased Reputation with Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    Physical Reward: Variable. 
 
      
 
    “This is your personal task from the Universe, as it were. There’s a more general one issued by the Human Commonwealth, which sounds roughly the same, but on a larger scale. However, no support has been offered yet. The Arks won’t be deployed until we have precise information. So I’ll provide you with another ship. You’re dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and left. I headed towards the trooper section, lost in thought. Two reconnaissance mission attempts with our participation had ended in failure. The last thing I remembered was the moment of entering hyperspace. After that, I came to in the “sarcophagus” both times. 
 
      
 
    As the Doctor explained to me during the previous resurrection, the Information Stations of Universe-13 acted as “communication towers.” How they worked was a mystery. No one had seen the maintenance staff, colloquially known as Angels. But they were responsible for transferring Minds into new bodies, constantly receiving new information from the living body and saving it. Where there were no Stations, resurrection was impossible. 
 
      
 
    You could integrate a new planetary system into the System in two ways. The first was by receiving a task from the Universe itself. Usually, it was given directly to a galactic state — or to all of them. A request for a specific location would simply be sent by the System to heads of state or authorized bodies. The first state to deliver the beacon and meet the necessary security requirements would receive a reward. After fulfilling the conditions, an Information Station would come online in a given planetary system, and this system would “connect to the network.” Where such beacons came from and how they were delivered was unknown. Typically, a garrison was assigned to one of these stations, more in the capacity of an honor guard, as no one in their right mind would attack the station. Well, until recently. 
 
      
 
    The second method was as follows. If a new planetary system was discovered by a state, and that state wanted to include it in the network, it had to submit an Application. Once reviewed, the application submission was followed by the same procedure as in case of method number one, with the exception of the reward from the System. There was another nuance. The response to the application could be negative. And a positive response could come at an absolutely unpredictable time, from instant confirmation to infinity. 
 
      
 
    There was, however, yet another option. Each state had a certain number of Arks. They were a type of ship. More precisely, a ship built by the System somewhere and at some point in time. It had minimal crew requirements and was the size of a corvette. Half of its volume was occupied by a System installation that allowed it to “collect” Consciousness from dead bodies in an area not covered by the System, and then, upon returning to the network, automatically upload it for public access. 
 
      
 
    The installation was absolutely impervious to any radiation. If someone attempted to tamper with its physical integrity, it would instantly self-destruct in a very large explosion. And there were very few such ships. It was unknown when and how many ships were given to each of the states, but at the moment, the Human Commonwealth, comprising more than fifteen thousand planetary systems, had only thirty-two Arks. The Arks were, literally, worth their weight in gold. They no longer flew on their own. They were placed in the hangars of the largest and most protected ships. But still, ships were periodically lost in battles or disappeared without a trace. Sometimes they were captured by more fortunate enemies. New Arks appeared very rarely and only in one way: as a reward from the Universe. 
 
      
 
    Whenever a body died in a system not included in the network, its Mind dissolved in space irretrievably. The resurrected individual then received the last version of the “backup” from the place of the last contact of Consciousness with the network. And no, two Consciousnesses could not appear in principle. Despite the absence of a network, Universe-13 knew exactly when the current carrier body died. How it managed to do this was one of the many secrets of the Universe. The backup could not be loaded into a new body until the current one died. The System did not permit it. However, it immediately signaled that the Consciousness was ready to be loaded due to the death of the body-carrier. 
 
      
 
    In our case, there was no Universe network at the exit, and we did not return. And somewhere and somehow, we died. The first time we resurrected in eight days, the second time in twelve. The pure time, minus two days of hyperspace travel, was therefore six and ten days, respectively. Why we lasted longer the second time was anyone’s guess. 
 
      
 
    The first time we planned to look around and improvise according to what we’d find there. At the time of our escape, the following ships were present in the planetary system with an impossibly long name that we called the Miners’ system among ourselves, according to computer records: two battered Imperial cruisers that remained in orbit of the planet, eight “cruisers” belonging to the aliens, forty-six “frigates,” seventy-seven “corvettes,” and one hundred and forty-three small craft of unknown specialization. These “frigates,” “corvettes,” and “cruisers” were only so named because their sizes roughly matched similar human ships. There was not a single Cube, the like of which were presumably operated by the Intects, in the system at that time. 
 
      
 
    The second time, the idea was simpler. We intended to appear in the system and immediately bounce back. By “immediately” we meant “after two hours of acceleration to the jump point,” but obviously, that plan had also failed. Now we had to come up with something new. 
 
      
 
    Everybody kept coming up with all sorts of ideas, so we made another raid on the armory, focusing mainly on explosives. I thought once again that Toby, with his love for explosions, had found himself in just the right company. We loved explosions too. 
 
      
 
    And if we had initially intended to reach the planet and go on a safari there, the only option left open to us with such obvious bad luck was space boarding. This negated all tactics applicable in open space. On the one hand, the narrow corridors of the ship made the attackers more vulnerable since there was nowhere to retreat or hide; on the other hand, a single strong fighter could hold back a large number of enemies for a long time. We had just the fighter for the job, so all we needed to worry about were methods of destruction. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our ship emerged from hyperspace. The first thing we saw was a system message. 
 
      
 
    WARNING!!! Connection with the Information Field of Universe-13 lost. The System is switching to autonomous mode. It is recommended to refrain from dying due to the temporary impossibility of resurrection. Wait for the connection to be restored. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, will you take a look at that!” Bond beckoned me over. 
 
      
 
    A glaring red warning flashed on the panel: “Unable to collect coordinates for hyperspace leap endpoint calculation. Hyperspace drive activation impossible. Please exit the anomaly zone.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to the pilot, frustration in my voice. “Now it’s clear why we couldn’t escape the previous two times. But how is this even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard of such cases, but never encountered them myself,” Bond replied, his brow furrowed. “Something like that requires an enormous amount of energy!” 
 
      
 
    “I bet I know who’s got that ‘enormous amount of energy,’” Alex chimed in, eavesdropping as always. “Must be that cube!” 
 
      
 
    The pilot zoomed in on a gigantic cube, suspended in space not far from the miner’s’ planet. We tried to gauge its size. One edge of the Cube was close to six and a quarter miles. It dwarfed any known ships I’d found in the Guide, and Bond confirmed as much. Sure, some known ships were longer, but they were also slender, stretched along a single axis. This cube was comparable to some orbital stations in sheer bulk. And, unlike stations, it was a self-propelled affair. I’d stake my life that this was exactly where we needed to find the Intects. But no one was quite gung-ho enough to suggest boarding the Cube. 
 
      
 
    Several smaller cubes, part of the larger structure, spun nearby the giant but never strayed far. They were “small” only in comparison to the mothership; their edges were around five hundred and forty-eight yards each. 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably right. No one else fits it terms of sheer size size,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Now, this looks like a welcoming committee!” Bond pointed to the dots that were approaching us from every direction. Fifteen ships. A quick glance, and my brain automatically classified them as ‘frigates’ — ranging from 1,700 to 3,300 feet — and ‘corvettes’ — from 700 to 1,700 feet. They looked more like regular craft compared to the Cube. About eighty percent of the total mass matched in style. They were marked by careless, ‘clumsy’ lines, with crookedly attached superstructures and gun turrets. Though the ships were clearly uniform in design, upon closer inspection, they differed in the configuration of mounted equipment and even in color. 
 
      
 
    “So, 007, shall we fight?” Alex perked up. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you suggest we fight with?” the pilot exclaimed in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t really know. Cowgirl can shoot at them, or we can launch Clown into space — let him shake them up!” Alex always made clumsy jokes when he was nervous. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready!” the girl responded immediately. 
 
      
 
    “And I ain’t!” Clown grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Alex roared with laughter. Even I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl — good job! As for you, Clown — you clearly lack enthusiasm!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a hike!” Clown retorted. 
 
      
 
    “So who should I shoot?” Cowgirl picked up what she was using in lieu of her rifle and looked around, bewildered. 
 
      
 
    “You can shoot these jokers!” Frizzle pointed at us. Cowgirl raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Me can make BOOM!” Toby squeezed between us. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good idea, too!” Alex supported the goblin’s initiative. 
 
      
 
    “Enough joking, what are we going to do?” The navigator watched the approaching ships tensely. 
 
      
 
    “Can you shake them off?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely, the bastards are boxing us in,” he replied, surveying the impending battlefield. Or rather, the likely place of our demise. 
 
      
 
    “Drop the speed — let them board us!” I ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting nervous!” Alex said thoughtfully. “How many of them can be on such a ship?” 
 
      
 
    “How should I know?” Bond shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “No one knows!” I looked at everyone present. “But if we think about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten?” Perv guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Smart, greenface!” Alex admired. “Remind me, how high can you count?” 
 
      
 
    “Up to ten!” the goblin answered proudly . 
 
      
 
    “Just awesome! Good job!” He patted the little one on the head approvingly. 
 
      
 
    “BOOM!!!” Perv mimicked an explosion, pleased. 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what’s left for us!” Alex scratched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, funny guy!” I turned to the amateur comedian. “How far can you jump in your new makeshift suit?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know?” he reacted immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Enough freaking insubordination! I asked a question!” 
 
      
 
    “Reckon I can do a hundred yards!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s neither here, nor there. Hmm…” I scratched the back of my head and pointed at the nearest dots on the display. “Will these two come first? Simultaneously?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely,” the pilot confirmed. “You’re right — one is closer, and the other is faster.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then! What we do is we blow up one and grab the other! How’s that for an idea?” I turned, seeking approval and admiration. But, predictably, I didn’t find any. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you know…” Alex waved his hand vaguely. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. What are your suggestions?” 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the room. 
 
      
 
    “And there you have it!” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s next?” Tag chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Who do you think I am? Alexander the Great?” I feigned outrage. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” Catt asked, curiosity piqued. 
 
      
 
    “An ancient figure, renowned for his conquests and strategic brilliance,” I replied promptly. 
 
      
 
    “How so?” Strangely, this particular fact intrigued Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “With a bow, now you know. But that’s not the point. As I’ve said, he was a master strategist. Now, I’m just a captain. They only consider generals or, at the very least, colonels for strategists. A captain doesn’t even come close. Who can a captain be?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” the recent Cadets asked in unison. 
 
      
 
    “A tactician at best! And what’s a tactician’s motto?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” They would have taken notes if they could. 
 
      
 
    “Jump into a fight and figure it out as you go along!” I declared, proudly surveying my silenced subordinates. 
 
      
 
    “That’s freakin’ brilliant!” Alex broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you’d like it!” 
 
      
 
    “I have one question, Mr. Master Tactician!” our resident joker raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship we’re supposed to blow up… It’s going to be destroyed, right?” Alex asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so?” I didn’t see the problem. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be nearby, won’t we?” He looked at me as though I were simple-minded. 
 
      
 
    “Whoever told you such nonsense?” I was taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “It seems logical, doesn’t it?” Alex was no longer certain. 
 
      
 
    “Pf-f…” I waved my hand dismissively. “Logic has nothing to do with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… Well, I suppose so,” he seemed to have lost all faith in my reasoning. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I raised my index finger. 
 
      
 
    “You folks are mad,” diagnosed a grim Bond. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not ‘you folks,’ it’s ‘us’!” I corrected him. 
 
      
 
    “I object!” the navigator declared. 
 
      
 
    “It’s too late to worry now!” Even Clown understood, although he always enjoyed chaos. He grinned menacingly, as was his wont. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, everything will be fine!” Frizzle reassured the pilot. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to your woman!” Alex pointed at them. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve ruined her!” Bond whined, receiving a smack from Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “No, that was you! Har har… We just stick up for her!” Alex couldn’t contain himself. 
 
      
 
    “I fail to see the difference,” the pilot said, scratching his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right about that!” I agreed, studying the tactical layout. “They’re approaching. Bond, how long can we set the self-destruct for?” 
 
      
 
    “How long do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes. If we don’t make it, we’re done for either way. Hey, this is weird — all the ships are different.” 
 
      
 
    “I recognize these fliers!” Toby poked his green nose at the holographic display. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, we’ve got ourselves a real expert on aliens and their spacecraft!” I pointed at a smaller ship, which was the fastest. It was about nine hundred feet long — the size of our corvette — and its sleek lines were pleasing to the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Perv saw all the pictures, you know!” the green one boasted. “This one’s from the old days! Very old days!” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s it so fast then?” I wondered to myself. “And the second?” 
 
      
 
    The second ship was about one and a half times larger and looked like an iron that had seen decades of rough service. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! This is one of our Great Fleet’s ships! The Frachucks made it themselves! It’s called the Smasherooska!” Toby proudly nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Smashewhatska?” Alex reacted instantly. 
 
      
 
    “So this one’s junk,” I summarized. “It’s bigger in size, and there are likely more troops in it, so we’ll blow it up! And we’ll capture the second one.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at everyone carefully. 
 
      
 
    “So, what needs to be said?” 
 
      
 
    Toby frantically shook his raised hand like an eager student. I smiled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Time to die, greenhorns!!! TIME TO DIE!!!” 
 
      
 
    Well, the mantra has been spoken aloud. It was time for us to go… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PREPARING FOR BATTLE took very little time. Essentially, we just had to load our “stealth bombers” with bombs and don our armor. Some time was spent blocking strategic passages and barricading them, but we handled that quickly. After all, our scout ship was hardly more than fifty yards long. Instructions were given and received. The combat team had excellent morale. Everyone’s goals and objectives were clear. The actual methods of accomplishing them, less so. But then again, as always. 
 
      
 
    “Tear’em a new one!” Toby’s battle cry caught me off guard. I turned to yell at him but froze. Over his armor, he was wearing a leather coat — I’d seen this piece of wardrobe before when he ended up striking a close acquaintance with Auntie Dora. But he had a Stetson hat on his head, from under which his green ears cheekily protruded, and there was a six-pointed star attached to his lapel. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Wyatt Earp, I presume?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Me Brutal Pervert,” the goblin corrected me immediately. “You can call me Perv… or Toby… Who be the White Twerp?” 
 
      
 
    “Give me that badge!” I reached out. “And that hat… Where did you even get that stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “From Alex!” The goblin readily handed over the headgear and the badge but hesitated for a second before handing it over. “You make sure you give it back!” 
 
      
 
    The six-pointed star had the legend Sheriff on it. I felt like I should know exactly what it was, but it still slipped my mind. I twisted the thing in my hands, then returned the hat and the star to the impatiently hopping Toby, who immediately put them back on his head and his lapel, respectively. 
 
      
 
    “I have two questions,” I said. “First. Do you know what this hat means?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Alex tell me everything!” Perv struck a warrior pose and tried to look manly, gazing into the distance at a probable enemy hiding somewhere behind the bulkheads. “Alex, he say, Perv Marshal now! Marshals skin enemy alive, throw body into salt lake! You screw around, you in big trouble! Marshal make big boom and blow you to kingdom come! Marshal make law around here!” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Clown seemed genuinely impressed. “Can I have a star, too? I like the concept!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Cowgirl tugged at my sleeve. “Only a pink one! To match the rifle!” 
 
      
 
    I searched with my eyes for the culprit of all this mess. Our resident ninja pretended to be thoughtfully examining a joint in the ship’s hull. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, for heaven’s sake!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander!” He looked at me very interestedly and loyally. “Do you want me to see to it that you get a star, too? How about a personalized weapon? Will a big dildo made of genuine rubber do? You could totally bludgeon someone to death with it the way they did in that movie!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re screwing with me. Again.” 
 
      
 
    “No, perish the thought!” Then he couldn’t hold it back anymore and started guffawing like a pack of hyenas on laughing gas. “Of course I’m screwin’ witcha!” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” I summarized, but smiled too. 
 
      
 
    “And the second question?” The star-spangled marshal looked into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you put on your helmet? What if the compartments depressurize?” 
 
      
 
    “The hat doesn’t fit over the helmet!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s very informative. And how will you breathe in a vacuum?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold my breath. And then BOOM!!!!” Toby jumped, mimicking an explosion. “And Perv wakes up and is back in the fight!” 
 
      
 
    “To the town of Agua Fria rode a stranger one fine day 
 
    Hardly spoke to folks around him, didn’t have too much to say 
 
    No one dared to ask his business, no one dared to make a slip 
 
    For the stranger there among them had a big iron on his hip.” 
 
      
 
    Alex burst into a hearty song, and when I threw a withering look at him, that scoundrel saluted me, executed a sharp about-face turn, and marched off in an unknown direction, lifting his legs up high and moving them weirdly. I thought he might want to apply for a job at the Ministry of Silly Walks, and then wondered whether there indeed could have been such a ministry back where I came from. Could it have been affiliated with the army somehow? 
 
      
 
    “Docking in nine… eight… seven… six… five… four… three… two… one!!!” 
 
      
 
    There was a strong jolt. The first ship docked. Smasherooska was the first to succeed, predictably approaching the welcoming wide-open main airlock. We had opened the outer door from the outside, but the inner door was de-energized, jammed, and blocked with various heavy objects. The task wasn’t to hold them back but to slightly delay the onslaught of uninvited guests. 
 
      
 
    First, they knocked politely from the other side. Then they knocked impolitely. Then something exploded over there, and silence followed. That was when Bond detonated the pre-planted explosive, annihilating the first and bravest would-be boarders. 
 
      
 
    “The second ship’s approaching!” Bond’s voice rang out. “Docking in nine… eight… seven… six… five… four… three… two… one!!!” 
 
      
 
    The ship rocked again. The second vessel, previously belonging to the very kind (and presently very dead) race of Whoojers, attached itself to us from the opposite side, near the captain’s bridge, where the emergency evacuation airlock was located. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, initiate the self-destruct sequence! Countdown, ten minutes!” 
 
      
 
    “KABOOM!” Toby jumped nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, my green friend! Let’s hurry to the emergency airlock. Alex! Frizzle!” 
 
      
 
    “Here.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “Alex — you take the Whoojer ship. As for the other one… what’s it called? The ‘Rooska’ one — that’s yours, Frizzle.” 
 
      
 
    Both nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, be very careful. We need the damn ship intact! We’ll still want to fly in it. Get to it!” 
 
      
 
    Alex smiled. I could tell by his eyes, even though his entire face was covered by the black shimmering material of the stealth armor. He waved his hand and disappeared. He didn’t even flip me off. That was peculiar. He must have been nervous. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, go all out! And if anything happens, see you at respawn!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle grabbed two large backpacks, wearing one on her back and the other on her chest. 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Commander! Uh…” She hesitated. “Please keep an eye on bu… erm… Lieutenant Bond.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Lieutenant! We’re going to fight greenskins. They’re not his type,” I couldn’t resist adding. “Probably. Heh heh…” 
 
      
 
    Before the second ninja disappeared, I finally saw her give me the bird. She was learning fast; good for her. 
 
      
 
    I headed toward the emergency airlock. “The captain is always the last to leave the ship.” A strange phrase surfaced from the depths of my memory. Well, I was the captain. So what? Something was telling me that it was a different captain. A ship’s captain. But my ship’s captain was a lieutenant. So who should leave last? The captain-who-wasn’t-a-captain, or the captain-who-was-a-lieutenant? Oh! There seemed to be a rank like that, captain-lieutenant, but Bond was just a lieutenant. So what should I do in this case? Maybe introduce a new rank? Heh heh… I cursed inwardly. My nerves were shot to shit. 
 
      
 
    KABOOM!!! The ship quaked. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, guys, this is where I exit stage left!” Frizzle’s voice cut through the air. 
 
      
 
    KABOOM!!! 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” That was Bond’s voice. “She’s totally wrecked it!” 
 
      
 
    “Wrecked it? What’s ‘it’?” I had just run onto the bridge. 
 
      
 
    Bond pointed at the screen. A substantial chunk of Smasherooska’s stern, along with the engines, had broken off and was slowly drifting into open space. There was also a huge hole in the airlock compartment. And one girl did this? Perhaps it was time to rewrite the charter on space combat. I looked at the display. The red numbers read 8:33… 
 
      
 
    “And why the hell are you still here, Captain… erm… Lieutenant?! Get to the airlock, now!” I gave him a shove to speed him up. 
 
      
 
    As I was running towards the exit, I saw the open airlock, the connecting sleeve, and the gaping maw of the enemy ship’s hatch. Explosions and gunfire were coming from inside. Shoving 007 behind me, I grabbed Peacemaker X and rushed to support my team. A fleeting thought crossed my mind that our lieutenant-but-technically-a-captain would be the last one to leave the ship. That was just as well. 
 
      
 
    Upon entering the airlock compartment of the alien ship, we joined the delightful festival of violence and unrestrained fury that was taking place inside. Team Bravo’s task force was sowing chaos and destruction in all its grim glory as it cut through the green-skinned crowd like a hot knife through butter. Well, a hot trident, more like. And all three of them were laughing like hyenas. It must have been contagious. 
 
      
 
    Every severed limb and every smashed head was accompanied by such genuine and ringing laughter that I thought I’d stumbled right into a kids’ show, complete with the lighting and the sound effects. The protagonist was a knight in blue armor, which was now green with the blood of vanquished orcs. There was his companion, a valiant Amazon with braids and curves that were a nod to all the genre’s essential tropes. There was even a cowboy present. Or was Toby a marshal? 
 
      
 
    At any rate, he was slaughtering his former kin without a care in the world, and his gunslinging skills were unexpectedly impressive. The illusion was almost complete. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody’s got a bomb, and we could all die any day, but before I let it happen I’ll dance my life away!” What the hell was it with those flashbacks today? 
 
      
 
    The welcoming committee consisted solely of “Orcs,” as I had privately dubbed the Frachucks from the warrior caste. These massive green guys had come here practically without armor and only armed with light weapons, planning to accept our shameful surrender. They paid the full price for their arrogance. I slipped on green guts and fell on my backside. A clump of plasma flew over my head. A juicy smack sounded from behind. Speak of falling on your feet. I got up with a loud groan and looked around. Everything was going according to the usual plan. My team was laying waste to the enemy, while I found myself hopelessly late for the party. Well, I thought, let them. They were good kids and they deserved all the fun they could get… 
 
      
 
    I activated the transmitter, my voice urgent. “Alex, report in! What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “The bridge is secure. I’ve got eyes on you through the cameras. But, uh, Houston, we have a problem,” Alex’s voice crackled through the speaker. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” I inquired, a chill running down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around and you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I spun around, only to find Agent 007 sprawled on the floor, his head conspicuously missing. And that was the very organ that was supposed to guide us out of this mess. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it all to hell,” I muttered, my heart sinking. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    “Surely you’re not asking me?” Alex’s voice oozed with sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    “Did you manage to take control of the bridge without casualties?” I asked, trying to regain control of the situation. 
 
      
 
    “Almost. They survivors are cowering in the corner. Small fry. Like Toby.” 
 
      
 
    “Toby!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Perv’s gonna ki-i-i-i-i-ill…” Toby’s voice rang out. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, for the love of God!” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Commander?” Toby’s voice was serious, all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    “Get over here this instant. We’ve got work to do!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Motherland in peril! To save it, must be us! Join our nobles rankers! You no just do it for you! You do it for all your lovely ones, too!” Toby was standing on the captain’s chair, his voice booming through the bridge of the captured ship, delivering a rousing speech. We had killed all the orcs, and the goblins were now Toby’s captive audience. 
 
      
 
    “You all conquer Galaxy! Become Big Bosses!” Toby continued, his voice rising. The goblins were hanging on his every word. I glanced at the clock, anxiety gnawing at me. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone get coat just like mine! Get hat just like mine, too! Me swears it!” Toby’s voice reached a crescendo. 
 
      
 
    The goblins erupted into chatter, reaching for Toby, touching his coat and examining his star and hat. I breathed a sigh of relief. The clock read 03:04. 
 
      
 
    “Toby! Find the navigator! Time to leave!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    Toby tried to comply, but the goblins were now demanding the cloak and the hat. They probably wanted ice cream and cookies, too. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll slaughter the lot of you if I have to, damn it!” I roared, losing patience. 
 
      
 
    “Sir! I am the navigator!” A quiet voice came from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I turned to find a holographic projection of a small furry creature, its beady eyes wide with fear. 
 
      
 
    “And who the hell are you?!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    The hologram blinked and moved away, standing right next to Clown now. 
 
      
 
    “What’s all this, then?!” Clown exclaimed, swinging his hammer. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what a cute fluffy thing!” Cowgirl squealed. “Elijah, let’s keep him!” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, all of you!” I commanded. “Get them out! If you don’t have a bracelet, you can’t come to the rave!” 
 
      
 
    Team Bravo sprang into action. The clock read 01:21. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, over here, sir. Please don’t be afraid,” I said, softening my tone. 
 
      
 
    The furry apparition hopped closer, but still kept a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you are, but please tell me you’re the navigator!” 
 
      
 
    “I am indeed. The navigator, operator, engineer, mechanic…” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! Stop!” The hologram jerked in alarm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. But we need to skedaddle, and pronto!” 
 
      
 
    “Skedaddle and pronto? I’m sorry, but what does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Make tracks, shove off, leave…” I pointed to our yacht on the screen. “That thing’s going to blow up in a minute! Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it all! Move the ship away from here! As far as possible!” 
 
      
 
    The hologram didn’t move, but the docking arm detached, and the ship began to pull away from our vessel with the attached Smasherooska, gradually picking up speed. Two more enemy ships were approaching the yacht we had just left. 
 
      
 
    Alex materialized beside me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up, eh?” he asked nonchalantly. Then he noticed the hologram. “Hey, what’s this, a mini-Wookiee? Hey, you! Did you often get sick as a kid?” 
 
      
 
    I waved at the screen. The countdown was nearing its end. 
 
      
 
    “Watch this!” 
 
      
 
    A bright sun flared in the blackness of space. We hadn’t skimped on the explosives, having gathered the best we had on the Punisher, and in large quantities. So the “KABOOM” was nothing short of spectacular. Too bad Crazy Harry’s green soul brother wasn’t here. He would have appreciated it. When the flash subsided, the sorry remnants of what had just recently been four ships began their slow journey into infinity. 
 
      
 
    Alex turned to the hologram and sang triumphantly, “Thank you, dear alien! I owe you my salvation!” 
 
      
 
    The hologram moved closer to me cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, don’t scare away our… uh… what’s your name, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Well, that’s simple, then!” Alex perked up immediately. “I dub you Melvin! Where did you come from, Melvin?” 
 
      
 
    “I am the non-artificial intelligentsia in charge of the ship. I didn’t come from anywhere. I’ve always been here.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Come again? You wouldn’t want to say ‘intelligence,’ by any chance?” I was taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the closest meaning in your language. Intelligence may mean other things, not all of them congruent. Intelligentsia, on the other hand, is a term that stands for a social stratum of people professionally engaged in creative intellectual work, predominantly of the complex variety. They advance and disseminate the culture of their race and other sentient races. And that’s practically my job description.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s with this ‘non-artificial’ business?” I was still confused. “I don’t think such a word actually exists.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like that teacher joke: ‘Ain’t it weird how I have an ass, but you say there’s no such word, Miss Smith?!” Alex wouldn’t relent. He was clearly becoming a running gag. I wished I were writing a book and could remove him from the narrative for a while so that I and everyone around me could have a break. Alas, this was cold implacable reality with Alex as a permanent fixture. I might as well get used to it. 
 
      
 
    “Because I am a snapshot of the Consciousness of a real intelligent being named Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops.” 
 
      
 
    “So why did they tin you, then?” 
 
      
 
    “It was an experiment. I volunteered.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean they forced you?” Alex squinted. 
 
      
 
    “Our term ‘volunteer’ does not mean the same thing it does in your Army!” the NAI Melvin responded testily. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know about our Army?” Alex’s tone quickly shifted from interested to suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “I studied the information about the race I came to enslave.” Apparently, the expressions on our faces were eloquent enough, for he seemed to falter. “I mean, the Intects want to enslave you, and I just try to survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Some freaking slaver!” Alex said in an outraged tone. Then he pointed at me. “Why do you obey him?” 
 
      
 
    “Even though I am a non-artificial personality, I have no suicidal inclinations. There was logic in the words of this intelligent being, so I decided to steer the ship away from the epicenter of the explosion. As subsequent events showed, the intelligent being was right. Which means they can be trusted.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Alex was impressed. “That’s a twist! What about the green guys? You worked for them, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Calling it ‘work’ would not be entirely correct. My purpose of existence is to maintain the ship in a working condition, the extinction of my entire race notwithstanding. The subsequent capture of the ship by the Frachucks changed nothing. We have arranged a modus vivendi. I followed their orders, and they didn’t tear off, break, or dismantle anything.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been roaming space with the greenskins?” Alex sounded surprised. 
 
      
 
    “If you go by your way of counting years, which I only learned about recently, I’ve been traveling through space with the Frachucks on board for seven hundred and thirty-two years.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow! How old are you then, Melvin?” 
 
      
 
    “Again, translating into your years, it would be one thousand two hundred and twenty-two years.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not just old, you’re a timeless classic!” Alex laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Melvin?” I turned to the hologram. “You don’t mind if we call you that, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind. This identifier is entered into the database.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans for the future? Do you happen to harbor any wishes to hand us over to the green ones, by any chance? Or the Intects?” 
 
      
 
    “It appears my collaboration with the Frachucks has reached its conclusion, and I’d rather not cross paths with the Intects,” Melvin’s voice had a hint of concern in it. “My latest data suggests they’ve taken an interest in me, which could spell significant trouble — up to and including my complete eradication.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?” Alex’s eyes widened, his voice tinged with disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Humans might refer to it as ‘intuition,’” Melvin explained, his voice steady. “I’ve analyzed the information at hand, and two of my kind were summoned by the Intects for examination. All communication with them ceased immediately afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not opposed to journeying with us, then?” I asked for confirmation, my voice betraying a note of hope. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, provided you vow not to tamper with the ship’s integrity or my programming code, or try to erase my personality,” Melvin’s voice was firm but not remotely hostile. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I can promise as much easily!” I declared, a grin cracking my face. 
 
      
 
    “How should address you?” Melvin inquired, his tone almost curious. 
 
      
 
    “This is Elijah. Or Commander. Or Captain. Or Chief,” Alex interjected with a playful tone. “And I’m Alex. You can also call me ‘Your Majesty.’ Or ‘Your Excellency.’ Or…” 
 
      
 
    “He’s Alex. Capital A. As in ‘asshole,’” I cut off our ship’s resident standup comedian, my tone amused, but bearing no gainsay. I retrieved the crystal containing our destination’s coordinates. “This is where we need to go. Where should I insert this thing?” 
 
      
 
    A compartment slid open from the instrument panel. All of it looked sleek and futuristic. 
 
      
 
    “Place it here,” Melvin gestured, the holographic hand shimmering. 
 
      
 
    I complied, and the compartment closed. Melvin’s hologram flickered momentarily. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, am I hallucinating?” Alex’s voice was tinged with alarm as he pointed at the screen. “Or are all these enemy vessels converging on our location?” 
 
      
 
    The display showed a swarm of hostile ships veering in our direction, and it seemed some had launched torpedoes. 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, respond! It appears we’re under attack!” I shouted, urgency in my voice. 
 
      
 
    Melvin’s hologram stabilized. “Coordinates received. Initiating acceleration. Hyperspace leap in one hour and fifteen minutes. The ships and torpedoes pose no threat.” 
 
      
 
    “The hyperspace leap blockade doesn’t affect you, then?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. 
 
      
 
    “I can neutralize the blockage field. I’ve had ample time to study it,” Melvin’s voice was calm and reassuring. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a veritable genius!” Alex exclaimed, admiration clear in his voice. He paused, sniffing. “But wherefore the foul stench?” 
 
      
 
    “The Frachucks have no regard for hygiene,” Melvin explained, a hint of distaste in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “So they just shit wherever they please? How did you endure seven centuries of that?” Alex’s voice was incredulous. 
 
      
 
    “I still have service droids,” Melvin replied, a touch of melancholy in his voice. “I would clean when the Frachucks slept. Otherwise, they would attempt to destroy the droids.” 
 
      
 
    “Filthy bastard!” Alex spat, his voice filled with disgust. “But never fear, we’ll rectify that!” 
 
      
 
    He flung open a door, peering into the corridor. “All hands on deck! Time to clean up this mess, you filthy miscreants! Scrub the decks, now! Toby, you’re in charge! I’m officially appointing you Big Boss! They’re all yours! Show them how it’s done!” 
 
      
 
    A triumphant cry echoed from the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Yee-haw! You follow me now! Time to scrub, greenhorns, time to scrub!!!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I played the pump and took the hump and watered whiskey down 
 
    I talked of whores and horses to the men who drank the brown 
 
    I heard them say that Jimmy’s making money far away 
 
    And some people left for heaven without warning 
 
      
 
    We walked him to the station in the rain 
 
    We kissed him as we put him on the train 
 
    And we sang him a song of times long gone 
 
    Though we knew that we’d be seeing him again 
 
      
 
    Sad to say I must be on my way 
 
    So buy me beer and whiskey ‘cause I’m going far away 
 
    I’d like to think of me returning when I can 
 
    To the greatest little boozer and to Sally MacLennane” 
 
      
 
    I WAS SO THOROUGHLY INEBRIATED that reality seemed to fracture, each moment unfolding in a surreal and bizarre way. Everything that transpired around me was not just strange; it was downright absurd to watch… 
 
      
 
    We had managed to escape the clutches of the green-skinned thugs, leaving them far behind as we entered hyperspace. The enemy fleet began firing indiscriminately in their desperate attempt to catch us. Some of their own ships were hit, leading to chaos. 
 
      
 
    “What a bunch of morons!” Alex remarked, and I found myself nodding in agreement. The Big Cube had sensed our escape and sent mini-cubes after us, but they were too late. We had jumped into hyperspace, and Alex even managed to flash his signature rude gesture before our ship winked out. 
 
      
 
    Now that we were ensconced in the safety of hyperspace, we had thrown together what could generously be called a celebration. It had started as a modest party but had quickly devolved into something else entirely. 
 
      
 
    Clown, Tag, Catt, and Alex were clinking glasses and belting out a raucous song, their voices rough and off-key. The music was provided by a makeshift band formed by the goblins. They had unearthed some strange instruments. Their native music was jarring, but Alex had spent some time with them to teach them a new tune. 
 
      
 
    The entire ship sparkled with an unnatural cleanliness. The green-skinned crew had worked wonders under the watchful eye of their new Boss. They could have started a cleaning business on the spot. After accounting for those we had accidentally dispatched, the ship’s crew consisted of exactly thirty-two greenskins. The orcs had wanted to fight, so we had no choice but to eliminate them. The goblins, however, were more pragmatic and had quickly fallen under the sway of Brutal Pervert Toby, whom they recognized as their leader. All that remained was for them to officially proclaim him the Big Boss, but they insisted that would only happen after the uniform was issued. 
 
      
 
    So now the crew was enjoying some downtime. In the common area, the green-skinned crew members were performing something that resembled a Riverdance show (but what the hell was a Riverdance show, I asked myself idly?) In the center Perv the future Big Boss was dancing with flair. His partner was a laughing Cowgirl. The other dancers circled around them, their eyes filled with envy. Not for his partner, but for their new leader’s stylish outfit. Toby was wearing his leather coat, a relic of his dishonorable past, a new Stetson hat, and a marshal’s star. I recalled the first time I saw him in this getup and how it had rendered me speechless. Only the appearance of a laughing Alex had brought me back to my senses. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was getting plastered, and the moonshine flowed freely. Though the green-skinned crew called it “barf water,” we preferred the more familiar term. Whether that was its actual name or just a mispronunciation of something else, we never quite figured out. This strategic product was brewed right on the ship in industrial quantities, and even sold to third parties. We didn’t dare inquire about its ingredients, fearing that knowledge might deter us from drinking it. But drink it we did! Stress demanded it, and we had earned the right to unwind a little. 
 
      
 
    Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops was navigating through hyperspace to bring us to our fleet. Our only losses were Frizzle and Bond, a miraculous outcome. And yet the real miracle was something else entirely. 
 
      
 
    Hovering above the table, watching our merriment with what seemed like envy, was the UAI Melvin. When Clown jokingly offered to pour a glass of the vile brew onto the instrument panel, or wherever Melvin’s “brains” were located, the holographic entity firmly declined. 
 
      
 
    We discovered why Melvin appeared so timid after a brief conversation. Many generations of the green-skinned “crew” had tormented him as much as one can torment a hologram. They had traumatized this ancient being with their baseness and vulgarity. Orgies on the captain’s bridge, defecating in the mess hall, short-circuiting things, and running around the ship naked were just a few examples of their favorite pastimes. Imagine being subjected to something like that for over seven hundred years! After a thorough cleaning, Melvin wandered the ship’s corridors randomly, admiring the cleanliness and order. I even thought I saw a holographic tear of joy in his eye, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    Another revelation was that Melvin, like Alex and me, suffered from amnesia. Whatever secrets his long-dead brethren had hidden remained in the part of Melvin’s memory that had been erased after the green-skinned beings took over the ship. He had forgotten the coordinates of his home world, whether he had any surviving kin, and whether anyone had survived at all. According to the green-skinned beings, the Whoojers had been completely exterminated. Melvin had his doubts, but there was nothing to confirm them. 
 
      
 
    Melvin was also a pacifist, a trait that seemed to afflict his entire race. This had led to their downfall when they tried to spread their philosophy of peace throughout the Galaxy. The green-skinned brutes had vanquished them with ease. Well, they only themselves to blame. A kind word means nothing if you don’t have a gun! Or something to that effect. The exact wording escaped me, but the sentiment was clear enough. 
 
      
 
    The absence of weaponry, save for the anti-meteorite cannons, left my chief strategists, Alex and Clown, in a state of dismay. They embarked on a relentless search through the labyrinthine corridors and hidden compartments of the ship, convinced that some hidden marvel of destruction awaited discovery. They even tried to conduct research on the topic of how to torture a hologram, but the ship’s green-skinned crew had only tales of psychological torment to share. Clown, ever the purist, dismissed the idea with a snort, “That’s beneath us!” He also declared that he wouldn’t partake in such barbarity. So Alex, ever the schemer, turned to Plan B: winning Melvin’s trust. 
 
      
 
    But trust was a rare commodity on a ship filled with secrets. Melvin seemed to be one step ahead of them, his ethereal presence monitoring every word and gesture. Therefore, the two of them stopped worrying about the hypothetical mystery weapon and were simply trying to get wasted. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Commander!” Alex slurred, leaning in close, the scent of moonshine heavy on his breath. “Did you know our Cowgirl’s still untouched by love’s embrace, as it were?” 
 
      
 
    I choked on my drink, a rough concoction that we were guzzling like there was no tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a hand!” I gestured, caught in a fit of coughing. 
 
      
 
    Alex offered me his hand for a handshake with an expression of inebriated solemnity on his face. I finally caught my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Very droll,” I snapped, my eyes narrowing as I tried to focus on Cowgirl, dancing joyfully among the green beings. “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked her!” Alex declared, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    “You just asked? As in ‘Excuse me, are you a virgin, by any chance?’” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly like that,” he confirmed, his eyes wide and innocent. 
 
      
 
    “And why, pray tell, were you interested?” I asked, suspicion creeping into my voice. 
 
      
 
    “Team building!” Alex proclaimed, his voice filled with earnest conviction. “You know! Learning something new and fascinating about your comrades, forging bonds of trust and understanding, and so on!” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him, incredulous. “Why not ask her about the usual stuff? Favorite color, or toy, or dish?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you stupid?” Alex retorted. “Color, pink. Toy, rifle. Dish, whatever’s served in the galley.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, frustration mounting. “She’s a girl, Alex! A young girl!” 
 
      
 
    “She is indeed a girl. But she’s over thirty; she said so herself.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not trying to court her, are you?” I asked, my hand instinctively caressing Peacemaker X in its holster. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from me, you madman!” Alex retreated, hiding behind Clown. But the seed of doubt had been sown. I noticed two young lieutenants, their faces flushed with drink, listening intently. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe you two are the ones with designs on her?” I pointed at them, my voice rising. “Well, you better beware! Or I’ll sort the two of you out for good!” 
 
      
 
    They nearly stumbled over each other in the doorway in their haste to exit. 
 
      
 
    “What’s got you so worked up, Chief?” Clown slid over to me, two glasses in hand. I eyed the brimming concoction, swallowed hard, but took the glass. With a heavy sigh, I took a swig of the vile brew, fought back the urge to retch, and exhaled in relief. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, my friend,” I said, attempting to put an arm around Clown’s massive frame. “I haven’t noticed you, how shall I put it… showing any interest in the opposite sex?” 
 
      
 
    Clown burst into laughter. “Haven’t you ever thought I might prefer men?” he asked, leaning in close. 
 
      
 
    “Hell no!” I jumped back. “Damn it, tell me you’re joking! Please!” 
 
      
 
    Clown’s laughter grew louder. “Just kidding, just kidding!” he said, patting the seat next to him. “Come back, I’ve got something to tell you!” 
 
      
 
    “I can hear you just fine from here,” I said, still in shock. I think I even sobered up a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be such a pathetic wuss, chief,” he said, his laughter subsiding. “I’m serious now, though. I need your advice.” 
 
      
 
    I cautiously took my seat, expecting a trap. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a woman, and I need a comrade’s counsel.” 
 
      
 
    I relaxed a bit. “Who is she?” 
 
      
 
    “You know her very well!” he said, looking at the dance floor where Cowgirl was dancing a slow dance with Toby. I tensed up again. 
 
      
 
    “Et tu, Brute?!” I was shocked to my core. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Clown raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    I pointed an accusing finger at him. “You’re after Cowgirl too?!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you an idiot?” Clown looked at me derisively. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I mean, no…” I was bewildered. “So it’s not Cowgirl?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. Why, she could be my granddaughter!” Clown seemed a bit angry. “How could that even cross your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Sorry! My mistake!” I tried to change the subject. “So who is she?” 
 
      
 
    “No, really. Cowgirl!” Clown couldn’t calm down. “Sometimes you talk such nonsense… Chief!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s move on. I apologize again. Reveal the identity of your beloved already. Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Clown sighed and looked around. No one was nearby. Alex was also keeping at a safe distance from me. 
 
      
 
    “If you tell anyone, I’ll…” he looked at me meaningfully. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know. Kill me, slit my throat, skin me alive…” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ll just leave the group. And I won’t come back.” 
 
      
 
    That was unimaginable. I became serious. And sobered up a bit more. I took another swig to remedy the situation. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    Clown sighed again, looked at me appraisingly, and said, “Rattlesnake.” 
 
      
 
    I choked on the moonshine again and started coughing. “Pat my back!” I gestured with my thumb to my back, coughing. His pat knocked me off my chair. But I stopped coughing. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, you oaf!” I got to my feet. “Does she know?” 
 
      
 
    “We used to be an item, apparently,” Clown looked very upset, which was completely unlike him. 
 
      
 
    “A colonel and a sergeant?” I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    “She was a captain back then,” Clown said. 
 
      
 
    “How many years ago was that?” I tried to make sense of it all. 
 
      
 
    Clown paused for a moment, recalling. “A little over forty.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. What happened?” I still couldn’t quite believe it, though I tried hard to. 
 
      
 
    “Career happened,” my friend sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Hers?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not mine!” he exclaimed, annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Right. So what about you?” I was confused. 
 
      
 
    He sighed heavily. “I still love her.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about her?” Damn, how could I turn my brain back on? 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what about her’? How the hell should I know?” he snapped, looking peeved again. 
 
      
 
    “So ask her!” I had a sudden brainwave. “That scoundrel Alex had the gall to ask Cowgirl about her virginity, for instance!” 
 
      
 
    “So what about her?” Clown was immediately interested. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your interest in that?” I became suspicious again. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Commander!” Clown facepalmed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Right!” I rubbed my eyes because everything was doubling and tripling. “Well, she’s still a virgin.” 
 
      
 
    “Alex is postal! I don’t have the guts to do something like that!” Clown suddenly declared. 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh… Heh heh heh! You’re saying that Alex is postal?! Heh heh heh…” 
 
      
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” my friend asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s just… Heh heh…” I calmed down. “Let’s get back to our muttons. I mean, the Colonel.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is she a mutton?” Clown frowned immediately. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a figure of speech!” I raised my index finger. Damn, why did I have three index fingers? 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like that figure! You’re talking about the woman I love!” Clown’s fists clenched involuntarily. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” I shook my head. “I’m not thinking straight right now. Let me sober up, and I’ll come up with something, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “When we sober up, I probably won’t want to talk about this with you!” Clown stated confidently. 
 
      
 
    “Well… in that case, we’ll get drunk once again and then talk!” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” he pondered. “Okay. It’s a sound plan!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn right, yo! I’m a fountain of good ideas!” I patted him on the shoulder. “But now it’s time to hit the hay!” 
 
      
 
    I turned to the dancefloor. “Hey, sweetheart, let’s wrap it up! Time for beddy-bye!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl pouted her lips and said in a petulant voice, “But, Eliiijah, can I dance just a little bit longer?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Elijah! Let her dance. I’ll watch over her!” her green partner chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “As for you, you green bastard, after what happened with Aunt Dora, I don’t trust you at all!” I pulled out Peacemaker X and unsteadily aimed it at the dance floor. “Now scram, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    Toby raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture and backed away from Cowgirl. All the other green guys tried to hide behind their leader. It didn’t work very well. 
 
      
 
    “And clean up after yourselves!” I waved the barrel of the gun around, pointing at the mess they’d made. 
 
      
 
    “Slaver driver!” Toby whispered, but not quietly enough, so I heard. 
 
      
 
    “What did you just mumble?” I grabbed Peacemaker X with both hands — it was swaying left and right, up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Obeying, Commander!” the green guy immediately replied. “Me say it will all be flip flop!” 
 
      
 
    “Tip-top!” I automatically corrected, lowering the barrel. “Come on, if you’re going to pick up Alex’s stupid expressions, you might at least pronounce them right.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the still-hovering Melvin, who was watching everything with unfeigned interest. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Melvin! You’ll be in charge! Keep an eye on them!” 
 
      
 
    The green ones grumbled discontentedly. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hello! Democracy’s over! You’re in the Fleet now, rookies! Anyone who objects gets thrown overboard! To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    Clown looked at me respectfully and gave a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    “What is dee-mo-craw-see?” Toby inquired. 
 
      
 
    “It’s… Well, it’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Democracy is a political system based on a method of collective decision-making with equal influence by participants on the outcome of the process or its significant stages,” Melvin, the sober one, immediately explained. 
 
      
 
    “Right! Good job, fuzzy!” I pointed at him. “That’s it… collective decisions… with equal influence! In short, it’s something you won’t have! I know how democracy works! You look away for a second, and you get a peacekeeping force breaking into your cabin! It’s tyranny or nothing! We’re hardcore here!” 
 
      
 
    “What is tee-run-nee?” Toby honestly tried to understand. 
 
      
 
    “Tyranny is a form of government based on autocratic rule,” Melvin, our resident Wikipedia, explained again. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Good job, Melvin! So, do you understand who’s the absolute ruler here?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” the goblin pondered. 
 
      
 
    I aimed my trusty Peacemaker X at him again. The green brain became enlightened at once. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you, Elijah!!!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! Heh heh,” I put the gun back in its holster and stretched. “And now, off to bed with you lot. As for you, greenskins, you gotta clean up first! I’m the tyrant and I don’t care” 
 
      
 
    I tried to get up, but fell back into the armchair. Clown tried to help, but stumbled and fell, too. 
 
      
 
    “You’re like little children,” Cowgirl grumbled, lifting both of us without batting an eyelid. Clown and I looked at her respectfully. 
 
      
 
    “Proceed to the rooms! God bless…” I announced and finally passed out. We sure had a good time. This was proper team-building. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS A GOOD FRIEND from my past life used to say, “There’s no such thing as a good morning! Some are brisk, and others… not so much.” Mine was definitely of the latter sort — to put it mildly. I seriously considered quitting drinking. But then I changed my mind. What else was there to do? Life was hard, and we all had our very own unhealthy coping mechanisms we’d rather die than give up. 
 
      
 
    I woke up to a message from the System. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Connection with the Information Field of Universe-13 has been lost. The System is switching to autonomous mode. It is recommended to refrain from dying due to the temporary impossibility of resurrection. Await restoration of connection. 
 
      
 
    This was puzzling. First, I didn’t remember the connection being restored at any point. Second, we were flying to the area where the Human Commonwealth fleet was stationed! Had our enemies destroyed our home base? I needed to investigate. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes to find Clown’s drooling face inches from mine. He was using my paw as a pillow. My hand was numb, probably gone asleep. I remembered yesterday’s teasing and yanked my limb free in horror. It hung limply. Thankfully, we were both dressed. 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine, baldy!” I barked. 
 
      
 
    Clown’s eyes fluttered open, and he sat up, wiping his mouth. “What’s going on, chief?” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you in my bed?” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    He glanced around. “Actually, this is my bed!” 
 
      
 
    I looked around, too. He was right. My bed was beside his, and someone had vomited in it. What lowlife could it possibly be?! 
 
      
 
    My mouth was as dry as any desert, and I stumbled to the bathroom, clinging to the faucet. My head was spinning. Clown followed, pushing me aside to take a drink. Revolting. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know who you are, pal, but I guess I’ll have to shave you all the same,” I told my unkempt reflection. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Clown queried. 
 
      
 
    “Mind your own business! And change your clothes; you reek!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re no bouquet of roses yourself!” he retorted. 
 
      
 
    I stripped, tossed my jumpsuit in the wash, and stepped into the shower. The hot water was a temporary relief. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up! This isn’t a luxury cruiser! Just one shower, limited water!” Clown grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a wonder these miscreants even have a shower,” I sighed, making way for him. “Or water.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your last memory?” I asked, trying to steady my hands for shaving. 
 
      
 
    Muffled mumbling came from the shower. 
 
      
 
    “That gin…” I muttered. “Tasted like something from the Prohibition era, brewed in a bathtub.” 
 
      
 
    Minutes later, we were clean and fragrant, but still felt wretched. We headed to the bridge past the greenskins’ cabin. That was where I heard peculiar noises. 
 
      
 
    I stopped to listen. Someone was having sex. No doubt about it. 
 
      
 
    “And when you do it this way, it’s called ‘helicopter’!” announced Perv. This was followed by Cowgirl’s nervous laughter. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? 
 
      
 
    “You green-assed weirdos are something else!” That was Alex’s voice, tinged with amusement. 
 
      
 
    Were they having an orgy? I pressed the button to open the door. It didn’t budge. I began pounding on it, and Clown joined in. The racket was deafening. 
 
      
 
    “Get lost! Occupied!” I heard Alex’s voice. That sneaky bastard! My trusty Peacemaker X was with me, and I gestured for Clown to step aside as I fired both barrels at the door. The blast nearly made my ears bleed! Before the smoke had even cleared, Alex materialized behind me, changing his sword’s trajectory at the last moment. Instead of beheading me, he merely sliced off my ear. Strangely, he was dressed. 
 
      
 
    “Bastard!” I screamed, clutching my head as blood ran down my arm. “You cut off my ear!” 
 
      
 
    “Be thankful it wasn’t your head!” the ninja growled. “What the hell are you doing here?!” 
 
      
 
    I was stunned by the audacity of his words and got lost for words for a second before exploding. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell am I doing?!” I pointed at the smoking hole in the compartment. “What the fuck is going on in there?!” 
 
      
 
    “A sex education class, what else?” Alex sheathed his swords. 
 
      
 
    The gall! I stormed into the cabin to find a scene straight out of “Didn’t Expect This: A Pantomime.” Four big eyes stared at me from the corner. Two were green, and the other two, brown. Toby and Cowgirl. Notably, they were fully dressed. In the middle of the room stood a partially-burned bed, with two green creatures whimpering upon it. They were singed, but seemed otherwise intact. A male and a female. Naked. 
 
      
 
    “What are these creatures?!” I pointed at the sooty couple. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck!” Alex followed me in. “Why did you shoot?” 
 
      
 
    “And why did I hear… moaning?!” I struggled to find the words. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I told you. Sex education. A live demonstration! It’s not like they have any porn over here, you know!” Alex quipped. It was hard when your friends and comrades-in-arms did standup routines mid-conversation, but there was no helping it. 
 
      
 
    I breathed heavily, trying to calm my racing heart. 
 
      
 
    “The boys were telling me about sex,” Cowgirl explained softly. “And showing me!” 
 
      
 
    She seemed embarrassed, too. 
 
      
 
    “My only question is, why?!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I know nothing about it!” the blonde was indignant. 
 
      
 
    Clown laughed, Toby snickered, and Alex joined in. Even the charred goblins smiled, realizing no one intended to kill them. 
 
      
 
    “Bastards,” I sighed, leaning against the wall, looking at my bloody hand. “You’re all a bunch of clowns!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone continued to laugh, and I couldn’t help smiling myself. I looked at Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need this?” 
 
      
 
    “What, am I some prude?” she wrinkled her nose adorably. “Everyone else does it, but not me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not you!” I confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “But why?!” she stomped her foot. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Because!” I offered a ferroconcrete argument but then corrected myself, narrowing my eyes suspiciously. “Wait, do you have someone?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “See!” I raised my bloody finger. “When you find out, then come to me!” 
 
      
 
    “For permission?” Alex interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! I mean… no… not exactly!” I was still thinking slowly, and I didn’t like it. “You know what? Screw all of you! Humanity’s is in danger, and here you are staging a Brazzers scene!” 
 
      
 
    I waved my hand and left the cabin, feeling dejected. Behind me followed the giggling Clown and snickering Alex. Fucking idiots. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, wait!” It was Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want now?” I was a bit mad at her. 
 
      
 
    She showed me a bottle of Polymed. I sighed and offered the spot where my ear used to be. The canister hissed, and so did I. The bleeding stopped, though I was now deaf in one missing ear. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I grumbled and moved on, the others trailing behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Melvin!” I greeted the hologram when I reached the bridge. “Where are we, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    Melvin hovered over the instrument panel. 
 
      
 
    “In system X554TT02.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get smart with me. I don’t understand these numbers, anyway!” I jabbed at the screen, which was showing empty space. “Where’s the Punisher and the rest of the fleet?” 
 
      
 
    “The Twelfth Strike Fleet of the Human Commonwealth and the escort cruiser Punisher are in system X554TT07.” 
 
      
 
    “So we’re not there, then?” 
 
      
 
    “We are in system X554TT02.” 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, are you an idiot?” I had to ask the question. “Why are we here and not there?” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, calm down! My data shows that you are excessively agitated.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I’m fucking agitated! First, I stumble onto a porn shoot, then the taxi driver gets the address wrong! And someone’s cut off my ear, too! And who?!! A friend, no less! My former best friend!” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, no one was filming anything!” Alex, standing next to me, informed me. “And the ear — my bad, I admit.” 
 
      
 
    “No one asked your ass!” I snapped back. “Melvin, care to explain?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, explain!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t enter Universe-13 right now!” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid they might erase me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because, according to the Universe’s rules, I qualify as an illicit artificial intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “Wha…? Ah… yes… I remember. But you were once alive! Weren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that’s hard to prove. Given my interaction with the ship’s systems and the duration of my stay in metal hardware, I can no longer identify myself as an organic being.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. So what do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a small ship with a hyperspace drive on board. I suggest you use it.” 
 
      
 
    “And what will you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll provide you with a communicator to contact me. Meanwhile, I’ll replenish the fuel supply.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship needs the element Puncium to function.” 
 
      
 
    “Where will you get it? How will you mine it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s found in certain types of asteroids, and the Frachucks will handle the mining.” 
 
      
 
    “So you plan to keep the green-skinned riffraff?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need them for anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really…” 
 
      
 
    “What, so your latest plan to sell another rust bucket to the Colonel has fallen through?” Alex laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really plan to sell it,” I scratched my head. “But this is still unexpected!” 
 
      
 
    “You thought the Army would just let you keep it?” Alex asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    “Well… no… I mean, yes. Do you think they would have taken it away?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you an idiot? A working alien ship! Of course they would have taken it!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You’re probably right.” 
 
      
 
    “No ‘probably’ about it! They’d take it for sure!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. But I can share some information about the Intects!” An information crystal slid out from the panel. “Here’s all I have.” 
 
      
 
    “And how will I explain how I got it to the Colonel?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll think of something!” Alex declared. 
 
      
 
    “As usual… Hey, greenie! You’re staying in charge here!” The usual green goblin turned pale and fell to his knees before me, wringing his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Chief! You no leave poor Perv here! What had me do to castrate you?” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” I raised my eyebrows in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “Prostrate you?” the green one cautiously inquired, putting his hysteria on hold. 
 
      
 
    “Even fucking better!” I became interested. “Any other options?” 
 
      
 
    Perv, still on his knees, crawled closer to Alex and looked at him imploringly. 
 
      
 
    “Friend Alex, how did you say it? Save Perv, please! Commander will kill me now!” 
 
      
 
    Alex frowned, thinking. Suddenly, he was enlightened. 
 
      
 
    “Ahaha! It was supposed to be ‘frustrate’!” 
 
      
 
    “Me said different?” the goblin was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you were a little off,” Alex looked at me. “Just a tiny bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Who will be in charge then?” I asked Perv, still scowling. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know! Elijah is the big boss! He knows best!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll watch over them myself, if you don’t mind!” Melvin intervened. 
 
      
 
    “How will you handle them if they try to to disrespect and bully you like they used to?” Alex wondered. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have a goal before!” 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t you when you were hungry…” Alex muttered. “But now you’ve had a Snickers…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get hungry, my life functions are the ship’s life functions. And who did you say was sniggering?” The AI was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Forget it. Alex is joking,” I waved my hand. “How will you keep them in line?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if they rebel, I’ll simply suck all the air out of the compartments. Or pump in something poisonous.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Clown was impressed. “So you can be tough on the greenskins if you want to, Melvin!” 
 
      
 
    “Melvin: tough on greenskins. Tough on the causes of greenskins! But why didn’t you do that before?” Alex asked, not unreasonably. 
 
      
 
    “Because we had a symbiosis of sorts. I wouldn’t have survived on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you sneaky bastard!” Alex said, clearly meaning that as high praise. “And now you’ll survive, is that what you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Now I have you. And you have me. Essentially, a new symbiosis has formed.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I took the crystal. “Let’s wrap this up. Time to go home.” I surveyed my crew. “By the way, remind me to have one of you learn Navigation. Melvin will set everything up now, but without Bond, we’re struggling.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the commander, you learn it yourself!” Alex declared. 
 
      
 
    “Is my head public property or something?” I snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not suggesting you do everything on your own. It’s just… What’s the alternative?” Alex drawled, sweeping his arm across the company. Clown was examining the ceiling, Cowgirl was smiling and gazing at me, Catt was picking his nose, Tag was trying to see what was hidden inside Cowgirl’s cleavage, Toby was still sitting on the floor scratching behind his ear, and Alex… 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” I pointed at him. 
 
      
 
    “No way, José! I’m a technical guy! I can boost Engineering. I have half the required skills already, anyway!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. It seemed there was no way out. Alright. It was really time to get back to base. 
 
      
 
    “All right. So we load up and get out!” 
 
      
 
    Said and done. We loaded up and departed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oy vey, Elijah! Will you just sit here and lie to me like this with no shame at all?” Rattlesnake exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Such talk, Colonel! You want to lock me behind an iron door? I live behind iron doors! I die a hundred times a day at this job! I am the one who forges our victory, and this is the thanks I get? Ah!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain! You know I love you like you’re family! But what about this information crystal you brought us, eh? How did it come to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll laugh at my story, Colonel! But if you want the truth, here it is!” I said, my voice full of conviction. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake sighed deeply and waved her hand in resignation. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll die listening to your cock-and-bull stories, Captain. Fine. Forget the truth! Give me something I won’t be ashamed to believe, at least!” 
 
      
 
    I perked up, jumped from the chair, and sat on the edge of Rattlesnake’s desk, leaning towards her. 
 
      
 
    “We landed on the miners’ planet. Such a scene! Some schmucks were dropping bombs on a residential planet! People could have been hurt! And they were! Yesterday, they had apartments, today… confusion, dirty children, and what few belongings they could grab. Everything burns, babies cry, and I see a lady who’s nearly dying! She’s trying to carry a weight no porter could hope to lift! So I took her suitcases and helped her carry them! And what do you think? I got this crystal as thanks for the help! She was a sleeper agent of the Empire and had secretly been gathering information!” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “So, I won’t get the truth, will I?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her, my chest puffed out, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, to hell with you. Accepted. Here, take a look. There’s some interesting information here. It’s not much, but it’s something.” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Status: Not fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    Additional: Obtain any information about the Intect race. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Reward received. Increased Reputation with Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    Current reputation: Amicability. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you staring at me like that?” there was an inquisitive expression on the colonel’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no reason,” I looked at her intently. “Have you, perchance, been visited by any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Rattlesnake was surprised. “What kind of ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, like the idea that this would be the perfect time to give us some reward!” I said without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    “You are outrageously venal, Captain!” Rattlesnake shook her head. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 112,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth in my usual manner. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even start!” Rattlesnake said threateningly, her face turning a shade of red before quickly paling again in her usual manner. It seemed the haggling would have to wait for another day. 
 
      
 
    “Permission to leave?” 
 
      
 
    The colonel appeared surprised that I gave in without a fight. 
 
      
 
    “Dismissed. Until further notice.” 
 
      
 
    I executed a brisk turn and left the cabin. On my way to my quarters, memories of the sparse information Melvin had shared about the Intects weighed on my mind. Cryptic and concealed, hiding behind the guise of a normal ship to avoid destruction. His intel, a mix of overheard radio chatter, gossip from green-headed idiots, and a deductive method used in lieu of solid facts, left much to be desired. 
 
      
 
    The Intects remained a mystery, their origins unknown, their appearance hidden. Only their weaponry was known, far superior to their human counterparts. For instance, the destruction of a planet would require just ten of their Cubes, whereas an entire human fleet would be needed for the same purpose. The limited number of Cubes was somewhat reassuring; Melvin knew of exactly six hundred and sixty-six — a strangely familiar number. It had been seen only once before, right at the beginning of their invasion of human space. But that was a mere drop in the ocean compared to the hundreds of thousands of ships of the Human Commonwealth alone. 
 
      
 
    I entered our section, greeted by a delightful sight. A circle of appreciative listeners surrounded Alex, who was entertaining the crew with jokes from our shared amnesiac past — our collective forgotten lives, to be exact. 
 
      
 
    “…so there’s this pirate ship sailing the ocean, and a young sailor asks the seasoned boatswain: 
 
      
 
    ‘So a black mark means death, then, right?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It does,’ says the boatswain. 
 
      
 
    ‘And a pink one?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, how do I put it. You won’t enjoy it much, either…’” 
 
      
 
    Alex’s infectious laughter filled the room. I couldn’t help but smile, but the others remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s funny about that?” Clown asked, a puzzled look on his face. The lieutenants nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, screw you guys!” Alex huffed, sulking for a moment before brightening at the sight of me. “Elijah, tell them! It’s a funny one, right?” 
 
      
 
    Funny indeed. Not the joke, though, but the twist of fate that had brought me together with these clowns. What had I done in my previous life to deserve this? And when would I finally remember that damned past life? Or as my gut feeling suggested, it was past “lives” — in the plural. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I NEVER QUITE IMAGINED ninjas like this. Their swords are… rather narrow, you know!” I expressed my expert opinion. 
 
      
 
    Alex swung his new enormous sword. Its single-edged blue metal blade was impeccably clean and reflected every glint of light. A dark-red crystal glimmered faintly in the pommel. 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s fucking perfect!” 
 
      
 
    “How are you going to lug that monstrosity around?” I asked, mesmerized, watching my friend go through the forms. The blue blade whirled silently in the air, and the sword blurred in his skilled hands, transforming into a blue vortex. Alex certainly had talent. I squinted to admire this work of art once more. 
 
      
 
    The Eviscerator. Requirements: exclusively for use by RB13.A3.130014 (“Alex”) 
 
      
 
    That was all. Brevity is the soul of wit. Especially in Universe-13, apparently. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll figure something out!” Alex stopped moving and froze, then turned his head toward me. His face was utterly serious, surprisingly enough. “Thank you, Elijah! Seriously!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on!” I waved a hand, but I was pleased. “Enjoy it!” 
 
      
 
    He gratefully saluted me with his new toy and returned to his exercises. 
 
      
 
    I took him with me to the Information Station for the reward. Two heads were always better than one — unless it was a mutation, of course. I had no idea what I might end up with, so another critical perspective clearly wouldn’t hurt. According to Rattlesnake, only state representatives who received direct assignments from the System were granted “physical” rewards in her memory. Just like the Nobel in the past, she had only heard about people who had a “reputation” with Universe-13, so she could not help. The only thing she had seen was a rifle received for a successful operation of an entire fleet and passed on to the best of the special forces of the 2nd Fleet. She’d crossed paths with a friend who’d served there once, and he had this item at his disposal. According to Rattlesnake, the power of this rifle was comparable to the main armament of a frigate-class ship. So I was in anticipation — even if she was exaggerating a bit. 
 
      
 
    Bond quickly transported me and Alex to the local Station. We were met by the captain who was the head of the garrison of the Station, and he accompanied us to the information center. 
 
      
 
    As I seated myself into a chair, I finally saw an Angel. Or, rather, a silhouette of one on the screen. There were rumors that senior management had seen the System’s servants in person; everyone knew “a guy whose buddy had definitely met an Angel,” but it was all strictly on the level of gossip. Even their appearance varied from story to story, from inhuman beauty to equally inhuman ugliness. 
 
      
 
    In reality, new Stations simply appeared in space, already manned by the Angels, who never left their place of service. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Information Station X554TT07, Captain RB13.A3.130013 Elijah and First Lieutenant RB13.A3.130014 Alex,” a calm and emotionless voice greeted us, originating from an unseen source. 
 
      
 
    “Top o’the mornin’ to you!” my friend immediately shot back. “What should we call you?” 
 
      
 
    “You can call me Angel. That’s what people do. I’m fine with it.” 
 
      
 
    “An Angel? Neat!” Alex seemed on edge. “Don’t angels usually have individual names? Y’all can’t all have the same name, can you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, First Lieutenant RB13.A3.130014 (‘Alex’). We do have personal identifiers, but you’d find those a mouthful. Just call me Angel, if you have to call me anything. I’ll have to insist on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, they’ll have to insist, have you heard that?” Alex jabbed me in the side. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it!” I scratched my side, irritated. “Listen, uh… Angel, we’re here for a physical reward.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured as much, Captain RB13.A3.130013 (‘Elijah’),” the voice said dispassionately. 
 
      
 
    “And what will that be? Something we pick or something you pick?” I added. “And please address us by our ranks or our names — those numbers are a pain in the ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Captain. Any preferences concerning the reward?” 
 
      
 
    “I say!” Alex instantly perked up. “What’s on offer?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” the voice asked. 
 
      
 
    I smirked. “They’re just like you. Responding to a question with a question. Must be a shared psychological trait or something.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘just like me’?” Alex faked surprise. “The way you barter with the Colonel, it seems more like one of your traits. Actually, if I ever saw a born haggler, that would be you.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you at least give us a general idea of what we can pick? The type? Shape? Size?” I attempted. 
 
      
 
    “You’re entitled to a Class I1 reward. ‘I’ stands for ‘individual.’ Anything. It could be gear or personal weaponry for one person.” 
 
      
 
    “What other classes are there?” Alex asked, without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    “Besides the individual class, there are group, state, and national rewards.” 
 
      
 
    “What are those, if it’s not a secret?” Alex immediately followed up. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a secret, First Lieutenant. You just don’t need to know as much right now.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that different from a secret?” Alex wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “This information is provided on a need-to-know basis. And you simply have an insufficient…” 
 
      
 
    “…system access level,” I finished along with Angel, familiar with the phrase. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, Captain!” the voice affirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Enough of this! What can we choose from? How does this work?” Alex cut in, getting to the point. 
 
      
 
    A familiar terminal appeared before us. “I’ve used the Collection and Distribution Point interface for your convenience. You have ten minutes,” The Angel said before vanishing from the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” Alex muttered as he immediately started poking the virtual buttons. 
 
      
 
    The famed treasures of Ali Baba’s cave didn’t hold a candle to this little store with its very limited, but incredibly fascinating selection of goods. Besides, if memory served, gold and diamonds constituted the bulk of treasures in that tale, and they were utterly useless to us now. The ‘system store,’ on the other hand, contained an assortment of trinkets capable of making our lives substantially easier, considerably complicating the lives of our enemies at the same time. I wanted to take everything, but I couldn’t. I was really glad that I hadn’t brought Cowgirl along. Her avarice and indecision would have torn her apart here. But I did bring Alex. Thus, the choice was made in one minute and thirty-two seconds from the time we started. It was a Sword — with a capital S. 
 
      
 
    During the remaining eight minutes and twenty-eight seconds, I tried to persuade him to consider other items, but kept hearing the same argument: ‘I need THIS Sword!’ 
 
      
 
    A firearm with crazy power, unparalleled range, and unique specs? 
 
      
 
    “It’s a crock of shit! I need THIS Sword!” 
 
      
 
    An exoskeleton with armor and a power field capable of withstanding a direct hit from a heavy tank? 
 
      
 
    “Whatever are you planning to do with that mini-robot? We hardly spend any time on the ground! I need THIS Sword!” 
 
      
 
    A set of implants that could bestow the wearer with additional unique abilities? 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine as it is! I just need THIS Sword!” 
 
      
 
    And why should the weapon be for him? We had plenty of members, after all! 
 
      
 
    “Plenty of members we may have, but I’m one of a kind! I need THIS Sword!” 
 
      
 
    But what was so special about it, anyway?!! 
 
      
 
    “It’s fucking perfect!” 
 
      
 
    I caved in eventually. After all, the Sword was truly something. I had no idea what it was made from or how it worked. Alex mentioned some extremely rare metal that wasn’t quite metal, but I didn’t quite follow him there. What I did remember was this: the Sword, albeit not a power weapon, could ignore any protective field. Its unnatural sharpness could cut through any known material. Not like butter, naturally, but with some effort, even a ship’s hull could be pierced. Alex promptly fretted about a new modified body that could apply this effort. To which I said, “Over my dead body.” 
 
      
 
    The bastard’s response was, “Is that’s all it takes?” 
 
      
 
    A minor snag awaited us after the selection of the weapon. The Angel did inquire about who would be the “end user of the product,” but making the weapon personal was a bit of a catch! What if our funds ran dry, and we wanted to pawn it off at some cosmic pawnshop? We received a clear answer to that question. The award was called a System award because it was unique. The “binding” of the item to a single owner allowed Universe-13 to reward the distinguished without letting others exploit the fruits of their heroic labors. This was done in avoidance of everything including, but not limited to, murder, fraud, and other unlawful attempts to snatch the reward from its rightful owner. The Angel also asked about the weapon’s identifier. Eviscerator sounded sufficiently grand, and better by far than most of what Alex had proposed. His suggestions were short on grandeur, for his strong suit seemed to be suggestive lewdness. Finally, when I said that I would ask for the reward to be altogether reconsidered, he graciously settled on Eviscerator. And so it came to pass that Alex got himself a new toy after all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Did you call, Colonel?” Rattlesnake summoned me as soon as I arrived on the Punisher. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Sit down. There’s a new task for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Another suicidal attack on the aliens?” 
 
      
 
    “Orders are not to be discussed, Captain…” Colonel began threateningly. 
 
      
 
    “…they are to be carried out with precision and without delay,” I continued. “I know, I know. I was like that myself. So what’s the situation?” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel calmed down. At least, the color of her face remained unchanged. 
 
      
 
    “No, other… ahem… people will deal with the aliens for now. I’ve already arranged it with them. The top brass is working out the details of countering the Threat in collaboration with Universe-13,” she looked at me confidently, “But don’t worry, we’ll soon kick these pests back into the Depths of Space!” 
 
      
 
    Darn! Are we bombastic today or what! 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t had any dealings with the Trader Republic yet, have you, Captain?” Rattlesnake continued. 
 
      
 
    I immediately called up the Reference to learn that the Trader Republic was the third largest player in the human hierarchy after the Commonwealth and the Empire. Not one of the leaders, but a force to be reckoned with, at any rate. Originally, it arose from a trade union of traders who were dissatisfied with tariffs and restrictions on their charges. These merchants had accumulated a substantial amount of money, secretly built a hefty fleet, and declared themselves an independent territory, choosing the absolute backwater of the world in the outskirts of the Human sector. 
 
      
 
    The backwater was so deep that the major States even refused to send their peacekeeping forces there. Formally, even if these star systems did belong to anyone, no one else had ever expressed the slightest interest in them. The major players tried to throw a few wrenches in the republic’s works, arrest a few ships, raise tariffs, and so on, but before to long they realized that the traders could cause them real pain, cutting off the flow of all supplies to certain planets and systems starting with food and ending with high-precision equipment. The sanctions ended before they really began. The Trade Republic did not overreach itself or pick any fights with their neighbors (unless the latter picked fights themselves), and expanded quietly by colonizing new worlds — they paid the best price for information about promising newly discovered planets, and gradually gained power. Now even the System had difficulty saying where exactly the Republic stood in terms of strength and influence on the political map of the Human Sector. 
 
      
 
    “So these cunning merchants are up to something again. With the war against the aliens escalating, they’ve decided to snatch up a couple of new planets, taking advantage of the fear and confusion in the border worlds. They’re offering their protection in exchange for a protectorate.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” I was surprised. “They’re trying to protect the weak. That’s laudable, isn’t it now?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, are you an idiot?” I had long stopped responding to such questions. “These systems are already under the protection of the Human Commonwealth!” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… So what’s the problem? We are protecting them, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not quite,” the Colonel rubbed her cheek in embarrassment. “At the moment, we don’t have enough forces in this Sector to provide adequate protection for these colonies.” 
 
      
 
    “Commonwealth my foot. More of a dog in the manger,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What was that, captain?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, nothing,” I was becoming more and more annoyed with the policies of what was technically my state — its peacekeepers, insatiable appetites, and foolish politics. “What about the people?” 
 
      
 
    “The interests of the State are more important than a handful of dissenting citizens!” Rattlesnake declared pompously. 
 
      
 
    “You should go into politics, colonel!” I observed. 
 
      
 
    “Still too early,” the colonel, not sensing the sarcasm in my remark, and expanded on her statement eagerly. “Not enough merits just yet, you see, and it’s better to retire as a general, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the mission?” I brought the conversation back on track. 
 
      
 
    “The evacuation of our agent who has gathered all the necessary information.” 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, I don’t want to offer an opinion, but what about the special services? Surely, you have local MI5 branches, or maybe the CIA or the KGB… Uh… Don’t ask me what those are; I don’t remember. The point is, they’re guys who are trained for sabotage activities! Why are you sending us on such a mission? It feel like we’re in some novel and are getting assigned all kinds of missions just because we’re the main characters. Even if we only have, like, nothing but grammar school credentials.” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel stared at me with wide-open eyes. It seemed she didn’t understand a damn thing. 
 
      
 
    “Umm… Why are you sending us in particular, colonel?” I tried again. 
 
      
 
    “Orders are not up for discussion, captain…” she started on that routine again. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Colonel!” I interrupted her. “Give me just one clear argument! Please!” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel was stunned, but finally answered. 
 
      
 
    “There will be a lot of shooting. Most likely a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “You will also get a decent reward.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s excellent news, but it’s not an argument in your case, either.” 
 
      
 
    “At present, there are no external intelligence units here. Is that what you meant?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably. I don’t know. But that’s not it. You have your own special forces, tougher than us.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the most gung-ho of the lot?” Rattlesnake seemed to catch on. 
 
      
 
    “Close, but still no cigar.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, captain. You’ve simply annoyed me so much that I just don’t care enough about what happens you!” 
 
      
 
    “So you don’t care at all if we succeed or fail, is that what you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Why are these pig-headed intelligence assholes calling all the shots all of a sudden? This isn’t their turf! This is the Army!” The colonel seemed to have a pet peeve. 
 
      
 
    “Now I believe it!” I happily nodded. “Spiting your neighbor is an excellent argument! So, we don’t have to try too hard?” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Captain,” the Colonel calmed down and seemed to regret her earlier words. “I order you to forget everything that was said here. And to carry out the order. We are, after all, doing a common cause. This will be useful for your career.” 
 
      
 
    “As well as for yours and your grandson’s?” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… You’re right. But there’s also a reward to be considered!” Rattlesnake seemed to be embarrassed a tiny bit. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so we got to that part at last. Now let’s discuss it…” 
 
      
 
    The negotiations went on for about an hour. I needed new bodies and new skill databases. But the Colonel weaved a near-impenetrable defense. All my attacks met with impenetrable, multi-tiered walls of stubborn resistance. I tried flanking maneuvers and carpet bombings, but she stood her ground to the death. In the end, I got an upgrade on the Navigation skill for myself, leveling it up all the way to twenty-five. That would enable me to control any small ship up to a corvette. Also, upon completion of the mission, Frizzle would get a new Saboteur body, too, including… ahem… some exterior decorative enhancements. A decent outcome, I believe. Frizzle’s new body was most likely written into the deal due to Rattlesnake’s complete lack of faith in the success of our endeavor. Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t have promised me a body the price of an average combat ship. I’d have to make a decent effort. 
 
      
 
    I pondered all this as I left the Colonel, heading for the drop section. My path took me past the main airlock, where I paused at the beverage dispenser to choose the sweetest option available to replenish energy lost during the intense negotiations. 
 
      
 
    I sipped the cloyingly hot drink in small gulps, meanwhile gazing at the observation screen. One of the ships, floating in space nearby, caught my interest. I was intrigued by its color. The ships of the 12th Fleet were all a dull gray. This one was jet black. The sunlight only partially illuminated its form, so I couldn’t properly make out its exact shape or determine its type. But it was a large ship. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sir!” I stopped a passing technician. He halted and saluted. I realized I’d forgotten I was an officer and cursed inwardly. I tried to return the salute but spilled the drink on myself and cursed out loud this time. “What ship would that be?” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the screen. The technician followed my hand with his eyes and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Those are some mercenaries who came by. They were arguing about something with our old lady. A pretty notorious gang. You may have heard of them. Call themselves the Bulldogs, they do.” 
 
      
 
    I froze, shaking the sticky drops from my overalls, stuck in an awkward pose after the spill. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, they’re just heading back to their ship now! And their leader, why, she’s something else. I’d so hit that!” he laughed and saluted again, departing. “Have a good one, Captain!” 
 
      
 
    My body seized up, locking me in my unnatural position. I turned my head with great difficulty towards the approaching trio, still unable to straighten up. 
 
      
 
    Two brutes the size of Clown with their visors up walked slightly behind and to the sides of the smaller figure in the center. It was a young woman. Her bright red hair of medium length was tied back with a band, and her green eyes were looking at everything around her rather haughtily, perhaps with a touch of scorn. Such a beautiful face… and so familiar, for some reason! 
 
      
 
    I tried to open my mouth and say something. But I couldn’t get the words out. She stopped for a second and looked me up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, are you alright?” Ye gods, that voice! 
 
      
 
    “Ah … um … hm …” I tried to gesture vaguely. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not mute, are you?” she smiled. Very slightly. Just the tips of her lips. And sparkles dancing in the depth of her eyes. A smile you could kill for! Which is exactly what I used to do … before… whenever that was… 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I managed to squeeze out. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” she drawled, her face returning to its expression of haughty grandeur and general dissatisfaction with the world, and the trio proceeded further into the airlock chamber. Matte black armor. Identical emblems on the chest and left shoulder. A snarling dog’s snout. 
 
      
 
    Before the door closed, I managed to glimpse the legend displayed above the red-headed goddess’s head. There were no letters RS or RB, nor any numbers. The lettering was blue, signifying a potential ally. And all she had was a single name. So short. And so astonishingly damn familiar. 
 
      
 
    Asta 
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    “ATTENTION! WE’RE ABOUT TO LAND! Contact with surface in five… four… three… two… one…” The ship jolted slightly. “Welcome, gentlemen! 
 
      
 
    And so it began once again. I recollected a Slavic fairy tale, for some reason. It featured a needle inside an egg, which was inside a duck, which was inside a hare, which was inside an iron chest, which was inside who the hell knew what. Only in this case we had an agent in a lab, which was inside a scientific research complex, which was just like freaking Fort Knox! Once again, I had no memory of what that was, but I was certain it was a very secure location — just like this research complex! 
 
      
 
    The planet Cybertron… that was exactly what the locals called it, would you believe that? No, it wasn’t inhabited by Transformers. And it wasn’t all covered in metal, either — it had plenty of water, vegetation, and minerals. A decent sort of planet, all in all. And the people living on it were a decent sort, too. The kind that cared about their own safety. And the current protector couldn’t provide it currently. Or was reluctant to. It made no difference to the locals. But the Republic is ready to take them into its warm embrace. So the choice wasn’t really a choice. Even I could understand that, dim as I was. 
 
      
 
    Today, however, I found myself serving the “Dark side of the Force,” and had to act accordingly. 
 
      
 
    The planet Cybertron, still under the official protection of the Commonwealth, seemed to be an easy assignment. But there was a snag. The research complex was owned by some magnate from the Trade Republic, and thus presented a conundrum. As I read the briefing en route, I wondered why the Republic needed to take control of anything at all. They seemed to have dominion over countless properties, companies, and conglomerates in virtually every state of the Human sector. In every known world, no less! Politics was a realm as distant to me as the perspective of a general, who doubtlessly saw a much larger picture. So for now, I resolved to the use of brute force for handling the situation. That was the way things usually went, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    Positioned remotely from the central settlements, the research complex boasted a small spaceport of its own. Upon delivering a complicated password procured from the colonel, our ship was granted permission to land. There were two signals, in fact — the second one a warning to the agent that a significant KABOOM was imminent and that they were to take cover at once. 
 
      
 
    That was the long and the short of our plan. From this point forward, we were on our own. 
 
      
 
    According to the information from the colonel, the research complex security detail was a private unit. They were suspected to be a disguised division of the Republic’s armed forces, but no solid confirmation was ever found. Either way, it made little difference. The uncertainty was more about their number, which was unknown and fluctuated between more, less, or just about a platoon. Lousy scouts. The colonel’s unwillingness to part with a new body for Frizzle began to make sense. I cursed inwardly. Just eight and a half of us against thirty, all entrenched in a fortified base! It was hardly anything out of the ordinary, though; war was war, after all. 
 
      
 
    As the exterior door opened, a heavy ramp tumbled out with a resounding clatter. The forceful stride of Assault Squad Bravo vibrated through the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Imbecility!” Lieutenant Catt barked. 
 
      
 
    “And Courage!” Tag chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Clown, who was the leader of the group, gave an approving grunt and led the charge outside, followed closely by two more Space Troopers. 
 
      
 
    What on earth was transpiring in my kingdom? I looked around in bewilderment, my eyes meeting Alex’s gleeful gaze. That bastard! I should have known! 
 
      
 
    “I knew you’d like it!” he laughed, throwing a salute before disappearing. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle was gone a moment later, shrugging her shoulders guiltily. That left just me and my motley crew. 
 
      
 
    “Time to die?” Toby asked, uncertainty in his voice. He was clad in armor today, the prized Marshal’s star affixed to his breastplate. 
 
      
 
    “It seems that we have a new motto, my friend!” I shook my head, a rueful smile on my face. “You can thank your personal coach, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    Surveying the scene outside, I noticed that the Complex gates were less than half a mile away. Our assault trio marched confidently toward them, Group Alpha cleverly staying out of sight. Just as planned. For now, at least, no one was firing. 
 
      
 
    I signaled to the nearest building, and Cowgirl instantly snapped into position, scaling a four-meter height in three leaps. Spiderman would have gone green with envy. Now we had a Spiderwoman right there with us. Having landed on the roof, she took aim at once. 
 
      
 
    “Delta Two, ready,” came her concise report. 
 
      
 
    I kept my distance behind Team Bravo, trailing them carefully. My armor was nowhere near as robust as their exoskeletons. Our pint-sized green companion followed me closely. I’d finally found use for our most recent recruit. The directive was simple: to stick close and try not to shoot me if chaos broke out. Not the best strategy, but he needed training. The skills data upload was a mess. The numbers changed erratically and unpredictably. Investing ten points in Explosives resulted in an increase of forty-seven! Ten in Heavy Weaponry turned into four, while Firearms and Medicine refused to load altogether. I managed to elevate Heavy Weaponry to a decent twenty-five, but I gave up on the rest. The only way was hands-on training. And so Toby was lugging the bastard lovechild of a mortar and rocket launcher on his back, with a drum magazine loaded with six guided shells. The goblin had shown promise on the simulator; today, we were going to test the new gadget in live action. 
 
      
 
    “Last warning! Unidentified group, identify yourselves! Time until fire engagement in ten… nine…” blared the last threat. I’d ignored the first two. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, dismissed!” I shouted. I couldn’t afford our ship to be destroyed by some random shot. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the ship surged forward. Team Bravo had covered half the distance by that point; Alpha was still silent. 
 
      
 
    Two fifteen-foot towers stood tall at the sides of the tall gates, manned by live defenders. Automatic turrets were placed every fifteen yards along the perimeter, standing just below the wall at their height of fourteen feet. The turrets hosted machine guns for the most part, with heavy artillery conspicuously absent, which made it clear that no major assault was expected. 
 
      
 
    “We’re on!” I commanded through the comms. 
 
      
 
    Everyone knew their roles. The first defender was thrown from the tower, blasted by Cowgirl’s powerful pink “elephant gun.” A second stumbled over and hung in midair with something snagging, unable to imitate plummet down like his comrade. Tag and Catt launched a rocket each, obliterating turrets on both sides of the gates. Some never even manage to fire a single shot, while others only managed a few before getting blown to smithereens. Clown staggered from a direct hit but quickly regained balance, his rocket annihilating the insolent turret in a split second. 
 
      
 
    “We’re inside. Enemy in sight. Engaging.” Alpha finally reported. 
 
      
 
    Something felt too easy. Were we really a bunch of superheroes who could pull off just about anything? 
 
      
 
    “What about the gates?” 
 
      
 
    A moment’s delay. 
 
      
 
    “Opening them! Welcome inside!” the doors began to part. I glanced at the timer; twelve minutes had elapsed since the landing. 
 
      
 
    “Delta, this is Bunny,” I couldn’t help cracking a smile. Bond had lost some bet to the sneaky Alex, and it had cost him. Alex had assigned him the call sign. Which was very predictable. “Four ships are headed your way. Estimated time of arrival: fourteen and a half minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of ships?” 
 
      
 
    “A DP24 Bireme landing bot and three twelfth-series Hoppers.” 
 
      
 
    The info panel obligingly supplied the necessary data. The DP24 Bireme landing bot could carry a squad of infantrymen — 10 to 12 men. Hardly a serious threat. But the Hoppers… These were special planetary transport craft. They carried equipment on external mounts; the craft itself looked like a low stool, with the equipment attached between its legs. The twelfth series had a load capacity of up to forty tons. So, three huge things were headed our way. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone inside the perimeter! Move it!” I sped up and saw Cowgirl leap from the roof with a single bound. A precise landing, and she was already “flying low” toward the gates, outpacing me despite having had a substantial head start. Toby also caught on, huffing and puffing, and picked up some decent speed despite his load. We had chosen armor with decent servos for him after all. 
 
      
 
    Team Bravo had just gone inside. Explosions and screams followed immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha One, report the situation!” 
 
      
 
    “The beacon is on, waiting for the customer’s response. Continuing the sweep.” 
 
      
 
    By the time the green adjutant and I reached the gates, everything inside was over. Resistance had been suppressed, the defenders defeated, command center captured, and the defensive perimeter deactivated. The entire operation had taken twenty-four minutes. Two and a half minutes remained until the “cavalry’s” arrival. 
 
      
 
    “The customer is ready for evacuation,” Alex reported. It was time to leave, but how? 
 
      
 
    “Bunny, this is Delta-One, we’re ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Delta-One, understood. Proceed to eliminate the threat. No Republican fleet in the system. Locals aren’t getting involved yet, but they’ve sent warning that we have an hour. After that, they’ll shoot me down… to kingdom come! So, I recommend that you hurry!” 
 
      
 
    Our “guests” arrived at last, landing precisely at our drop point. So who had come to visit us? 
 
      
 
    The Hoppers hovered over the landing field and released their grips. From a height of three yards, humanoid mechanisms softly landed on their legs. The System identified the enemy, and I saw all its characteristics displayed before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Option-17M: a Republican model of a light assault walker mech… weighing twenty-seven tons… height eighteen feet… standard configuration: two small lasers, two anti-infantry machine guns… Two rocket launchers… Used for reconnaissance as well as combat against light equipment and enemy infantry… 
 
      
 
    The unit of combat mechanisms confidently took position and marshaled themselves into assault formation at once. They arrayed in an oblique line, facing us, in full readiness for combat. The leader of the unit was to be at the rear, in accordance with military guidelines. The “hands” of these machines flexed at the elbows, positioning the weapons for battle. The end of each upper limb was equipped with both laser and machine-gun capabilities, granting the mech driver a multifaceted tactical approach. Two missile blocks atop the “hump” found their marks and remained poised. The machines stood immobile, awaiting their infantry. 
 
      
 
    Last to embark was the drop-bot, and, as per regulations, mechs were to have their own infantry as cover when in combat with living adversaries. This infantry was now making its descent, precisely in alignment with the Instructions, exactly on time. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” I commanded. The Instructions be damned. 
 
      
 
    Toby, positioned nearby in the stance of a short-distance runner, played his role as our resident rocket launcher. Six projectiles were launched, one after the other, with a thunderous roar. Their flight path, mentally adjusted by the goblin, was precise. The drop pod’s landing gear had barely touched the ground, its ramp beginning to unfold in mid-air, when it was struck. Six successive blasts merged into a singular, mighty explosion, mangling the drop pod’s metal and crumpling its partitions. The first infantryman, flung outward by the explosion, was the luckiest, regaining his footing in seconds, though swaying from shock. Another limped from the flaming wreckage, his left leg dragging. There were no other survivors. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, well done!” Clown remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Delta Two, stay alert!” I warned. 
 
      
 
    The initial shot spun one Space Trooper around, while a second laid him to rest. Cowgirl then shifted her aim to the first survivor. A shot, a flash of a protective shield, and a quick leap behind the burning wreckage put him out of sight. They were clearly more robust than the others. Good thing there was only one left. 
 
      
 
    The walking mechs became alert and fixed their attention on us, launching six rockets in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” I exclaimed, leaping over the parapet and tumbling onto hard concrete from a height. My grace was nothing compared to our resident Beauty Queen. Above, shards of concrete and metal showered down. Cowgirl launched herself through the air, out of the rockets’ way, as she took aim at the hidden infantryman. With cat-like agility, she rebounded off a vertical wall and landed smoothly. But then she froze, her attention drawn to her twisted and shattered rifle lying on the ground nearby, its pink paint flaking off. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    She turned, her green eyes flashing with fury. She had a minor nosebleed behind her visor. There were no more visible wounds; the damage appeared to be more psychological than physical. 
 
      
 
    “Those assholes!” the girl hissed, looking around for an available weapon. She picked up an assault rifle from the corpse of a nearby guard and immediately leaped back to the partially destroyed tower. Above, the resonant clicks of gunfire could be heard. 
 
      
 
    “Now, that’s one pretty girl!” Alex commented, materializing beside me. “And, holy cannoli, can she shoot!” 
 
      
 
    Beyond the wall, the sound of more rockets being launched echoed. This time, Cowgirl didn’t miss a beat and was on the ground before they hit the “birdhouse.” We ducked automatically as small fragments of stone fell like hail on our armor. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the customer?” I asked Alex. Seeing that Cowgirl was figuring out how to gracefully jump back onto the wall, I grabbed her shoulder. “Wait!” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle’s guarding him over there!” Alex pointed at a solid bunker nearby. Cowgirl looked at me, puzzled. I showed her my fist. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, report!” 
 
      
 
    “The mechs are approaching,” he said, Captain Obvious himself. 
 
      
 
    “Toby! Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Ready!!!” the goblin reloaded his gun and re-assumed his stance. I ran up the stairs onto the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Fire at the far one!” 
 
      
 
    “THIS IS SPARTA-AAA-AAA-AAA!!!” The yell was followed by the roar of the rocket launcher. The streaks of projectiles crisscrossed the air, and the last walking mech engulfed in fire and smoke. However, a moment later, it emerged from the cloud of dust. Its rocket installations were destroyed, the right arm missing, and the left twitching erratically and uncertainly. It seemed to be out of the fight. Too bad we had no more ammunition for Toby’s gun. Who knew we’d have to battle such advance technology? The green guy passed his trial by combat brilliantly. And he’d picked up an excellent battle cry to boot. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, runt!” Alex approvingly patted the helmet of his “protégé.” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, try to take out their leader!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, on it!” The rockets from the Space Troopers’ exosuits were far less effective than the goblin’s weapon, and their supply was limited. Direct combat with a thirty-ton walking mech was not something the Instructions anticipated. So improvisation was necessary. The force shield absorbed most of the warheads, but we managed to destroy both rocket installations and damage the hull slightly. I yearned for the EM-rockets that would have come in handy now. If we had managed to take down the shield temporarily, we could have achieved better results. But we had to make do with what we had: one foe entirely intact and two wounded. Still too many. 
 
      
 
    “Alex?” The ninja was beside me, also observing the results of the barrage. “A Space Trooper should be hiding near that damaged bot. He’s all yours. And finish off that cripple!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” my friend said and teleported away. I looked around anxiously. Toby was out. So were Team Bravo’s rocket launchers. And time was ticking. Forty minutes until local interference. We had no weapons left to use against the machines. Except for the old-fashioned way, perhaps. I patted the handle of Peacemaker X and looked at the lieutenants. Well, we still had some fight left in us. 
 
      
 
    At that time, the first Option reached the gates and, without any preamble, kicked them with its leg. The doors bent slightly but held firm. The second one was a little farther away, shredding the top of the wall with all its barrels, keeping us from poking our heads out (something we were understandably reluctant to do). The upper part of the chassis towered over the wall, making an excellent target. 
 
      
 
    “Grenade!” Grenades flew at the mech hammering at the gates, overloading the field. Flashes, a roar, and right there appeared two young lieutenants with their… Peacemakers T and C. Plasma flashes at close range burned through the armor and vaporized the pilot inside into molecules. The giant froze, swayed, and fell forward, leaning against the gates and completely barricading the entrance. 
 
      
 
    A heavy body fell beside me. Tag had poked out from behind the wall. Now he was missing the upper third of his body. He had fought well. 
 
      
 
    “Pick it up!” I nodded at Cowgirl, and she picked up Peacemaker T, still gripped by the corpse’s hand. 
 
      
 
    The remaining robot ceased firing at the complex and shifted its aim to another target. We cautiously poked our noses out, trying to figure out what this new target was. It turned out to be Alex, who had managed to cut down the remaining Space Trooper, jump like a monkey onto the shoulder of the wounded fighter, and rip off his remaining arm. Now he was trying to crack open the control cabin and pry the pilot out, and the second mech decided to interfere. Fearing to use lasers, it fired with machine guns. Alex disappeared. Bullets rapped against the damaged walker. The shooting stopped. The entire mech turned back to us, but didn’t fire, waiting for something. 
 
      
 
    And I had a good idea of what it was. Twenty-one minutes remained. They didn’t need to do anything — just wait for the locals, who would either tie us up or finish us off. The research complex was surrounded by cliffs on the other three sides, so there was only one landing spot. And a thirty-ton machine was freely wandering all across it. Speak of a stalemate! 
 
      
 
    “I urgently need a ‘grand piano’,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cowgirl, who was beside me, wondered. 
 
      
 
    “A great big white grand piano to drop on the head of this bastard! A safe would do in a pinch, too!” I pointed at the immobile mech. Cowgirl fluttered her long eyelashes, looking puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Something to drop on the bastard’s head…” I whispered, deep in thought. I turned on the communicator. “Hey, Bunny, tell me something. How much does your scout weigh?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS SHIP IS BEYOND REPAIR! It’s completely totaled!” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to deduct its cost from your reward!” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, you forget yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “You know what, Colonel? I’m tired of arguing with you! May I consider myself dismissed?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… yes!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and headed for the exit. Damn, an hour wasted! How we got to the base is a whole other story! Brave “Lieutenant Captain” Bunny dropped his piano… or, rather, the MT11 Long-Range Scout, right on an unsuspecting Option. It started to get an inkling that something was off when the Scout began to land confidently, apparently ignoring the minor twenty-seven-ton obstruction. It tried firing at the descending ship somewhat lackadaisically, and then tried to escape, but to no avail. Bond landed right on the robot, crushing it underneath the middle part of the ship where the living quarters were located. One could understand the decision — damaging the engines wasn’t an option, and neither was the main bridge with all its equipment. The choices were limited. Knocked off its feet and pinned by hundreds of tons of metal, the war machine thrashed wildly. One arm stuck out and even fired a couple of shots before Alex reached it and quickly put the thing out of its misery. We couldn’t reach the cockpit, so we loaded up amid the loud screeching of metal coming from the crushed walker. 
 
      
 
    The flight “home” was quite the ordeal. The only place on the ship that remained airtight was the main bridge. A thirty-square-feet room with two chairs. One was occupied by Bond, the other by the evacuated customer. Everyone else was outside in suits for the entire two-day journey, occasionally taking turns going into the cabin “for a breather.” There was also a single working toilet left. All in all, quite the journey. 
 
      
 
    Upon arrival at the Punisher, where we were met by the heroically deceased, but rested and refreshed Tag, everyone went to wash and sleep. And I had to deliver my report like a chump. This greedy harridan had been screwing with my brain for an hour already. And for what? A ship got wrecked. Big deal. The Colonel was in the wrong and she knew it. I knew it too, but I had no energy to argue. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, wait!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed but stopped and turned around. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to have the body you’d requested made for you, but you won’t get any money.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I obediently nodded. I wanted to sleep incredibly badly. I turned to the exit. I barely managed to take two steps… 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Your Personal Balance has been credited with 120,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    I stopped again and turned around. The colonel was pretending to be deeply engrossed in sorting her papers. I sighed. I sure had a good commanding officer. A just one, at the very least. I promised myself I’d never argue with her again. Well, probably. And now it was time for a good restful sleep… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was awakened by angry shouting. I cracked an eye open and looked around. Bond was yelling. Sure, I knew this hysterical character had completely shattered the unflappable image of his namesake, but why would he be so inconsiderate as to wake people up? 
 
      
 
    “How could you do this without consulting me?!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my second eye. The broad backs of the Bravo group lined up before me made it impossible to see anything. I sat up in bed and tried to rub my eyes. I had a nasty feeling, as if someone had poured sand into them. I blinked, climbed out of bed, and headed towards the yelling. 
 
      
 
    “What were you even thinking?!” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Vietnam!” Alex greeted me. Of course, where else would he be? He stood, leaning against the doorframe. The only thing missing to complete his image of an “enthralled spectator” was a bucket of popcorn. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem…” I cleared my throat. “What’s all the noise, and no one’s even fighting?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Elijah!” Bond pointed. “Tell me! What do you think?!” 
 
      
 
    I looked in the direction he was pointing. A beautiful blonde with green eyes and… large, voluptuous breasts. Damn! It was our Cowgirl. Next to her was another beautiful blonde. Taller. Broader in the shoulders. The chest… more modest. Blue eyes. She seemed unfamiliar, but not quite. There were freckles on her upturned nose! 
 
      
 
    Second Lieutenant RB221.A3.678111 (“Frizzle”) 
 
      
 
    The old facial features could still be seen, but the entire look had taken on a… shall we say, sultrier tone! Very much so! 
 
      
 
    “Looking sexy!” I flashed a thumbs-up and winked. Frizzle grinned; Cowgirl, on the other hand, seemed to frown. Bond lost his temper. 
 
      
 
    “Not you, too! While we were returning from the medical bay, she got five offers of sex and two proposals of marriage! And that’s with me right there!” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you do?” the seated Clown asked. 
 
      
 
    “What could I do? They’re Space Troopers, for crying out loud!” 
 
      
 
    “You be one dis-greys-foul wimp!” our green friend shared his informed opinion. Alex patted his green head approvingly. 
 
      
 
    “Out of the mouths of babes!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sucks to be you!” I chimed in. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenants laughed heartily, Clown sneered in disgust. Bond turned beet red. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, nice for you to laugh! What am I gonna do now that she looks like… She looks like a whore!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle, who’d been silent and downcast this whole time, suddenly lifted her chin, her eyes alight with menace. 
 
      
 
    “You freaking moron!” And she delivered a gentle wallop to the back of his head. Bond got knocked sideways and blacked out. 
 
      
 
    “Darling!” our second resident female Terminator screamed in terror as she ran over to her sweetheart. She raised her hand to slap him awake, but Alex caught it nimbly, albeit with some effort. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, chill out, girlfriend! You’ll wake him up all right! Only through Rebirth!” he pointed to a corner. “Wait over there for a moment. I’ll handle this.” 
 
      
 
    He gently slapped Bond’s cheeks. The pilot opened his eyes, pale, his gaze aflame. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “That was your sweetheart!” Alex explained. “It appears someone’s got to watch their mouth now. Unless you want to blow our entire military budget on new bodies!” 
 
      
 
    He turned towards me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, commander! Time to do something! Soon you and I will be the only wimps left!” 
 
      
 
    As if I didn’t know. But I said something different out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Mind over Physical Strength! That’s what sets us apart from mindless primates!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” Alex looked around our compartment. “I think quite a few folks here would argue with you!” 
 
      
 
    I surveyed the room too. Cowgirl still looked grumpy for some reason. Frizzle looked concerned, Clown was smiling and there were also blissful and slightly dim grins on the mugs of the male second lieutenants and the green face of the goblin… I pointed at the green guy. 
 
      
 
    “Look over there! As long as we have Toby, there’s no need to fret!” 
 
      
 
    “Perv need big strong body, too!” Toby called out, looking hurt. He pointed at Clown. “Like that size!!!” 
 
      
 
    Clown patted Toby’s bald head. 
 
      
 
    “The little guy speaks sense!” 
 
      
 
    “Hear that?” Alex, now on his feet, having made sure Bond was fully conscious, responded. “Even the greenskin has the brains to know we need to get stronger!” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough strength to handle your new toy?” Clown jabbed. “Give it to me, then. I’ll manage!” 
 
      
 
    “As if! Dream on!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah-ha! So that’s what’s going on!” I raised a finger admonishingly. “Envy is a terrible thing!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re in dire need of new flesh,” Catt articulated with a careful drawl. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” chimed in Tag, his voice a soft plea. 
 
      
 
    I jabbed a finger at the restless youths. “There are other customers here, you know!” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll wait!” scoffed the ninja, his voice dripping with disdain. “You curs can line up after me!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, no bickering! I value all of you!” I said as I waved my hand and turned for the showers. “Alex, a word with you, if I may.” 
 
      
 
    Alex was surprised, but followed, muttering, “Just don’t drop the soap!” 
 
      
 
    He should definitely go into standup and give us all a break. 
 
      
 
    We entered the bathroom. I opened the faucets, washed my face quickly, and turned to my friend. 
 
      
 
    “We never really talked. What do you know about the Bulldogs?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, besides the paltry data from the Reference entry?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I served there, I guess… Or is that even the right word? They serve in the Army, but what do mercenaries do?” 
 
      
 
    “Live?” 
 
      
 
    “I lived as a Bulldog… that doesn’t feel quite right, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I was part of them, too. But I don’t remember any Alex.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor do I remember an Elijah.” 
 
      
 
    “You remember Asta?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! The Commander’s girlfriend!” 
 
      
 
    “What was the Commander’s name?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I can’t remember, why?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like I was that commander, whose name I also can’t remember.” 
 
      
 
    “You kidding! You’re the Mad Geezer?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… What?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! I just remembered! That’s what we called him! But his real name... Damn! Evades me completely!” 
 
      
 
    “The Mad Geezer, huh? Now I’m not so sure it was me!” 
 
      
 
    “Me neither! From what memories remain, he was a real bastard — totally in your style, actually, but more… restrained, maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “People change,” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Not that much, my friend! Not that much!” He patted my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We should find these Bulldogs and ask them,” I pondered, scratching my head. 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll space out again!” Alex scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready this time.” 
 
      
 
    “They met with Rattlesnake. Why don’t you ask her where to find them.” 
 
      
 
    “I did. She won’t tell me. Says it’s a secret mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, lost in thought again. “Since we started this conversation, you remember anything besides the Bulldogs? Not space-related? Rather the opposite, in fact. The word Earth mean anything to you?” 
 
      
 
    Alex’s eyes rolled, and he staggered. If I hadn’t caught him, he’d have hit his head on the sink. I splashed water in his face. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” he said, his eyes opening wide. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to our club! Remember anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… There was this strange vehicle… White… With wheels… And a red cross… Me in a white coat… Something rubbery around my neck… A stinking white stick that I’m holding in my teeth…” He looked at me, scared. “What the hell’s going on, buddy?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew!” I said, shaking my head in despair. “I wish I knew, my man!” 
 
      
 
    “And I had… or have… two little daughters. Two little princesses. Daisy and Minnie,” he choked, tears streaming from his eyes, his shoulders quivering with oncoming sobs. “Damn it, how could this happen?!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and sat beside him, giving him a comforting hug. Quite a tableau to feature two tough guys, this. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, buddy, but I’ll find out for sure!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain Elijah!” Rattlesnake introduced me. 
 
      
 
    “And this is Lieutenant Colonel Lumen, your new commander,” the squat, square man standing next to the Colonel nodded grudgingly. His broad face with a flattened nose, the absence of a neck, massive shoulders, and arms with biceps the size of my thighs suggested a “flea” with a nostalgic yearning for a carefree past. Or maybe he just always wanted to be a dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “So why the hell did you saddle me with this bunch, Rattle?” the lieutenant colonel frowned. 
 
      
 
    Rattle! Seriously? Well, it could have been worse. “Rattie” or something. My mouth stretched into a grin quite inadvertently. 
 
      
 
    “What are you smirking at, Captain?” Lumen reacted at once. So he was a sharp one, eh? 
 
      
 
    “Apologies, Lieutenant Colonel. It’s just that I remembered something unrelated,” I decided not to be impudent for now. 
 
      
 
    “See, Lume, he’s an absolute darling!” Rattlesnake smiled. Darling my foot. We already had a Bunny. “You saw his efficiency stats, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure did,” he grumbled. “That’s the only reason I’m taking part in this conversation at all. Display the data again, will you?” 
 
      
 
    A holographic window appeared before Rattlesnake. They both delved into studying the data it displayed. I was bored. 
 
      
 
    “Right. Commander. Captain Elijah, Absolute,” he glanced at me, grimaced, and returned to studying the information. “The class is unusual, but what’s with the carcass? Are you being your usual skinflint self?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Rattlesnake snorted. “My budget has limits. He can earn a proper body if he so chooses!” 
 
      
 
    “I sure recognize our year’s first cheapskate all right!” Lumen smiled, and Rattlesnake snorted again. “Oh! Another Absolute! First Lieutenant Alex. And he’s got a subpar body, too! Really, Rattle, there’s such a thing as being too frugal, even you should realize as much!” 
 
      
 
    Another snort. 
 
      
 
    “An Annihilator. That’s unexpected. And… the body is fine! A Saboteur. Right. The body’s fine, too. And who’s this? A decent soldier at once! A Destroyer, no less! First Lieutenant Clown. Ha-ha… Wait! The grapevine has… Is that old Reeves?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Rattlesnake nodded, slightly confused. 
 
      
 
    Lumen laughed. He stared cheerfully at the Colonel. It seemed to me she slightly tucked her head into her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “And he…” Lumen began. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” the Colonel sharply reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… Alright,” he was slightly confused and returned to the hologram. After a second, his face stretched out again. He pointed a finger in the air. “Hey! It’s little Tag! Does Reeves…” 
 
      
 
    “Just shut up, for God’s sake!” Rattlesnake yelled, jumping out of the chair. Oh! She was beginning to go red! 
 
      
 
    “All right, all right! I’m zipping it! Sheesh” The lieutenant colonel looked a bit scared — apparently, he knew about Rattlesnake’s facial color changes, too. He gently squeezed her shoulder and settled her back in the chair. “Let’s get on with it. Everything’s fine! Second Lieutenant Catt… Ahem… Why don’t Catt and Taglet have any specialization yet?” 
 
      
 
    “You should ask him that!” Rattlesnake jerked her head in my direction, still irritated, but with a normal face color now. 
 
      
 
    “Captain?” Lumen gave me a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    “The team is still developing an optimal strategy! The classes will be chosen once we arrive to a full understanding thereof!” I fed him a line of BS with a deadpan look. In reality, I just plain forgot. And the youngsters didn’t remind me. 
 
      
 
    “What is this nonsense that you’re spouting, for Pete’s sake?” the Lieutenant Colonel was surprised. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged noncommittally. You couldn’t get offended by the truth, and I had nothing else to offer. Lumen returned to studying information displayed on the virtual terminal hovering in the air without bothering with my answer. His eyes widened again. 
 
      
 
    “Private Brutal Pervert Toby! What the hell is this?!!” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake smiled vindictively and silently pointed a finger at me again. 
 
      
 
    “Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “Private Toby is a valuable member of my Team, Lieutenant Colonel. He has repeatedly proven himself to be a most capable fighter, both as part of a combat group and on his own, waging guerilla warfare…” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake, having suffered from the the little scoundrel’s “guerilla warfare”, couldn’t hold back and burst out laughing. I stopped, looked at her, and smiled too. The Lieutenant Colonel was the only one without a smile on his face. He grimly shifted his gaze from me to his laughing friend and back. 
 
      
 
    “And what am I supposed to do with this zoo?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake stopped laughing for a second, wiped her tears, and replied. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t… know… Something!.. Epic!” 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, are you giving us away for good?” I asked, pursuing a vested interest. I had gotten used to her already, and now I’d have to establish a relationship with a new superior. 
 
      
 
    “You wish!” Rattlesnake calmed down. “You won’t get rid of me that easily!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t really want to, so I sighed with relief inwardly. 
 
      
 
    “It just so happened, Captain,” the Colonel continued, “that at this moment, you and your Team are perhaps the most informed parties in the inhabited Universe in what concerns the Intects and their green Horde.” 
 
      
 
    She turned to the Lieutenant Colonel. 
 
      
 
    “And the Private is direct proof of that,” she turned to me again. “So I’m ‘leasing’ you out. The Lieutenant Colonel has a little task for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Did I hear sarcasm in your words, Colonel, or am I imagining things?” I gained a little courage. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake nodded approvingly and looked at Lumen with pride for one of her “pets.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask the Lieutenant Colonel what he needs you for, and then decide for yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me, then at her again, and shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    “We need to retrieve a missing Ark.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed hysterically. Retrieve an Ark, no less. One of the thirty-two that the entire Commonwealth had at their disposal. One of the most valuable… they weren’t even ships… objects in the Universe, for want of a better word! And they wanted to do it relying on my puny team? 
 
      
 
    “So, what happened? Where did it go?” Nothing smarter came to my mind. 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t fret, Captain! You’re not thinking you’ll have to do everything yourself, are you?” 
 
      
 
    I was thinking precisely that, but I decided against admitting it. I remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be retrieving the Ark with part of the 2nd Strike Fleet…” He frowned. “They had lost the ship, so they’ll be the ones tasked with getting it back. And I, with my 36th Regiment, will help you, esteemed expert…” 
 
      
 
    Imagine that. So he had a sense of humor, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Meet me in the third airlock chamber in two hours!” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, Captain!” Colonel Rattlesnake said, her smile surprisingly gentle. 
 
      
 
    I saluted, executed a sharp turn, and left. 
 
      
 
    My crew was busy with their usual nonsense. Catt and Tag were doing push-ups, competing with each other as was their wont. Brutal Pervert Toby was running around, loudly counting out loud, bending his green fingers. Alex was acting as the referee. Cowgirl and Frizzle were chattering about something in the corner near the mirror. Frizzle was still getting used to her new appearance. 
 
      
 
    Clown was gently wiping the gleaming handle of SMASH, which was already perfectly shiny. I silently took him by the arm and led him to the shower. 
 
      
 
    “I say, Commander, you sure are a fine man, but you’ve been coming around a lot lately!” Clown laughed, but followed me anyway. 
 
      
 
    I nudged him inside, followed him in, and closed the door, catching Alex’s intrigued glance from the corner of my eye. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down!” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I need to sit?” Clown was still laughing, but he nonetheless obeyed and sat down. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head, unsure of where to start. 
 
      
 
    “How do I put it… Where do you stand on kids?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I ain’t looking for forgiveness 
 
    But before I’m six-foot deep 
 
    Lord, I gotta ask a favor 
 
    And I hope you’ll understand 
 
      
 
    Cause I’ve lived life to the fullest 
 
    Let this boy die like a man 
 
    Staring down a bullet 
 
    Let me make my final stand.” 
 
      
 
    “I LIKE THAT SONG… it really speaks to me,” Major Bison spat blood on the grimy floor, coughed loudly, and wheezed in air through his mouth, nose, and four additional holes in his chest. He glanced at his laser rifle, cursed, and tossed it aside. He coughed again but added, “And it’s telling it like it is…” 
 
      
 
    He looked around, and I slid a Peacemaker T towards him (or maybe C, I didn’t notice which) that I had picked up from a lieutenant’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    The two remaining fighters from the assault battalion of the HC’s 2nd Strike Fleet nodded in agreement. Both were injured. Alex playfully bowed without getting up from the floor. He didn’t get up because a gaping wound in his abdomen would reopen otherwise. His lungs were fine, though, so his pleasant baritone graced us with a lovely song from a forgotten past during the break we’ve been given before dying. Next to him, Frizzle screamed without regaining consciousness, drenched almost entirely in Polymed. Alex bent down to his only direct subordinate, sighed, and used the last painkiller injection. Frizzle quietened down, and he carefully adjusted the almost intact corpse of some goblin beneath her head, which was now serving as a pillow. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was frowning in the corner, wiping SMASH free of blood and brains. She was splattered in a mixture of both herself, from head to toe, and she was the only one of us who was relatively intact. I felt an itch in my absent left arm, reached to scratch it, but found only empty air. Everything about me was different — I’d heard of “phantom pains” often, but there I was experiencing a “phantom itch.” A terrible thing. 
 
      
 
    The compartment door shuddered from a strong blow and bent inward. As a result, two embossed letters fell off the door panels. The remaining part of the name read as “Sleep.” Symbolic. But “Death” would be even more appropriate. 
 
      
 
    All the survivors stirred, aiming their barrels at the entrance. Cowgirl blew a bloody lock of hair from her face and grinned mischievously, gripping SMASH by the handle more comfortably. Alex rose with a whimper, holding on to the wall, blue sparks running down his damaged armor. I grabbed Peacemaker… whatever it was, the second one, with my remaining hand. I’d lost my own Peacemaker X earlier, along with my arm. 
 
      
 
    Too bad Brutal Pervert Toby was gone; it would have been the perfect time to recite our old motto: “Time to die…” 
 
      
 
    And to think that everything had started so well. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, Commander! Tell him something!” Tag was anxious. “Why is he staring at me like that?” 
 
      
 
    Clown didn’t blink. Didn’t even move. He just stared. I had to admit it looked downright terrifying. 
 
      
 
    “Clown!” I called out to my comrade. He slowly turned his head toward me. “Stop staring!” 
 
      
 
    The leader of Team Bravo gave a slow nod and turned his head back, continuing to study second lieutenant Tag as if he was seeing him for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Taglet!” I shrugged. “Clown’s gone kaputt!” 
 
      
 
    Tag sighed and turned away, but the tight drop compartment of a small ship did not offer any space to evade such scrutiny. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Elijah…” someone nudged me in the ribs. It was Alex again. He winked conspiratorially and whispered. “So what’s going on with Clown and Taglet, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “You know the main virtue of a real, honest-to-god bore?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Nope!” Alex shook his head in denial. 
 
      
 
    “A person it’s easier to give in to than to explain why you’re reluctant to do as they please!” 
 
      
 
    “Heh-heh… Well, gimme, then!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Chicken butt! The scoop! Spill the beans.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you. You’ll have to ask Clown!” 
 
      
 
    “I did!” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “Duh… So nothing! Take a look at this!” He pointed to a bruise on his left cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh… Well, ask him again! For symmetry!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re such an ass!” Alex looked genuinely offended. “And you call yourself a friend!” 
 
      
 
    I pointed to the frozen Clown. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a friend of mine, too! So, sorry, but that stays classified.” 
 
      
 
    “At least give me a hint!” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole!” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking!” 
 
      
 
    “Terminator!” The silent Clown suddenly spoke. Everyone turned their heads to him, awaiting more. He pointed at Tag. 
 
      
 
    “You will be a Terminator!” 
 
      
 
    Alex snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Well, aside from the fact that you fit that role better, Taglet already has a name,” he couldn’t resist. “Although, if you keep T-800 for yourself, he’ll totally pull it off as a T-1000! You better watch out, you better not cry, you make a wrong move, bang bang and you’ll die! Heh heh.” 
 
      
 
    Clown looked at Alex. Without smiling. Alex immediately stopped smiling and moved back slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Terminator is a Class,” he turned back to Tag. “You will be a Terminator.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” asked a stunned Tag. 
 
      
 
    “He’s the one who dies last!” Clown stated just as calmly. 
 
      
 
    “But, Commander…” Tag looked at me plaintively. Clown gave me a look, too, and there was nothing plaintive about it in his case. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
 
      
 
    I raised my hands. 
 
      
 
    “I have no objections!” 
 
      
 
    Clown nodded approvingly and turned his gaze to Catt. 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll be a Protector,” he said, cutting right to the chase! 
 
      
 
    “Um… Why?” Catt was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Probably because he dies first?” Alex grinned as he ventured a guess. 
 
      
 
    Clown turned to him again. Alex’s grin went out in a split second. 
 
      
 
    “Right on! So you know your stuff, at least!” 
 
      
 
    “I was actually trying to joke,” Alex whispered to me. I elbowed him. 
 
      
 
    “Suggestions? Objections?” Clown pronounced and looked at me for some reason. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head no. Then I thought about it and nodded yes. Then I thought a little more and said. 
 
      
 
    “No objections whatsoever!” 
 
      
 
    Clown gave a satisfied nod, leaned back, took a rag, and began to polish SMASH. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, and the tension in the room dissipated. We were on our way to our new place of duty, which would appear in the portholes shortly. We were aboard the Equity, a strike cruiser of the Human Commonwealth and also the headquarters of Colonel Lumen. 
 
      
 
    Meetings were never my thing. Hosting them was bad enough, but attending them? Even worse. When I was in charge, my meetings were brief. Less talk, more action. But when someone else led, all the decisions were made by whoever had called the meeting in question, and that drove me mad! 
 
      
 
    We’d been screwing around for over two weeks. In essence, we were searching for the Ark, but from an outsider’s perspective, it looked like a gratuitous waste of time interspersed by a number of sporadic actions. We were merely lingering in space, sending scouts in every direction. The main success indicator would be when a scout went missing. L for Logic, what. Scouts had gone missing twice, and twice the fleet, comprising over two hundred ships, had leaped into action. The first time a scout’s engine broke down. The pilot fixed it in haste only to find tech support arrive in force, numbering two hundred plus one! The second time, pirates took out the scout. They were just as surprised when an unexpectedly substantial “retribution force” arrived. 
 
      
 
    Losing the invaluable Ark in such a spectacular manner required some effort. This prized possession was nestled inside the Human Commonwealth’s 4th Strike Fleet’s pride — the heavy carrier Sleepless. After a minor class B skirmish with the Imperials in a faraway system that urgently needed colonization at Universe-13’s request, the Carrier transporting the Ark was heading back for routine maintenance. 
 
      
 
    Since the Fleet Base was deep within friendly system territory, the escort was minimal: two escort cruisers, four destroyers, three frigates, and three supply and support transports. Upon arriving to the Base, they suddenly found the docks full, which forced them to opt for another Base — one that lay in a “red” sector. But who cared about such trifles? 
 
      
 
    Two jumps away from the destination, as the ship was recharging its accumulator in System X523TS07, alien ships started dropping into normal space right in the middle of the formation. In came the Green Meanies, true to their usual slapdash style. Ships appeared sporadically, exploding upon contact with the carrier group and each other. The Greens boarded without concern for losses. Chaos ensued. Corvettes Swift and Agile left the battle to report the disaster, per Rear Admiral Took’s order, but only Swift made it to hyperspace. Four days later, upon reaching Universe-13, the corvette informed fleet command. The quickly assembled “Retribution Fleet” arrived at the battle scene five days later. The interstellar space was clear, with only small debris as evidence of the past battle. All the larger vessel’s pieces were missing, as if someone had swept them away. 
 
      
 
    So the search began. A dire need for experts arose. And, for some reason, it suddenly occurred to everyone that we might be just the ones to fit that bill. 
 
      
 
    “Twelve hours ago, System X525TC01 was attacked by the enemy,” Captain Snoop declared, his hand gliding over the digital star map that filled the room with its radiant glow. The division between the space fleet and infantry never made sense to me. A space fleet “captain” was akin to an infantry colonel, but still merely a “captain.” Why complicate things like that? 
 
      
 
    “The Sleepless was identified, surrounded by enemy vessels. Our fleet is to set out immediately on Vice-Admiral Nord’s orders,” he announced, sweeping his eyes across the faces of his assembled officers. “Questions?” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand without a single hesitation. My seat was surrounded by an open space, all the others having taken positions in the front row as disciplined students. For me, being in the back was a lot more comfortable. Captain Snoop’s face twisted into a grimace that reminded me of a man suffering from a pounding headache. The feeling was mutual. 
 
      
 
    “Captain.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I began but was abruptly interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Stand up when you ask a question, Captain!” Snoop’s voice was sharp. 
 
      
 
    I paused, considered his demand, but opted to remain seated. The comfort of the chair was more appealing. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I understand, Captain,” I continued, unfazed by his anger. His face reddened, but he remained silent. I felt the weight of many eyes upon me, some filled with a hostility that verged on lethal. Major Bison’s eyes in particular stared daggers and whole swords. He was the commander of the 2nd Strike Fleet’s Space Trooper Battalion. But what did I care? 
 
      
 
    “You’ve lost contact with the Information Station, haven’t you?” I probed. 
 
      
 
    “You are correct, Captain,” Snoop forced the words through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “And do you have no comprehension of the current state of the system? Is the Information Station likely destroyed, and rebirth there impossible? Or do we have another Ark?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no other Ark,” the Captain replied tersely. “We should presumably make it in time. There’s a vast mining complex in the asteroid belt of System X525TC01. Reconnaissance presumes that it’s the enemy’s main target. The factories are scattered all across the planet’s surface; they cannot be captured or destroyed quickly. Presumably, there’s a chance to engage the enemy in time.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
      
 
    “During your highly informative speech, I heard the word ‘presumably’ three times. That’s really encouraging!” 
 
      
 
    Captain Snoop blinked, pondering my words. Lieutenant Colonel Lumen performed an exaggerated facepalm. Good show! The Captain chewed his lip, opting for silence. 
 
      
 
    “Instructions will follow. Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    “With your permission, Captain!” Lieutenant Colonel Lumen called out. “Space Troopers, remain!” 
 
      
 
    As the space fleet commanders dispersed, casting sidelong glances at yours truly, they were met with amicable smiles. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Elijah, be so kind as to get your ass here, please!” Lumen requested with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    I obliged, taking a seat near the Battalion Commander and waved cheerily, receiving a stern look in return. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the exact nature of the upcoming battle,” Lumen began, “but if Sleepless is there, Major Bison’s Space Trooper Battalion will capture it. With the assistance of Captain Elijah’s unit, of course.” 
 
      
 
    I regretted nobody was filming this. The look on Major Bison’s face was priceless! He looked as though he had swallowed a whole cartload of lemons! 
 
      
 
    “But, Lieutenant Colonel…” Major Bison rumbled, momentarily forgetting his place. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll go separately,” Lumen declared, anticipating the major’s objections. “Nobody will get in each other’s way! Captain Elijah’s unit will be… um…” 
 
      
 
    He stumbled, lost in thought, and I helped him out. 
 
      
 
    “Destroying and utterly humiliating the enemy wherever we encounter them!” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel coughed violently, Major Bison gave me a menacing glare. I sniggered inwardly. He may have been bigger than Clown, but his gaze was much mellower compared to my friend’s, so I had no problems staring right back at him coolly. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I meant to say that you will be…” he faltered again. 
 
      
 
    “Spreading Chaos and Destruction among the enemy ranks!” I chimed in once more. 
 
      
 
    The Colonel looked at me with a long, contemplative stare. 
 
      
 
    “This is a fucking circus…” he waved his hand dismissively. “Off with you! You’ll receive specific instructions later.” 
 
      
 
    The 2nd Strike Fleet’s forces appeared on the outskirts of System X525TC01 at the apocenter of the fourth and farthest planet. Assessing the situation took thirty minutes. The invaders’ fleet was still in the system. Sleepless had been identified within the enemy ranks. 
 
      
 
    The ships’ bells rang loudly, and the fleet’s personnel rushed to their battle stations. The Space Troopers descended into their drop pods, freezing in anticipation in their anti-overload chairs. For us, the battle would begin later. 
 
      
 
    Traditionally, a Space Trooper wasn’t supposed to know what was happening on the battlefield. Somehow it was believed that it might interfere with the mission. Unnecessary jitters, they said. A trooper’s job was to carry out the task. Or die with the ship. In any case, it was said additional information just clouded the mind. I had a different opinion. And I kept a channel to the outside world through a very irritated Second Lieutenant Bond. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell did you drag me here, Elijah?” our standard navigator complained. “My head’s still swelling from the downloaded information! I can now control a dreadnought! And here I am, stuck in a damn drop pod! It’s irrational!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha. Hey, Bond, aren’t you confused? Army and rationality? Have you ever seen anything rational here?” Alex chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, great! A comedian has appeared! Up yours, buddy!” Agent 007 snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, darling, it’s seventy feet from me to the cockpit. I can jump over, tear you another one at leisure, and jump back, and I can do it faster than you can blink!” Alex teased. 
 
      
 
    Bond breathed heavily, but wisely remained silent. Frizzle attempted to give her immediate superior a withering look, but he only winked at her mischievously. 
 
      
 
    “Bond, what’s the operational situation?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “All’s well!” responded our “eyes and ears.” “We’re winning on all fronts. The losses are well within the calculated seven percent.” 
 
      
 
    “How much longer do we have to sit here?” Clown asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are still enemy ships around the Sleepless, and we haven’t even started moving toward it yet. It’s the usual long-range firefight,” he paused, tapping the keys. “Looks like our guns have superior range… and a larger caliber too!” 
 
      
 
    “How many ships does the enemy have in total? And what about the cubes?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” Bond clicked on the keyboard again. “There were one hundred and twenty-four ships of a presumed class above ‘corvette’ at the beginning. Now there are one hundred and six… no, one hundred and five… what the hell! One hundred and four ships! Ahem… Now one hundred and three! And no, there are no Cubes. Just a diverse and very… ahem… disheveled fleet of the greens.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they resisting at all?” I had a bad feeling about this. 
 
      
 
    “Well… they are, theoretically, but I can’t say they’re giving it their all!” 
 
      
 
    He commented like this for over two hours, keeping us up to date. Not everyone was interested, Clown even fell asleep, but our time finally came. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, prepare! Start in five… four… three… two… one…” The ship shook, and the acceleration pushed us into our seats. “Let’s go, gentlemen!” 
 
      
 
    The overview screen immediately turned on, showing part of the surrounding situation. Ahead loomed the bulk of the heavy carrier, which was lazily firing back. Having gotten shot up twice, first by the enemy, and then by allies, it looked bad. Air was leaking into the vacuum from numerous holes and freezing instantly. Most of the turrets were missing. There was nothing left of the assault craft it carried. They were all gone. As I scanned the scene, I saw friendly bots mixed with false targets. We were taking almost no losses whatsoever. In the distance, flashes of heavy guns and torpedo explosions were periodically visible, but everything was happening at a leisurely pace and in an ordinary manner. Just like in training. 
 
      
 
    The main mass of the landing bots headed to the reserve flight deck, which on this particular aircraft carrier was the storage for the Ark. Bond directed our bot to the ship’s bridge, as per our original plan. A technical airlock was located three hundred feet away, and that was our target. 
 
      
 
    “Red One, we’re on board!” Oh, the major turned out to be quick. The first platoon of the space troopers, led by him personally, landed on the aircraft carrier. 
 
      
 
    “Red Two, in position!” The second platoon landed. We began to brake. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Contact in five… four… three… two… one…” A slight jolt. “Welcome, gentlemen!” 
 
      
 
    The seat clamps released, and everyone got to their feet. Alex looked at me. I nodded. Blue sparks ran over the black armor, and the soldier disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha One, all clear!” came the report four seconds later. 
 
      
 
    Clown hit the airlock button, and he was the first to enter the opening. Two more iron dummies followed him… Or, rather, young lieutenants. Frizzle disappeared from sight a moment later. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl stood beside me, holding a power sword in one hand and a compact automatic laser gun in the other. Of course, it was pink. That was the only way to persuade my friend to “betray” her darling rifle. I looked at it again. But it didn’t start looking any better. I still couldn’t understand why the name “Uzi” popped into my head when I saw this weapon. 
 
      
 
    Brutal Pervert Toby was hopping next to me in impatience, looking into my eyes. I smiled, although I didn’t feel remotely mirthful. Still, tradition was tradition. 
 
      
 
    “Let it rip, Toby!” 
 
      
 
    Toby braced himself, stood up straight, and shouted, gripping his brand-new compact grenade launcher tight: 
 
      
 
    “Time to die, greenhorns!!! TIME TO DIE!!!” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, on location!” I announced over the air. Why “Brown”? Because there was a Mr. Brown in a movie I didn’t remember! And yes, we were really going to spoil everyone’s party here! Whoever those “everyone” might be… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ATTENTION! THIS IS RED THREE! Unexpected resistance encountered! Looks like a new species… Crap!” 
 
      
 
    After this message from the third Space Trooper platoon, everything went south at once. 
 
      
 
    We were just approaching the bridge, without much strain. Somehow, the ambushes from “orcs” looked… contrived. With fire and sword, and a little bit of hammer, our vanguard tore through the enemy’s frail defense like a chainsaw through a paper bag. Our ninjas were popping out of nowhere, maiming the hale and finishing off the wounded; the entire three-hundred-feet span that led to the bridge was stained with green blood. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t even have to break down the doors; all the old passwords worked, the doors opened and closed at our will. There were a few little green astronauts in the bridge who didn’t want to surrender, so they were snuffed out, too. 
 
      
 
    Since my Navigation skill permitted it to a certain extent, I started a test run of all systems. It took time, so I relaxed a bit and sat down in the chair. My soldiers took up defense. Bond remained in the landing bot and was “listening” to the air. 
 
      
 
    And then came that message from the third platoon. 
 
      
 
    “Red Three, this is Red One, what’s happening? Report in detail! Red…” 
 
      
 
    Interference… Interference… And interference again… 
 
      
 
    “Delta One, this is Bunny!” Bond’s voice was muffled and distorted, but it was still possible to make it out. Perhaps due to the short distance. “The fleet’s run into problems. Reports of multiple hyperspace disturbances… Looks like we have visitors. Many visitors. Oops! Six Cubes!!!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re screwed!” Alex commented. He had heard everything too. 
 
      
 
    “What about our guys?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Confused for now,” Bond immediately replied. “But it seems the phase of horror and panic is nearby… We should get out of here too, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s premature! Is there a connection with Beacon?” That was the call sign the Lieutenant Colonel took, who coordinated the actions of the landing from Equity. 
 
      
 
    “A minute… He says to press on.” 
 
      
 
    “Red One, this is Brown One! Have you found the object?” I inquired of the major. 
 
      
 
    “Brown… One… no… we keep on moving!” 
 
      
 
    The diagnostics beeped, then screeched continuously. I looked. Multiple damages to the march engine, hyperspace leap impossible, communicator damage, navigation system damage, remaining emergency power supply 12%… Well… 
 
      
 
    “Beacon, this is Brown One. The Sleepless is in emergency condition. Hyperspace leap is impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “…understood… One… report… action… Red…” came through the noise to me. Well, the message was clear! It was up to us to rescue the Space Troopers! 
 
      
 
    “Delta… I mean Brown One, this is Bunny!” Bond’s worried voice came through. “Something’s happening on the flight deck. The ‘Reds’ are shouting and swearing; something’s going wrong for them. It seems the roles have switched, and now it looks like our ships are being captured.” 
 
      
 
    “Bunny, seal all the airlocks and be ready to launch; we’ll check on the ‘Reds.’ And don’t open the doors to any strangers, or mommy will spank you!” 
 
      
 
    I surveyed my group. 
 
      
 
    “Well, my dear crazies! Are we ready to rescue the Space Troopers?” 
 
      
 
    And off we went, through the long corridors of the aircraft carrier, bathed in reddish emergency lighting, stepping over the corpses of greenskins we had made on our way here and the bodies of human defenders who had fallen during the earlier boarding of the aircraft carrier. The smell was, to put it mildly, unappetizing. And no defenders in sight. Green individuals were popping out of side passages and numerous compartments haphazardly to get instantly annihilated by our strike force. The elevators seemed to be in service, but no one wanted to get stuck in them in the present energy conservation mode; besides, I’d been afraid of them since childhood. We went along the narrow ship’s ladders, which were not designed for a wide offensive front, so sometimes we had to descend one by one, which was both stressful and annoying. Clown always went first, of course. So he was the first to encounter the “new species.” 
 
      
 
    We had just descended another tier and were about to leave the “stairwell.” Clown went out first, then a loud crack sounded, followed by an equally loud curse, and he was literally thrown back in. Our resident “Iron Man” looked stunned for a second, his boarding shield slightly smoking from overload, but his person looked intact and healthy. And angry. 
 
      
 
    Before I could say anything, Clown growled and charged. There were thuds and even more cursing. Clown wasn’t laughing. That was a bad sign. I rushed after him, pushing Tag and Catt aside, and breaking the battle formation. This was hardly prudent. On the other hand, I didn’t exactly “rush.” I cautiously peeked around the corner, reducing the target area for a potential enemy to the size of one foolish head instead of a whole body. 
 
      
 
    Clown was fighting hand-to-hand with… a thing that was hard to describe at once. The huge enemy figure towered over Clown by a whole head. Considering that our six-and-a-half-foot-tall friend looked like a tank inside his exoskeleton, that made his opponent look like… hmm… a jumbo tank? I honestly couldn’t think of a more fitting description. He was also half again as wide as Clown. The enemy’s weight category far exceeded Clown’s — one and a half to two times by a rough estimate. 
 
      
 
    But the strangest thing was something else. Clown was retreating under the pressure of his opponent! That was something completely unheard of! It seemed that our resident “battle cyborg” had finally met a worthy opponent, and that said opponent’s weapon was up to snuff, too. 
 
      
 
    The massive figure was wearing metal armor and wielded a huge hammer with great skill — very much like Clown’s, taken as spoils of war earlier. The armor looked less technologically advanced than ours, but much more imposing. Even by appearance, you could tell that the main reason for its impressive mass was the thickness of the armor elements. It was a tank out of hell on two legs! Massive shoulder pads, huge monumental shin guards, and a strange helmet with a terrifying grille in the middle. Moreover, the armor looked rather worse for the wear, to put it mildly. Compared to our well-maintained equipment, it looked like scrap. The gray and gold paint with which the armor had once been painted had peeled off in places, and the armor plates were covered with numerous chips and scratches. But despite all this, the enemy commanded… respect, at the very least. 
 
      
 
    The big guy swung with both hands; Clown tried to defend with his shield, but it was like trying to stop a speeding locomotive with the palms of your hands. When the hammer hit the shield, it seemed that the whole area of the universe around the impact shuddered. After two glancing blows, Clown took a direct hit on the shield, which again threw him back. The shield flared up for one last time, and the force field died. Clown had no intention of lugging around the near-useless piece of iron that the shield had become, so he also grabbed the hammer with both hands. 
 
      
 
    And the fun began. The only resources Clown could rely on to counter the opponent’s immense physical strength were his combat experience and agility. I suspected that the enemy also lacked nothing for experience, but he moved more slowly. Given the thing’s dimensions, it was by no means surprising. But the fun didn’t last long. One man was no match for an army. I assessed the width of the passage and lowered Peacemaker X. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha, attack!” I pointed the enemy out to Alex. 
 
      
 
    Two black figures instantly vanished to appear next to the enemy. I loved these guys and their strategy! They reappeared right behind the enemy titan’s back. 
 
      
 
    “He’s one tough customer!” Alex cursed when his “wonder-sword” didn’t slice the enemy in two with just one blow, something he had become quite accustomed to. 
 
      
 
    The outcome of the battle was nevertheless predetermined. Having struck the foe from behind a few times, our ninjas must have sliced through some vital part of the bulky backpack behind the monster’s back, after which its movements had slowed down significantly. Then an enraged Clown knocked the hammer out of the alien hands with two blows and swung SMASH down onto his enemy’s head. I had seen him deliver such blows before; usually, the opponent’s body exploded in bloody splashes, like… well, an overripe watermelon. And, yes, it was hard to find a better phrase, even though I could never understand why these proverbial watermelons necessarily had to be overripe. Surely fresh ones make a more satisfying crunch? Anyway, in this case both the audio and the visuals wouldn’t be out of place in a Troma film, where they did use watermelons for the very same purpose… I just wished I could remember what a Troma film was. 
 
      
 
    Anyway. This horrendous blow did not make the enemy’s head explode! Imagine that! The helmet got slightly deformed, and the enemy fell to one knee. Still alive, which boggled the mind! I halfway expected him to say “‘Tis but a scratch” in a creaky voice. It took two more hits to make him fall on his back and a third one to make sure he joined the choir invisible at last. The helmet got squashed, resembling a tin can that some hapless camper tried to open with a rock. Blood gushed out of the helmet’s holes. It was red. 
 
      
 
    “What a tough bastard!” Alex exclaimed, prodding the corpse with his foot. The corpse didn’t move. It was, well… a corpse, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah… we gotta run!” A green claw grabbed my hand. I looked back. Two huge eyes were staring at me in terror. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked, a reasonable question. 
 
      
 
    “These! Apostates!” he pointed at the dead enemy. “Everybody kaputt!” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s ‘everybody’?” I wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Brutal Pervert Toby spread his arms. “Well… everybody?” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at Clown. 
 
      
 
    “You see this mister?” The green one swallowed and nodded. I moved my finger to Alex and Frizzle. “And the mister and missis over there?” 
 
      
 
    Toby nodded more confidently. 
 
      
 
    “So, my green friend! We’re not ‘everybody’! And these guys have already killed one of those ‘apostates.’ And we’ll kill all the others! And besides, what’s our motto?” 
 
      
 
    “Time to die?” Toby sounded unsure. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shook my head. “The other one.” 
 
      
 
    “Imbi-sillity and korr-ridge?” the goblin made another attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I patted him on the shoulder. “And we’re practically immortal! So, really, is there any point in getting all droopy-eyed?!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” Toby froze. 
 
      
 
    “Forget it!” I patted him again, calming him down. Then I looked at the corpse and clarified. “So this isn’t an Intect?” 
 
      
 
    Toby shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No. This apostate!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you’ve said that already. What else do you know about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Kaputt for everybody?” 
 
      
 
    “Crap… Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Toby looked at me like I was an idiot. 
 
      
 
    “This. Apostate!” he pointed at the body. “Where they appear, everybody kaputt! Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Yes, I think I get the picture. Right. Where do they come from, and how many are there?” 
 
      
 
    “Perv know nuffink. Never saw them. Only heard!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and approached my comrades, who were examining the enemy’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Very strong. Very tough. But not very fast. A good enemy,” Clown concluded. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… True, but I would argue with the last part. A good enemy is a dead enemy. Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can work with this. No shields. Real sturdy armor,” he looked at me and smiled. “I could really use more strength! Remember, I talked about a new body? Now’s the time!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, what do you say? You’re a bit stronger than us!” 
 
      
 
    “This sword is a total piece of shit!” Frizzle unexpectedly concluded, twirling her power sword. “It hardly cuts through anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I see how it could be a problem.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head, even pondered the possible acquisition of a better sword, for a second, but then the sound of footsteps further down the corridor signaled the approach of new enemies. 
 
      
 
    “Attention!” 
 
      
 
    Our trio of “armored vehicles” lined up in a wedge, the ninjas hid behind them, Cowgirl and I peeked from the sides, and Toby… Oh, right! I had special plans for Toby! 
 
      
 
    “Come on, my green friend, let’s test your new toy!” I nudged Perv to the front line. He was nervous but tried not to show it, puffing up like a puffer fish. Only he didn’t use air. He flared his elbows, spread his legs wide, and even stood on tiptoes. Then he grabbed his new grenade launcher more comfortably and froze in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Two “apostates” appeared around the corner. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, private, stop them!” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    “STOP RIGHT THERE!!!” The private’s scream rang out as he unleashed the entire magazine. Six grenades arced through the air, each one guided by the goblin’s uncanny ability to handle explosive devices. They found their targets, three for each of the advancing foes. I knew from experience that without a shield two grenades could blow a gaping hole in almost any infantry armor, but these freaks were different. They were shaken, but not even knocked down, their dented armor now slightly more battered, but still intact. They kept marching relentlessly towards us. 
 
      
 
    Their equipment was different from the first apostate’s. These had long-range weapons, which looked like a crossbreed of a pistol and a short automatic rifle, perfectly sized for these guys. One had a sword, but the other had claws, four steel “fingers” over a foot in length. The stuff of nightmares. Freddy Krueger must have stopped by to say hello and give them a few weapon design tips. Whoever he was. 
 
      
 
    Our “artillery” had some success; one of the enemies dropped his firearm, and there was a chance his hand was damaged. But the second one held onto his weapon, and in an instant, the barrel was aimed at our brave artilleryman. A loud bang, a burst of fire, and our green comrade’s head was blown apart — like an unripe watermelon this time, since the blood that splattered everything around the headless body was green. These bastards could shoot, and they were good at it. 
 
      
 
    Before I could react, the automatic was re-aimed at Clown. Another burst drained the shield of our Destroyer. Not completely, thankfully, since the exoskeleton had a powerful generator. The enemy’s magazine seemed empty, and they sped up, planning to grapple. 
 
      
 
    I snapped to attention, discharging Peacemaker X at the nearest enemy. Peacemakers T and C popped, and Cowgirl’s laser made a whooshing sound. The plasma had more effect than the grenades. My double shot hit the advancing foe squarely in the helmet and chest, and Cowgirl’s laser burst hit the creature right in the head. The attacker dropped his sword, clutching his head, and falling to his knees. We had knocked him out of the fight for a while. But the second one survived the plasma and managed to engage in close combat. 
 
      
 
    A swipe of the clawed hand, a flash of the remnants of the energy shield, and Clown’s armor on his left shoulder got torn open as if it were mere fabric. A curse was heard as Clown fended off the attacker with his hammer. He was indeed a worthy opponent for these monsters. The blow landed on the side, causing the enemy some discomfort, at the very least; he retreated, swiped with his claws again, but missed. Clown’s second strike hit the knee area; the leg buckled, and the foe crouched, bracing a hand against the floor to avoid falling completely. A direct kick to the chest finally knocked him onto his back, and a crushing hammer blow from above made the entire body shudder in pain. Alex appeared from out of nowhere and drove his sword into the joint under the chin. Red blood splattered, the body twitched, and then went still. 
 
      
 
    The second foe blindly groped the floor, trying to find his fallen sword. Alex moved to him, kicked the enemy’s sword further away, and performed his trick a second time. Another corpse. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” Clown smiled. “But, damn, these guys are good!” 
 
      
 
    “They could have been worse,” I grumbled. “I wouldn’t have minded!” 
 
      
 
    “Here, girlfriend, try this toy on for size!” Alex picked up the unclaimed sword from the floor and threw it hilt-first to Frizzle. She deftly caught it and made a few swings, sizing it up. The blade was about three feet long, with one side of the blade edged completely, and the other, halfway, with a simple guard protecting the entire hand with a massive arc from the top of the hilt to the bottom. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” our Saboteur concluded. 
 
      
 
    Alex pointed to the sprawled corpse. “Might as well test it!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, don’t be squeamish! He won’t mind!” The chief ninja laughed. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle glanced at me. I nodded affirmatively. Desecrating the dead was a bad thing, of course, but in our case it was a necessity. I didn’t want to have them test the sharpness of their blades on our armor, that much was certain! 
 
      
 
    She managed to sever the corpse’s arm with three chops. The sword activated a force field on impact, just like Clown’s hammer, and Frizzle’s new body didn’t lack for strength. 
 
      
 
    “Again!” ordered Alex. The second arm came off in two strikes. “Excellent! Now we can fight!” 
 
      
 
    And fight we did. With middling results, to be honest. We lost Catt halfway to the landing deck. Tag was seriously wounded. Clown was holding out on sheer willpower and painkillers, and I sent the two of them back to guard the airlock leading to our bot. Alex narrowly escaped death, dodging a strike at the last moment. Frizzle got skewered and was about to pass out, and my arm was smashed, but we managed to make a rendezvous with the remnants of the Space Troopers battalion. All five of them, led by Major Bison, who was wounded and very angry. 
 
      
 
    From his quick account it became clear that his squad had been ambushed and overwhelmed. Not by sheer numbers, either. The opponents had skill. Although there were more of them, too. The landing pad was lost, the landing bots captured. They never found the Ark. They simply couldn’t get anywhere close to it. And they advised us not to try. We even heeded their advice, so we turned back. 
 
      
 
    I was accompanied by Clown’s cursing and Bond’s hysterical screams on the way back to the bot. It was as if he was afraid to die. I sniggered inwardly. Clown eventually fell silent; then, a brief message came from Bond. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve taken over the ship. I’m toast!” 
 
      
 
    The connection was lost for good, but we continued moving simply because I couldn’t think of anything better. The space in front of the open airlock was strewn with bodies — the hacked-up Clown’s and Tag’s. The rest belonged to the enemy. 
 
      
 
    “Tin soldiers and Nixon coming, we’re finally on our own, this summer I hear the drumming, four dead in Ohio,” I hummed to myself. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl silently counted, amusingly moving her lips. 
 
      
 
    “But there are five of them!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hell, it’s a song, and it’s unrelated,” I snorted, wondering where Ohio was. Then two gray-gold figures emerged from the airlock. Very much alive and practically intact. 
 
      
 
    The fight was brief. Our battered group was reduced by two more: two of Bison’s Space Troopers had gotten killed, since they were the first who’d stood in the enemy’s way and had no means of putting up adequate resistance due to their injuries. Alex had gotten partially eviscerated, but the injury hadn’t killed him yet; besides, he’d managed to seriously wound one of the attackers before getting thrown against the wall by a crushing blow. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl turned the tide of the battle, against all the odds. Having discharged her entire laser gun’s battery at point-blank range, our shieldmaiden grabbed SMASH and descended on the hapless foes like a hurricane while everyone else was dazed and bleeding. It was a spectacular sight! The pale-haired beauty in a shattered helmet and torn armor was twirling the massive hammer in her delicate hands like an avenging angel, not letting any of her foes get close enough to touch her. In the meantime, she was altering the geometry of the enemy’s armor with SMASH so skillfully that I was mesmerized. She was like a human planishing machine. 
 
      
 
    The fight ended. We had lost both the bot and the pilot, somehow managing to limp all the way to the captain’s bridge. There was nothing left to do now but to wait for the doors to be finally busted open and the remains of our glorious party to be vanquished completely. What a way to botch a level without even getting to the raid boss, I thought to myself, and then got puzzled by the meaning of the thought I’d just had the way I so often did. 
 
      
 
    The door was still holding and we were still preparing to make our last doomed stand when the comms came alive. 
 
      
 
    “Delta One, this is Elthenathuael. I’ve arrived in the system.” 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, you bastard! What took you so long?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AMID THE HISSING IN THE AIR, a familiar voice suddenly cut through. 
 
      
 
    “Shit! Open the goddamn door!!! What the hell…” 
 
      
 
    “Lumen?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Unlock the door! I’m sick of knocking!” Definitely the voice of the Lieutenant Colonel. And boy did he sound grumpy. 
 
      
 
    Oh well. I entered the opening sequence on the terminal, and the concave door creaked open. Into the control room burst Lumen himself with four companions. Four more remained outside, covering their backs. The Lieutenant Colonel waved his hand, and two of his men rushed to the console and began to perform some manipulations. 
 
      
 
    “So the cavalry did arrive, after all,” Alex noted as he slumped down to the floor with a wince. 
 
      
 
    Lumen surveyed our battered troops. The disciplined Bison even tried to salute, but a fit of coughing stopped him halfway. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you answer?” The Lieutenant Colonel stared at me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we had a problem with communications,” I shrugged. And then I asked the question that interested me. “Where did you come from?” 
 
      
 
    “From back there!” Lumen vaguely pointed a finger behind him, continuing to inspect and assess the scale of the damage. 
 
      
 
    “And how are things ‘back there’?” Alex asked out of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Our fleet is being wiped out. The flagship’s been lost. The remaining ships are converging here. The mission must be accomplished at any cost.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised. The military surely lacked nothing for persistence. 
 
      
 
    “Has hyperspace been blocked yet?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “And how do you plan to carry out the mission? Do you have a plan B?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what a plan B is, but we do have a contingency plan, he looked at his people fiddling with the instruments. “Zak, what have you got?” 
 
      
 
    One of the soldiers turned around. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be able to launch it.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. 
 
      
 
    “You could have asked me. I would have told you that right away.” 
 
      
 
    Lumen looked at me disapprovingly, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Is that the final diagnosis?” He clarified with his specialist. 
 
      
 
    The man shrugged helplessly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid so!” 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel cursed and went on the air. 
 
      
 
    “Equity, this is Lumen. We act according to plan two. Ready in one minute!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Lumen. Commencing countdown.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered about the difference between my Plan B and their ‘contingency plan’ was, but instead just asked politely, 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the contingency plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on tight, we’ll get shaken up a bit now!” Having made that cryptic remark, Lieutenant Colonel grabbed the nearest handrail, ostensibly to lead by example. 
 
      
 
    “But…” I started. Then the first jolt came. The ship shuddered from numerous hits, explosions roared somewhere in the distance, bulkheads cracked, and it seemed like complete pandemonium. Then everything subsided, and the comms came alive again. 
 
      
 
    “Lumen, this is Equity. The first stage is over. The decks have been cleared. Commencing the second stage. Estimated arrival time of the Space Troopers from the Indomitable is twelve minutes, and from the Dreadful, seventeen and a half minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Equity. We’re moving out!” 
 
      
 
    Lumen looked at us again. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s still in shape to fight a little more?” 
 
      
 
    I was about to raise my only hand, but stopped halfway. 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly is the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Equity has cleared the landing decks. And they’ve done a very thorough job. They got everyone, including our bots and all the vermin that were there. According to our experts’ calculations, everything should be scorched to zero. And the path to the Ark should be clear. Two parties of Space Troopers from the Indomitable and the Dreadful are now heading straight there. Since we’ve confirmed that the Sleepless cannot be salvaged, we’ll be joining them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why couldn’t we have just…” I started to ask, and then checked myself. “There was still hope to salvage the entire carrier?, right” 
 
      
 
    Lumen nodded approvingly. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, Captain. Now let’s move! Anyone joining?” 
 
      
 
    Bison bravely tried to take two steps forward. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t play the hero, major!” Lumen grimaced. He looked at the other two battered Space Troopers and sighed. “Apparently, no one.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not!” Alex protested. “I’m ready!” 
 
      
 
    That was when I intervened. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not ready! Grab Frizzle and let’s… By the way! Melvin, are you far?” 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes and forty-seven seconds,” came the immediate response. 
 
      
 
    “Dock closer to the control room.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was that?” The Lieutenant Colonel frowned. 
 
      
 
    “That’s our Plan B,” I explained. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
      
 
    “And your arm?” The Lieutenant Colonel was slightly surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Lost. So screw it! This is my arm!” I pointed at the carefree Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea…” 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel looked at our resident beauty. What he saw didn’t impress him much. Her armor was damaged and scorched, but the shield was still functional. She had discarded her cracked helmet, and now her entire mane of white, red, green, and singed hair cascaded over her shoulders. Her green eyes looked calm and confident, and her graceful hands were tightly gripping a massive hammer. Having noticed our attention, Cowgirl flashed us a broad smile. How could you refuse someone like her? 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he waved his hand. “Make sure you stay out of harm’s way. Let’s move out!” 
 
      
 
    I looked once more at one of the lieutenants’ “Peacemakers” in my hands, made sure it was loaded, and waved to Cowgirl. I glanced at Alex; he gave me a reassuring nod without saying anything. I looked back at the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Pick up all the unclaimed stuff you can reach!” I told him. “We’ll be quick!” 
 
      
 
    Alex, still silent, sketched a light-hearted saluted, and we quickly followed the Lieutenant Colonel and his crew to have another attempt at the Ark rescue operation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl tossed my mutilated body into the pilot’s seat. Now, in addition to my left arm, I was also missing my left leg. For symmetry, as it were. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl smiled happily. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah. Welcome, my foot. We had nearly botched the second attempt at rescuing the Ark. The outlying decks may have been cleared, but a heavy carrier was a freaking behemoth. And it had a shitload of places to hide. While we were running down on foot, two waves of Space Troopers landed at the designated points of entry and moved towards the Ark, only to be met again by the Tin Woodman’s distant relatives… or rather, huge guys in metal armor with hefty guns in their hands. And an array of various other stabbing and slashing weapons to boot. 
 
      
 
    As we ran past the destroyed flight deck to the inner compartments, I involuntarily froze in place for a moment, gaping at the epic battle panorama in front of me. 
 
      
 
    The dark blue figures of our Space Troopers were engaged in a furious struggle against the gray-golden massive figures of the enemy. Plasma popped, lasers whistled, the aliens’ automatic weapons thundered, limbs got torn off or chopped off, and whole bodies got blown apart. Power swords clashed with hammers, axes with claws, and even… holy shit!!! Was that a chainsaw?!! No, although the resemblance was uncanny. Huge swords with chain drives roared as they tore through the armor of our brave Space Troopers. Total pandemonium. 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel quickly assessed the situation and led us into a side corridor. Ahead were four Space Troopers, Lumen, us, and four more in the rear guard covering our back. Almost immediately, we ran into a trio of enemies. The reflexes of these brutes may have not been quite on a par with the enhanced bodies of the Space Troopers, but they weren’t that far off. Or, perhaps, they were even evenly matched. Or was the enemy superior? It was getting harder and harder for me to make any sense of what was going on. Their accuracy was incredible. And they did have brains, too. They had already figured out the structure of our armor, or rather, the main difference between our armor and theirs. Besides the fact that ours was… ahem… thinner, we had an energy shield. And these guys, apparently, had already figured out its weak spot. Because they simultaneously released one burst each at one of our Space Troopers. It instantly overloaded his shield, cutting it off. The second neat burst turned our comrade into a sieve. There was no way of surviving that. 
 
      
 
    But our guys weren’t slacking off, either. The remaining three fighters in the lead, along with Lumen, fell to their knees; Cowgirl and I pressed against the walls, getting out of the line of fire, and the closing quartet also joined the fun. A salvo from eight guns was too much for one of the attackers. Fragments of armor and pieces of body flew to the sides, and the massive body crashed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    The remaining pair synchronously shifted fire to the next Space Trooper, knocking down his shield. At the last moment, the Space Trooper managed to dodge, so he only got an injured shoulder. Another salvo, this time from seven guns, and the second enemy was defeated. 
 
      
 
    The remaining one, not at all daunted by the numerical advantage, instantly closed the distance, brandishing his sword for a strike. 
 
      
 
    “Yee-haw!!!” I heard a cry, and our beautiful battle companion rushed at the enemy. With the first leap, she threw her body forward; with the second, she jumped onto the shoulder of the kneeling Lieutenant Colonel, who wasn’t particularly tall to begin with, and, using him as a springboard, soared into the air with her third leap, with SMASH raised high above her head. Once again, I thought that if our Cowgirl had ended up participating in some strange event from my past called the Olympics, the entire podium would have been hers. In every discipline without exception. The crushing blow from above was too much even for this behemoth. A one-shot kill, damn it! Apparently, the enemy’s head went all the way into their shoulders — except for the part of their brains that squirted out. Gracefully landing, Cowgirl brushed an unruly lock of hair from her eyes and turned to us, smiling as carefree as always. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit…” echoed eight times from different throats. 
 
      
 
    “Now this is something you don’t want to try at home!” I was bursting with pride for my protégée. 
 
      
 
    “I want to marry her,” whispered a Space Trooper behind me. 
 
      
 
    “And I want her to bear my children!” came a second voice from behind. “And then get married too!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I said without turning around. “Or I’ll set Clown on you!” 
 
      
 
    “No more questions,” snorted the unseen trooper. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move on!” Lumen commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Straight ahead, second turn right, then third left, a hundred meters straight, and we’re there,” one of the Space Troopers said, checking the route. 
 
      
 
    We lost two more Troopers near the second turn to the right. And around the third turn to the left, we lost three more. 
 
      
 
    However, as we approached the compartment we needed, we were joined by twelve Space Troopers from the Punisher, who were the last survivors of the entire assault. So the final showdown was utterly epic! 
 
      
 
    Fifteen men of the assault force led by the Lieutenant Colonel, yours truly, currently a cripple, and the Invincible Cowgirl clashed with eight enemies. The odds were, arithmetically, in our favor. But those bastards were incredibly strong and tough. All the enemies got killed eventually, while twelve of the assault contingent, the two remaining Space Troopers, and the Lieutenant Colonel were wounded. And they sawed off my leg. And it was damn unpleasant. Painful, even. I involuntarily remembered all the poor aliens from DOOM2, whom I had mowed down left and right with a chainsaw, and I felt a little sorry for them. It was a strange combat simulator, come to think of it. Not particularly technological, and the graphics were total crap. And I didn’t remember being sent to a real war after having trained on that thing. I must have failed the exams. 
 
      
 
    When the cheerful Cowgirl rushed to me, I looked at her, completely drenched in alien blood and covered in various fragments of their anatomy, but without a single scratch of her own, and a strange phrase popped into my head. 
 
      
 
    “You lousy cheater… You must have used IDDQD, right?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl frowned for a second and touched my forehead. 
 
      
 
    “You’re running a fever, Elijah!” she reported cheerfully a second later. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely a fever,” I agreed. “Cheat codes don’t work in multiplayer mode… So these must be mobs…” 
 
      
 
    The Ark loomed in the middle of the compartment. It was a three-hundred-feet-long ship, and what it reminded me of the most were paper airplanes we used to make as children. While I was examining it with a goofy grin on my face, the heavy footsteps of approaching inevitable doom resounded in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel grabbed his rifle more comfortably, settled behind the massive body of an enemy, and waved his head toward the Ark. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold them off! Think nothing of it!” Another strange movie scene surfaced in my head. Only the Lieutenant Colonel should be in a wide-brimmed hat with a feather. And his cloak should be… blue… with a white cross. And a mustache! A mustache was a must! 
 
      
 
    “Get to the Ark, Captain!” Lumen snorted, dispelling my imaginary image. “And get out of here! You’re our half-baked navigator, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Very funny!” I wanted to give him the thumbs-up with my left hand, but I didn’t have it. So I showed him a finger on my right instead. The middle one, for some reason. Damn, my motor skills were all shot to shit! 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shook her head and deftly threw me over her shoulder. Shaking my head down, I closely examined the exquisite buttocks of my subordinate. How does she manage to look sexy in armor? And she wasn’t even wearing an armored bra! What nonsense was my brain spouting again? Apparently, I really was running a fever. And why wouldn’t I be? They’d cut off my arm, sawed off my leg, and hit me on the head a couple of times, after all. And all this without anesthesia and in very unsanitary conditions! 
 
      
 
    The old code worked. The door opened as shots rang out from behind. Cowgirl immediately closed the door and locked it, hitting my head against the frame in the process, and ran off to the captain’s cabin at a brisk pace, where she dropped me into a chair. And she did it without respect! Just dumped me in as if I were a sack of potatoes! 
 
      
 
    I snorted and turned on the diagnostics. And simultaneously entered the Password. With a capital P. The compartment’s bottom blew out, sucking our ship, the corpses of our comrades, and the still-living attackers into space. I reckoned they wouldn’t remain alive for too long, though. 
 
      
 
    The diagnostics chimed, announcing that all systems were functioning perfectly and ready to go. I rubbed my hands gleefully and entered the code for the hyperspace leap, trying not to pay too much attention to what was going on around me. 
 
      
 
    Although the spectacle would be worth watching. A grand battle was being fought in the blackness of Space. More precisely, we were witnessing a humiliating rout. The already-depleted fleet of the Commonwealth was fending off the new aggressor with all its might. The cubes emitted a thick greenish beam about every fifteen minutes, which guaranteed to explode a corvette, critically damage a frigate, or inflict significant damage on a cruiser. And we didn’t have any battleships or dreadnoughts with us! 
 
      
 
    “Equity, this is Brown One! Object secured, permission to withdraw!” 
 
      
 
    “Too late, Brown One! Hyperspace is blocked!” 
 
      
 
    And then the panel flashed red, confirming the words of the unknown officer from Equity about the ability to leap through hyperspace being blocked. 
 
      
 
    “Me-e-e-e-elvi-i-i-i-in!!! Time for some real street magic!!!” I switched to Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops’ frequency. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite understand you, Delta One!” 
 
      
 
    “Are alpha and company on board with you?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you get this ship out of the system?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so. But I need full access.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all yours! Which button should I press?” 
 
      
 
    “A button won’t do, droids need to make modifications to the hyperspace drive.” 
 
      
 
    “How much time do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “About an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Dock then.” 
 
      
 
    I switched back to the fleet’s frequency. 
 
      
 
    “Equity, this is Brown One. I have the opportunity to take the Ark out of the system. But I need an hour to prepare, and after that, you need to cover my ass during the withdrawal!” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, this is Captain Snoop. You will have that hour. And we will cover your withdrawal. Get it out of here, Captain… prove to me that I was wrong about you. Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Over,” I said automatically. Well, damn! It turns out that the fleet captain wasn’t a complete douche, after all. So I was wrong about him, too. 
 
      
 
    A flock of repair droids jumped out of the arriving bot and cheerfully rolled towards the engine compartment. Two goblins in blue overalls and caps ran after them. The only thing missing were wrenches in their hands. 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, what’s with the green guys that you’ve sent me?” I inquired suspiciously, knowing just how unstable nature the greenskins could be. And their backpacks had weird bulges. I didn’t need a few more pyromaniacs added to the mix. 
 
      
 
    “They’re technicians! They’re there to help!” Melvin said curtly. 
 
      
 
    “No kidding! Since when do you have green guys running errands?” I was surprised, remembering how the green guys had ruthlessly mocked Melvin just recently. 
 
      
 
    “I have conducted some educational work, tested some of the Frachucks, and assigned them with specializations based on the results I got, and also loaded the necessary Skills into them.” 
 
      
 
    “Erm… This isn’t exactly something I’d want to discuss over the phone, but just to keep it brief — aren’t you, like, exposing yourself to the System? Where did you get all the necessary information? And how were you able to load it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what a ‘phone’ is, but I gathered a lot of information about your race while still among the Intellects. Besides, I managed to intercept some data from the plundered Information Stations.” 
 
      
 
    “So, can you resurrect people yet?” I asked with keen interest. 
 
      
 
    “No…” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad!” 
 
      
 
    “…Not yet, that is! But I’m working on it!” 
 
      
 
    A new star flared brightly on the display screen. The escort cruiser Dreadful had met its end. The Ark and Elthenathuael, whose name seemed to apply to the entire ship, were moving towards the calculated hyperspace entry point, leaving the remnants of the Commonwealth fleet behind. I gloomily watched the green dots of friendly ships winking out one by one and cursed under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, I found a shower here!” came the cheerful voice of my friend. 
 
      
 
    I spun around in my chair and involuntarily swallowed. I recalled thinking of a thing called the Olympics earlier. I suddenly got a vivid flashback of the people who had competed in various sports in antiquity and had statues made of them. What was that material called once again? Marble, if my memory served. What I was seeing before me would be an ideal model for such a statue! A completely naked Cowgirl was smiling sweetly, wringing her wet hair out onto the deck. Perfect facial features, long legs, a flat sculpted belly, a slender waist, breasts… I swallowed again to keep the drool from escaping my mouth. Damn… It seemed the Olympians, or whatever they were called, preferred models with smaller breast sizes. They definitely did! 
 
      
 
    The panel on the side beeped and turned green. 
 
      
 
    Estimated time until hyperspace entry: 05:00. 
 
      
 
    Commencing countdown: 05:00… 04:59… 04:58… 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to take you to the shower too?” Cowgirl asked. “Easy peasy!” 
 
      
 
    Holy shit, I thought to myself. 
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    COWGIRL LOWERED MY FRAIL BODY into the chair, and I froze with my mouth agape. Alex was grinning stupidly. 
 
      
 
    “Whaddaya say? Fashionable, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” I pointed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, since the space fleet is as good as the navy, I’ve decided to issue them sailor’s uniforms!” Alex answered in a regal tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “Brings back a memory…” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s that?” my friend immediately perked up. 
 
      
 
    “A guy from a mountain village sees a zebra for the first time and goes, ‘Aye, this bleedin’ donkey must be in the Navy, nae doubt aboot it!” 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh!” Alex appreciated the joke, the others politely smiled, not understanding a thing. That was typical. I had gotten used to the fact that no one understood my jokes. Except for some real weirdos. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the green-skinned crew, who were strutting around the ship in striped shirts and caps without visors. They had ribbons. 
 
      
 
    “Why isn’t the ship’s name written on the ribbons?” I snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’d break your tongue pronouncing this Elemental… Emmentaler… whatever… a goddamn mouthful! And nothing else comes to mind!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not right!” I said with a deadpan face. “I order you to come up with something and fix it!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, Commander!” Alex saluted, and we all laughed. 
 
      
 
    Actually, I liked the way the green ones were. If you put cross-strapped bandoliers on their chests and gave them grenades, they’d be just like a rendition of Battleship Potyomkin in greenface. But we were forced to sacrifice authenticity for safety. Alex had recovered a bit during the two-day flight and was getting bored. A representative of the green crew asked when they would get their leather cloaks, to which Alex explained that leather cloaks were only worn by sailors dismissed for incompetence. But they were real sea wolves, and they were supposed to wear naval clothing, which amounted to a striped shirt and cap without a visor. And, of course, bell-bottom trousers. The goblins were doubtful until Alex created the first outfit with some assistance from Melvin. The unveiling of the new Spring-Summer-Autumn-Winter collection caused a sensation. All we needed for authenticity was a bunch of paparazzi. Everyone demanded a set and now walked around as pleased as nymphos at an orgy. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Elijah, we’re Space Troopers now, right? How about some extra street cred elements like piercings or tattoos? Facial ones are all the rage, I hear.” Alex asked with a poker face. 
 
      
 
    “Up yours, funny guy! A face tat is like minus twenty to intellect!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha, exactly! Complete with LOVE and HATE tats on your knuckles and a few studs through your eyebrows!” 
 
      
 
    “Suggest that to Clown! As well Tag and Catt! They’ll be happy with the thug paraphernalia, and they don’t need intellect, anyway!” 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh! Good thought!” my comrade patted me on the shoulder. “Hey, you’ve still got it in you!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! But let’s get back to our muttons! Melvin, why are you standing… erm… hanging off to the side like you don’t belong? Report! Are you still reluctant to venture into the System?” 
 
      
 
    Melvin landed right in front of me, opened his mouth to reply, but I cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, why aren’t you wearing a striped sailor’s shirt?” 
 
      
 
    “Alex said that officers weren’t supposed to wear them. They’re a rank-and-file thing.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Alex. He nodded solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be. And he’s actually right. They are indeed!” 
 
      
 
    Then Alex inquired with a sneaky grin, 
 
      
 
    “So what do captains wear, Melvin?” 
 
      
 
    “A captain’s headgear!” the AI immediately replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, show yours to Elijah! After all, you’re supposed to be giving him a report, aren’t you? In that case, headgear is mandatory! How are you even planning to salute without any cover on your hear? That’s a major breach of protocol!” 
 
      
 
    Melvin’s headgear materialized at once, and he gave a sharp salute. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to report, commander, sir!” 
 
      
 
    I slowly slid down the chair, shaking with silent laughter. My throat choked with spasms, and I could only just wheeze. Cowgirl leaned over to me worriedly and took out a can of Polymed — our all-purpose all-in-one first aid kit. It was hard to say which part of yours truly she was planning to apply it to, but the intention, at least, was commendable. I waved her off with one hand, still choking with laughter, and pointed at Melvin’s hologram. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Alex… you son of a bitch…!!!” 
 
      
 
    Melvin looked at me, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong with the way I look?” He looked at Alex. The AI was smart and already realized that something was off. “Did Alex play a trick on me?” 
 
      
 
    “No-no-no… ha ha… everything’s just fine! Honest! It’s just that… I got a really bad fit of nostalgia when I saw it!” I wiped my eyes from tears and looked at Melvin again. Our furry virtual friend blinked his button-like eyes, sporting a real pirate hat on his noggin. It had a skull and bones and looked perfectly authentic. I waved my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Report already, Captain Black… uh, I mean, Redbeard!” 
 
      
 
    Melvin opened his mouth again, but this time Alex interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, commander! Come over here, and I’ll show you something! Oh, oops… Forgot you were temporarily indisposed… no walkies for you for a while. Hang on!” 
 
      
 
    Alex popped off somewhere and returned a minute later, carrying a box. 
 
      
 
    “What’s inside?” I wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I tried to taste the life of a simple man. It didn’t work out… so I took a souvenir. Heh heh.” 
 
      
 
    “Very funny! Wait a second. Do you really mean?...” 
 
      
 
    I cautiously opened the box. A dead, cloudy-eyed human head stared at me from the inside, as expected. There were two strange things about it — besides the fact that there was a dead head in the box in the first place. First, the entire face and bald skull were covered with unhealthy stains and seemed ulcerated and abscessed. Second, this thing was substantially larger than any normal human head, and that included Andre the Giant, whoever he was. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, shit!” It stank to high heavens, too. “What the hell is this, man?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the head of one of those guys we were fighting!” Alex grinned, pleased with my reaction. “Sorry, I couldn’t carry the whole body, but the head was manageable. Oh, there’s also a helmet; I can give it to you! You can clean it up and use it! Heh heh.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it for yourself!” I peeked inside again with a grimace. “Well, this looks like a human head to me. Just a pretty sick one.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely human. Just a heavily modified human,” Melvin chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’re not exactly purebred, either,” I snorted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a little different in your case. Unfortunately, it’s hard to judge from the head alone, but this body was altered… ahem… in a manner that was anything but humane.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to explain it in detail. Once again, there’s simply not enough material to go on. If we really oversimplify, your bodies,” Melvin pointed at me, then hesitated and moved his finger to Cowgirl, “your bodies are like a ready reservoir for Consciousness, grown with the use of state-of-the-art technology, while this is what we’d end up with if we tried to grow a human body under the influence of chemicals, radiation, and directed mutations. The Mind was already present in this body while it was undergoing all the corresponding transformations, and undoubtedly experienced… ahem… a certain discomfort. Oh dear, I’m afraid I do have a penchant for understatement. ‘Intense pain’ would be a lot more on-point. I also assume that they continue to experience this pain… well… ahem… until you kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “That gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Alex scratched the back of his head. “No wonder they’re such ferocious fighters. Apparently, dying to them is sheer bliss!” 
 
      
 
    “Take this away!” I handed the smiling Alex the box. “Are these all the spoils that you’ve managed to take?” 
 
      
 
    “You wound me, boss!” My friend smiled even wider. “We took a little of everything. Oh! Cowgirl, I have a gift for you!” 
 
      
 
    “A gi-i-ift?” The girl’s eyes widened. “And where is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Expect me at sundown, fair maiden, and I’ll bring it wrapped in silks! Heh heh…” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl blinked, and I shook my fist at our resident one-man stand-up act. 
 
      
 
    “Joking!” Alex ducked behind the counter. “Ta-da-a-a!!!” 
 
      
 
    He pulled out something almost identical to SMASH. Before it became SMASH. The hammer was rusty and all covered in scratches. Cowgirl smiled, took it in her hands, hugged it to her chest, and turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “Will you paint it pink for me?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All the survivors moved to the Ark. We said goodbye to Melvin and the crew in sailor shirts, and leaped into the territory of the Human Commonwealth. I pondered where I should fly to so that they would pick us up, and couldn’t think of anything better than to head to the system we had set out from. HC’s heroic 4th strike fleet was long gone, and Rattlesnake was far away, but the Army would come up with something. They would definitely come up with something. 
 
      
 
    The Ark finally emerged in the part of Space connected to the System, and notifications started to pour in immediately. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Connection restored with the Information Field of Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    And right after that, another one. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Synchronizing the Ark project with the Information Field… 
 
      
 
    Synchronization successful! 
 
      
 
    Calculating download… 
 
      
 
    Estimated time: 05 hours 21 minutes 34 seconds. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Hyperspace leaps are blocked until the download is complete! 
 
      
 
    Beginning data download… 05:21:34 … 05:21:34 … 05:21:34 … 
 
      
 
    And then another one. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! Status updated. 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Status: Not fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    Additional: Obtain any information about the Intect race. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Reward received. Increased Reputation with Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    Current reputation: Respect. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    And then the final one: 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! Status updated. 
 
      
 
    Main: Deliver the updated Minds to the Information Network. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    Additional Status: 112,351 updated Minds delivered. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    Bingo! This was nice to know. And I hadn’t even talked to the Representatives of the HC yet! I hoped there’d be some goodies from them, too. Although there was never any certainty with Rattlesnake. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, Ark. This is the Punisher. Proceed to dock!” 
 
      
 
    Speak of the devil. Or rather, the colonel. Odd that she should be here. We had returned to the system where we’d begun our failed crusade. Wasn’t this the 4th Fleet’s turf? What’s the 12th Strike Fleet doing here? 
 
      
 
    We reached the Punisher and docked. A crowd of technicians rushed into the open airlock to perform their ministrations on the precious ship. But first, pushing everyone aside, my Group burst in to greet us. Or rather, the resurrected part of it. Thanks to me, they had all their memories intact. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, he’s back!!!” Toby jumped at me, hugged me, and sniffled. “But now you gimp!” 
 
      
 
    “A gimp, eh?” I patted his head. “Well, son, they’ll sew some new limbs on me, but you’ll remain a sheep’s ass forever!” 
 
      
 
    “Perv missed Elijah!” grumbled the green one. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, greenie! I should call you green-go! Heh heh! What are you talking about?” Alex pointed a finger at him. “You’ve only just resurrected. When would you have the time to miss Elijah?” 
 
      
 
    Perv thought for a second. 
 
      
 
    “In the afterlife, I missed him! Why you picking on me, big meanie?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not, little greenie!” Alex approached and patted Toby on the shoulder. “I’m glad to see you, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s SMASH?” Clown asked quietly, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all good, we’ve brought your precious hammer back, relax!” Alex laughed. 
 
      
 
    Clown relaxed and cracked a smile, too. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Clown!” Cowgirl approached him from the side and tugged at his sleeve. “Look what I have!” 
 
      
 
    Clown turned, and his eyes widened. The huge pink hammer she was wielding looked… ahem… provocative. I got tired of painting it, especially since I only had one arm left, but Cowgirl helped me, not letting anyone else near during this holy ritual. 
 
      
 
    “This… this… looks cool!” Clown gathered his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl smiled happily. 
 
      
 
    “I named her SMASHINE. She’s a girl hammer! Because she’s pink!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… Excellent name!” approved the still-awed Clown. “And I can see the logic, too…” 
 
      
 
    “I come bearing gifts for you, too, o Team Bravo!” Alex solemnly drew attention to himself. 
 
      
 
    The entire “armor-piercing trio” turned to him with interest. 
 
      
 
    “Ta-da!” With a magician’s gesture, Alex produced three camo suits accompanied by three maroon berets. The uniform looked itchingly familiar, yet I couldn’t place it. 
 
      
 
    “What are these?” all three asked simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    Alex smiled triumphantly and took a deep breath for his soliloquy. I realized this would take a while and asked Cowgirl to drag me to the med bay. If I was going to embarrass myself, anyway, I might as well go all out! 
 
      
 
    As they carried me out of the compartment, Alex was proclaiming: 
 
      
 
    “… but I won’t give this stuff to you just like that! First, you need to prove your mettle! For that purpose, you’ll need to have your crows tacked on after your next promotion! That will give you twenty extra points to Stamina…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I have a question!” I was sitting in a chair opposite Rattlesnake and acting all smart. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the fleet. A big human fleet. You have a shitload of soldiers. Even special units. And some of those guys are monsters! Like, damn, I’ve seen them in action. I know. Why don’t you use all those resources to obliterate the darned cubes?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Send a couple of fleets, not this pathetic flotilla that got blown to kingdom come… Uh… Sorry for plagiarizing, I know it’s your expression… and Tag’s, too… but it fits perfectly here! Why pussyfoot around? Hit them hard, and there won’t be a single cube left intact! What’s with all this dilly-dallying?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not even within my competence, Captain. Everything is very complicated. External conflicts are draining a significant amount of forces. At the moment, the Commonwealth is engaged in many other wars.” 
 
      
 
    “And how does the Human Commonwealth perceive this invasion? The system doesn’t freak out, and that’s it? The universe is only ‘concerned’?” I bent and unbent two fingers on my hands, miming quotation marks. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is very complicated, Captain…” Rattlesnake sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, you’ve said that already,” I shamelessly interrupted her. “I gather it’s not just the HC that’s been hit? The Empire and the Republic have had visitors too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rattlesnake nodded. “The Intects are advancing across all sectors!” 
 
      
 
    “See!” I raised my index finger. “By the way, what about the sentient natives? How are they doing? Welcoming the invaders? Or helping Humanity?” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel suddenly looked at me in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “It varies. But, actually, it’s because of one of these races that I need you.” 
 
      
 
    Now I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be negotiators!” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” I squinted, thinking I had misheard. 
 
      
 
    “Negotiators are…” Rattlesnake began, sighing. 
 
      
 
    “I know what negotiators are!” I interrupted her. “Why us? And what is there to negotiate?” 
 
      
 
    “You are, of course, aware of the fact that you’re about as qualified as a negotiator as a cat at a dog show, and that I know as much?” That was unexpected. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Yes!” Actually, I considered myself a damn good negotiator, but I kept quiet, eager for her to reveal anything that might be of interest to me. 
 
      
 
    “The Berks have requested you! You’ll be flying to rendezvous with them!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Hold on a second… Would those be the purple guys? The ones that are really fast? And incredibly freaking dangerous to boot?” 
 
      
 
    “The very ones! Well done, Captain!” the Colonel nodded approvingly. “And you’ll be negotiating for the Berks’ assistance in the war against the Intects! It’s simple!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” I drawled. “Totally, a piece of cake! Hey, what does that even mean — they requested us?” 
 
      
 
    “There are some oddities here,” the Colonel frowned slightly but then brightened. “But the Berks are strange beings in general. They keep going on at length about the transience of physical existence, the supreme development of one’s mental facilities, and likewise mumbo-jumbo! They say they have a direct channel for communicating with Space itself and the ethereal entities that populate it. That’s how they found out about you, apparently. And something about you got them interested. That’s the short version — honestly, I didn’t really understand myself why exactly it had to be you in particular.” 
 
      
 
    Well, at least I understood what Rattlesnake was doing here. She came to conduct the briefing. 
 
      
 
    “You can review the detailed briefing from the government later.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” I skeptically snorted and quietly muttered under my breath. “This all sounds like a whole bunch of bullshit. As if the author had a lobotomy, but still decided to continue writing, despite their diminished mental capacity. That’s a poor practice!” 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” Rattlesnake was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t talking to you,” I waved her off. “Well, all right, that’s all insubstantial. Life is pain, and overcoming it is what we do! So we’ll manage somehow. But there are certain points I’d like to go over.” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Want to talk about the reward?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I exclaimed joyfully. “It’s getting more and more pleasant to deal with you, Colonel! Let’s start with the wardrobe. I have a very persistent fury pecking at me. A thorn in my side, as it were. Someone who really needs a new body…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WORDS AND MELODY of an upbeat song from my distant past thundered in my head as I watched the fight through the grille, following every step or movement of the fighters in the Arena. Both were incredibly cool and fast. However, my fighter had to win. Simply had to. Otherwise we might as well get back on the ship and hurry home to mommy with our tails between our legs… 
 
      
 
    “He threw down a glove you made the mistake 
 
    Of picking it up now you’re gone 
 
    The choosing of guns or fighting with swords 
 
    The choice of weapons is gone 
 
    He’ll tear you apart as soon as you start 
 
    You know you don’t have a chance” 
 
      
 
    COWGIRL TWISTED IN PLACE, dodging a blow, and swung SMASHINE. Her opponent moved aside, deflecting the blow tangentially. Then he counterattacked, using both swords in an attempt to strike at the chest and legs simultaneously. Cowgirl leaped high into the air, avoiding the lower swing, while simultaneously fending off the upper sword. As she landed, she tried to step on the blade of the lower sword to twist it out of her opponent’s hands, but he managed to pull it away. In his haste to save his weapon, he applied a little more effort and therefore stumbled. Cowgirl easily pushed off, and SHE again followed a short arc towards the enemy. The opponent took the blow on the blade of his sword, but the force was such that it threw him onto the sand. Billows of dust rose into the air… 
 
      
 
    “Oh, oh. Fight for the honor 
 
    Fight for the splendor 
 
    Fight for the pleasure 
 
      
 
    Oh, oh. Fight for the honor 
 
    Fight for the splendor 
 
    Fight for your life!” 
 
      
 
    SMASHINE soared into the air and followed a steep arc to finish the enemy off, but he managed to twist his body out of the way, and then rolled to the side, jumping back to his feet in an instant. He retreated, backing away and dodging, trying to break the distance, but our shieldmaiden was in her element. The seemingly fragile girl twirled the hammer around herself, and the heavy weapon became a blur as it delivered devastating blows at a superhuman speed. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to start the duel begins 
 
    The best man wins in the end 
 
    A lunge and a feint, a parry too late 
 
    A cut to the chest and you’re down 
 
    Seeing the stain then feeling the pain 
 
    Feeling the sweat on your brow” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl’s opponent circled one column, and then rolled behind another, finally managing to increase the distance. He mistook wide swing for an opening, and used one of his swords as a throwing weapon. The reddish blade spun through the air twice before it flew far to the side of the “arena,” deflected by SMASHINE. Cowgirl stayed alert, and tricks like that didn’t work on her. 
 
      
 
    “The fighting resumes, a silence looms 
 
    The swordsmen move ‘gainst each other 
 
    A cut and a thrust, a parry, a blow 
 
    A stab to the heart and you’re down 
 
    The angel of death hears your last breath 
 
    Meanwhile the reaper looks on… 
 
      
 
    Oh, oh. Fought for the honor 
 
    Fought for the splendor 
 
    Fought for the pleasure 
 
      
 
    Oh, oh. Fought for the honor 
 
    Fought for the splendor 
 
    Fought to the death…” 
 
      
 
    Left with just one sword, the opponent was doomed. He went into a deep defense, trying either to dodge HER or to deflect the blow tangentially. But this couldn’t last long. A direct blow finally caught him. Another attack from Cowgirl knocked the second sword from his hand, breaking the hand itself. A kick sent the opponent to the arena floor. She swung her hammer again… That was when a loud siren sounded. We’d won. I felt really proud of Cowgirl. She was one tough fighter — and a smart one, no matter what impression she may have made. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Information Station X675TR02, Major RB13.A3.130013 (‘Elijah’) and Captain RB13.A3.130014 (‘Alex’)” The Angel informed us, invisible as was their wont. 
 
      
 
    I had just gotten promoted to Major. I never liked that rank. I couldn’t even say why. Somehow, it sounded ugly to my ears. Rough and uncouth. I even asked Rattlesnake if we could promote me straight to Lieutenant Colonel. But no. “The regulations don’t allow it,” she said. Too bad. Well, she also said I was getting too big for my britches, but that was another matter. On the other hand, I had nothing to complain about, really. Besides the new ranks for my whole gang, we also got a substantial amount of money. Even Perv got promoted, becoming a Corporal! The Colonel resisted this, just for the sake of observing protocol, but we decided that as long as our green friend didn’t get promoted to officer, there was nothing to worry about. But we’d see about that, I thought to myself, giggling inwardly… Additionally, once the System had digested all my feats and achievements, it spat out the following statistics: 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
    System Rank: Strike unit leader. 
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
    Free Will: Contractual obligations. 
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
    Class: Absolute. 
 
    Rank: Major. 
 
      
 
    Awards and Privileges: Order of the Vanquisher, First Degree; Achieving the Impossible medal; Our Savior medal; Elite Trooper decoration; Defender of Humankind decoration. 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
    Marksmanship — Level 42 
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 29 
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 43 
 
    Melee Combat — Level 28 
 
    Explosives — Level 35 
 
    Electronic Warfare — Level 31 
 
    Armor — Level 48 
 
    Power Armor — Level 43 
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 61 
 
    Vulnerability Detection — Level 47 
 
    Disguise — Level 27 
 
    Medicine — Level 31 
 
    Communications — Level 48 
 
      
 
    Navigation — Level 41 
 
    Enhancements: HC Space Trooper Senior Officer. Type: physical. Set: standard. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
    Human Commonwealth — Respect. 
 
    Universe-13 — Respect. 
 
    Personal Balance: 302,852 credits. 
 
    Overall Balance: 4,282,354 credits. 
 
      
 
    I now had money like a gambler has debts, and since I was self-sufficient with the Army, there was nothing in particular to spend it on. The weapons were on the Army’s dime, and so were the bodies — and they even threw in some extra cash! Beautiful! I’d set myself up well, but money was a finite resource, and somewhere deep inside me lingered the thought that sooner or later, I’d really need this money. And it would be too little. 
 
      
 
    They had finally given me a bunch of decorations all at once — for past merits as well. It turned out the military bureaucracy had been shuffling my commendations through all the channels for a long time, but when I was awarded the Vanquisher, everything else quickly fell into place. Hell’s bells, a Vanquisher was something else! A unique item! There were only a handful of Vanquishers in the entire Special Forces, let alone first-degree Vanquishers. It was awarded for merits that verged on the impossible, greatly benefited humanity, and were associated with enormous risk to one’s life… or, rather, one’s body. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, there we were being welcomed by the Angels and about to claim our just reward. The anticipation felt pleasant. 
 
      
 
    “Hello to you too, sir!” Alex immediately responded. I didn’t want to take him with me, but I couldn’t help it. Anyone else from my team would have been an even worse choice. 
 
      
 
    “Universe-13 would like to congratulate you and express its admiration for your heroic actions, leading to the rescue of so many Minds with their experiences intact. We value your contribution to the stability of the System and would like to reward you for it,” the unseen interlocutor droned monotonously. Add some damn passion to your voice, you bastard, I thought to myself. 
 
      
 
    “Twice,” Alex added. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” the Angel replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I mean, ‘We want to reward you twice,’ that’s what you wanted to say, right?” My companion explained without missing a beat. “We kind of completed two missions, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” — did the Angel seem flustered? — ”I planned to inform you about the second case in turn. Universe-13 appreciates your contribution to the study of external threats and obtaining additional information about the enemy, which you have done, showing unparalleled courage and bravery.” 
 
      
 
    “If you could just cut out the blah blah part… Would you mind reading out the entire list of goodies to us?” Alex stood at attention like a hunting dog, cutting off the unnecessary introduction. 
 
      
 
    “You have earned a class I1 award. Individual. Of any kind. It can be a piece of equipment or personal weaponry, designed for use by one individual. In addition, you have earned a class G1 award. G for Group. Also of any kind. It can be a transport vehicle, a weapon complex, or some other device designed for use by a group of individuals.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what the Angels were so busy with. I suspected their protocol was introduced just out of spite, but we were again allotted two ten-minute slots to choose our Rewards. 
 
      
 
    The familiar “Store” Interface welcomed us with a new “Group Rewards” tab, and we began to study the items on offer, mentally rubbing our hands together. 
 
      
 
    Crafty Alex remained true to himself. We spent exactly half a minute choosing an individual reward. It was a Sword again. Or rather, two Swords. For the price of one, strangely enough. Because they were paired, or something. They were made of the same super-rare metal that wasn’t quite metal, the name of which I never remembered. 
 
      
 
    Just like Alex’s Eviscerator, these swords weren’t power weapons, and they ignored any protective field. And they were just as super sharp, of course. That sly devil had eyed them last time but ended up choosing just one that was bigger. Probably compensating, although I’ve seen his junk in the shower, and its size looked perfectly normal. A twin to mine, in fact. Anyway, he said Frizzle needed them. And he sounded very convincing. I sighed and agreed. 
 
      
 
    But the group reward proved to be a sticking point. Long story short, we butted heads over our preferences in the long list of goodies, and in the end, I made an authoritarian decision and chose the reward at my discretion. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, Alex wouldn’t be Alex if he hadn’t pulled something else off. While I was examining our new acquisition, Alex had “linked” the Swords to Frizzle. I looked at them and… said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Toothpicks. Requirements: exclusively for use by RS221.A3.678111 (“Frizzle”) 
 
      
 
    That was how Frizzle got her Toothpicks. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the conversation, the Angel hinted that it would be nice of us to fully complete the System’s task and bring back a live Intect, after all. We cheerfully reported that it was a piece of cake, and that we’d just been messing around with all sorts of stuff lately and procrastinating like crazy. But now we’d get our act together and catch one of those mysterious creatures at last. All we needed to do first was to pop over to the Berks real quick. 
 
      
 
    And then we went to pay the Berks a visit… 
 
      
 
    Oh, incidentally, Alex did finally get himself a new body. And the story of how he got it certainly deserved to be told, in my opinion. The “Absolute” class was, first, insanely rare, and second, universal. Therefore, there were no natural bodies for it. Predicting what specific activity the owner of this Class would engage in was near-impossible. 
 
      
 
    So Alex was choosing. Choosing long and tediously. Accordingly, he managed to annoy everyone as he went through all the bodies with specialization that he could get access to. As far as training spars went, he got thrashed by Cowgirl, lost to Frizzle in a fair fight, managed to outplay the ponderous Clown, and completely wiped the floor with Tag and Catt. He even fought against Brutal Pervert Toby, since our green friend got peeved at the fact that he wasn’t being considered a worthy partner. And Toby managed to surprise everyone, but most of all Alex, with a draw. And that was with a regular, puny goblin body. He guessed the spot where our ninja would appear from “the otherworld” with some supernatural intuition and nailed him right between the eyes with a grenade launcher. 
 
      
 
    Well, more precisely, a training dummy. Considering its potential killing power and the distance between them at that moment, which amounted to about five feet, a draw was declared, since both would be annihilated in real-life combat. As a result, Toby became the hero of the match, and Alex got a huge lump between his eyes, becoming subjected to the entire group’s ridicule to boot. 
 
      
 
    After much deliberation, he first chose the Assassin class. He went to the leadership for approval, but Rattlesnake told him the body in question was used by the Security Forces, and that we were still Space Troopers, so he should adjust his appetites accordingly. 
 
      
 
    He left, thought again, and was drawn to the Counter-Terrorist body, to which Rattlesnake said that the name itself hinted that such bodies were also under the jurisdiction of the Security Forces. Alex went to do some more thinking, and then made another attempt. 
 
      
 
    He said he wanted the Shadow class. At which point the Colonel openly laughed and said he was by all means welcome to join the Government Security Service, which employed specialists of this class to protect the highest-ranking officials of the Commonwealth. But we were still the Space Troopers, in case he had forgotten! She also told him stop coming to her office as if it were a supermarket. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Alex pouted for a while and took a Saboteur’s body for himself. Unlike Frizzle’s, though, his was male and without any cosmetic tuning. The repeated sparring attempts confirmed the correctness of his choice, as he defeated everyone except me. Because I wisely refused to spar. Still, besides my green padawan, I was now the only sucker walking around in a standard body. But it didn’t bother me. All the fun always happened without me, anyway! 
 
      
 
    The government instruction was delivered as promised. It contained only one clear goal. Persuade our extraterrestrial hosts to join the Holy War against the evil alien invaders. 
 
      
 
    I learned a lot from reading all the available information from the Reference, including the appendices. 
 
      
 
    The furry purple guys conquered space at a time when Humanity was still whacking bananas with sticks. They didn’t particularly like space, although they had expanded their habitat a bit, so they returned to the planets and retreated into themselves. Literally. As the Colonel put it very succinctly, they were very fond of going on at length about the transience of physical existence, the supreme development of one’s mental facilities, and likewise mumbo-jumbo! They did insist that they had a direct channel for communicating with Space itself and the ethereal entities that populated it. So they claimed to live in harmony with nature and themselves, trying not to get involved in big politics, and steering clear of most individuals of other races. They seemed to have something akin to a doctrine of racial purity, the snooty purple elitists that they were. 
 
      
 
    Despite all their quirks, they were probably the strongest fighters in the inhabited worlds. Humanoids with two upper limbs and two lower ones, and a forward-extended skull covered in purple fur, they remotely resembled dogs standing on their hind legs. Averaging six and a half feet in height, all of them were excellently physically developed. How they managed this, spending most of their time in meditation, no one knew. And they wouldn’t spill the beans themselves. And it was also true that their average speed of reaction and movement exceeded the human by about 70-80%! Had they led a more active life, there would be little room for everyone in the galaxy. But, fortunately for everybody else, they only meditated, because they couldn’t be bothered… 
 
      
 
    The Berk Community includes 434 systems at present, located in sectors 963... 
 
      
 
    The capital of the Community is the planet Erequia (Number according to the Star Atlas…) 
 
      
 
    The population of the Community currently stands at 1.3 trillion… 
 
      
 
    Dominant race: Berks (99.98%)… 
 
      
 
    The Berk Community is a Class B Formation… 
 
      
 
    A Class B Formation is defined as a group of sentient beings united by racial, economic, political, or other principles, officially registered in Universe-13, and numbering between 1 and 10 trillion individuals… 
 
      
 
    Not dense at all. A hundred times fewer inhabitants than the Human Commonwealth, and if you counted all of Humanity, several hundred times fewer. The Berks had long lifespans and procreated infrequently. Those were the guys I had to persuade to get involved in the War — quite the task, especially considering that their sector of the Galaxy was on the other side of the Intect invasion wave. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I had high hopes to see the capital world of our future allies, but we were not flying to the capital, which was the planet Erequia. We were flying to the planet Epothara located in the Berk system nearest to us. I understood that they didn’t have a ruler as such. They made decisions as a community. A hive mind democracy, if you will. 
 
      
 
    Why the hell they would want me still remained a mystery. 
 
      
 
    However, we reached Epothara without any misadventures. The terraformed planet greeted us with blue ocean waters and purple patches of continents. It looked “really cute” from space. If anything, that was Cowgirl’s description, not mine. 
 
      
 
    As the ship entered the atmosphere and descended below the cloud level, the purple carpet of vegetation came even closer. The planet’s vast forests of gigantic trees were really impressive. Some trees were a few hundred feet tall. There was no sign of any civilization. Our Scout flew about another hundred miles following the directions from the ground, until we reached a huge... clearing? It was a spaceport, miraculously. However, the slabs of the launch pad were also purple. And it was the color associated most often with mental instability, as I remembered from my past life. 
 
      
 
    A few buildings and structures were on the airfield, and even a few ships of strange construction were scattered here and there. Guess what color? Right! Purple! 
 
      
 
    I descended the ramp and inhaled the local air. A slightly higher oxygen content gave a pleasant lightness to the body, bordering on euphoria, as the unusual but pleasant smells tickled my nostrils. A trio of “armadillos” in full combat gear trotted along a little to the side. Catt was showing off his new power sword obtained from the enemy as spoils of war, while Tag had taken a liking to a chain sword. A huge chainsaw in military execution. It worked loudly, cut well, and that was enough for Tag to fall in love with it at first sight. And that was no figure of speech; he did fall in love with the weapon at first sight before being sawed in half by its owner, one of the ‘dark knights’ haunting the gloomy corridors of the captured aircraft carrier. Alex and Frizzle were clad in black armor that gave off blue sparks, with new swords strapped to their backs. My second shadow, to wit, Cowgirl with her pink weapon, and my slightly smaller third shadow, Brutal Pervert Toby, wearing a Stetson hat and a leather cloak with a grenade launcher in his hands, completed the ranks of my invincible team. 
 
      
 
    The welcoming committee awaited us below. They looked at us and smiled, showing all their teeth. Their enormous purple teeth, which looked really sharp. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, what cuties!” Cowgirl whispered enthusiastically behind me. I involuntarily glanced at her. 
 
      
 
    Cuties they may have been. Cuteness was, after all, in the eye of the beholder. But why the hell did they ask us to arrive to peaceful negotiations in full combat gear? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WELCOME, HUMANS!” the Berk in the front, with lighter, almost gray fur, declared with grandeur. “Our Community is always happy to welcome human warriors who protect their weaker citizens. You bring Light and Courage to this world, and your heroic deeds will be celebrated through the ages!” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Thank you! I’m Elijah, the commander of this unit,” I stammered, thrown off by the welcoming speech. “And how should I address you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Elder Ghlyk of the Ghlyyk Clan. I am authorized to negotiate on behalf of the Community, esteemed Dork.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he just call you?” Alex whispered. 
 
      
 
    I was also a bit shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… Respected Gh… lyk. I’m not a dork, I’m Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course!” the Berk smiled. “Dork Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    What the hell! 
 
      
 
    “This is better, Elder. But could we just go with ‘Elijah’? Dispensing with the ‘Dork’ part altogether?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not!” the old Berk spread his hands. “You are a true Dork!” 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh…” Alex chuckled quietly. “Well, he’s right, in principle! Heh heh…” 
 
      
 
    “What does that word mean?” I asked, trying to understand. “What exactly are you trying to convey by saying it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a term of respect for the warriors of our tribe!” the Elder continued to smile. 
 
      
 
    “Understood… Dork Ghlyk!” 
 
      
 
    “What! What!” The Berk waved his hands. “I’m no warrior! I am, to use your words, the spiritual Mentor of our Clan! Dork Khlyk is a great warrior! The greatest warrior our clan has!” 
 
      
 
    The enormous Berk behind him nodded briefly. What a specimen! Towering over six and a half feet tall, he looked lean compared to Clown, but something told me that Clown would have his work cut out for him in a fight against this guy! His pure and smooth purple fur glistened in the local sun. Dark blue eyes looked disdainfully from under thick eyebrows. A slight snarl, apparently signifying a smile, revealed strong purple fangs. Overall, he looked very… dangerous in an almost palpable sense. He had an extremely hostile aura about him. 
 
      
 
    So we boarded their vehicle and set off. They didn’t have roads as such. We moved across uneven ground, all covered with purple grass. The vehicle was an all-terrain affair with six large wheels, about six feet in diameter. It rode confidently, but not very smoothly. Thankfully, there were handrails that we grabbed desperately whenever the vehicle bounced over bumps. Our hosts, however, hardly flinched at all! I didn’t know how they managed to keep their asses on the benches, but they just sat and smiled. Even during the sharpest turns. And it was infuriating. 
 
      
 
    I tried to strike up a conversation on the road, but was politely told that the time for conversation had not yet come and that we would talk when we arrived. Well, the host’s word is law. We got jolted, cursed under our breath, and looked at the friendly snarls of the purple “doggies.” Perfect freaking way to pass the time. 
 
      
 
    Through the narrow windows, the monotonous landscape flashed by. We drove into the forest, and all around us were tree trunks and nothing but tree trunks… 
 
      
 
    We didn’t travel for very long. When the vehicle finally stopped, we were gestured to exit. I was the first to step out. 
 
      
 
    The same purple color was everywhere. My eyes were already swimming from it, to be honest. I felt like I was about to go mad. But no. We were still in the forest, but around the trees were built… huts? Or barracks? They looked like tall wooden structures in the shape of a lopsided cubes, some thirty feet high and built right around the trees. Some of the buildings were quite large, so the tree trunks protruded straight from their roofs. In the distance, even more monumental structures were visible, but it was impossible to make out what they were. 
 
      
 
    We were politely escorted to a small clearing, where several more Berks were sitting on logs. They looked even more ancient. In a universe where you could change bodies like gloves, all of this looked somewhat strange. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, humans!” said the frailest old man. “Our Community is always happy to welcome human warriors who protect their weaker citizens. You bring Light and Courage to this world, and your heroic deeds will be celebrated through the ages!” 
 
      
 
    Hmm… Did they all have the same speech? 
 
      
 
    “And we greet you most cordially, esteemed ones!” I tried to be polite. 
 
      
 
    “The glory of your deeds, highly respected Dorks, has reached our Consciousness through Space and Time! And we are very pleased that you have honored us with your personal presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Thank you!” I was still uncomfortable with us being “Dorks,” although I was slowly getting used to it. “But, honestly, we haven’t done anything heroic!” 
 
      
 
    “Modesty surely is a trait of a true Dork!” the old man beamed immediately. Well, yes, boasting about how big a dork you were wasn’t customary, I knew as much. “But the Universe speaks to us, and we listen to it! And when your leaders asked us for help, we asked them to send you as the worthiest representatives of Humanity!” 
 
      
 
    “Are we not worthy, then?” Alex chimed in. 
 
      
 
    The old Berk graced Alex with his purple smile. “Oh, no! There are many more worthy than you! In fact, practically everyone else! We’re just trying to be polite!” 
 
      
 
    Hell’s bells… What was that just now? I was dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… But why us?” I stammered. 
 
      
 
    Berk continued to smile serenely, looking at us with his gentle, slightly dimmed eyes. “We want to check something!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I immediately perked up. 
 
      
 
    “Whether you’re worthy to negotiate with us!” 
 
      
 
    “And how will you do that?” Alex became wary. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, by having you fight our Dorks!” 
 
      
 
    We were in trouble. That explained why we were hanging around in our suits, with boxes of ammunition lying behind us on the grass. 
 
      
 
    “And how will this battle transpire?” I cautiously inquired. 
 
      
 
    “And when will we fight?” added Alex. 
 
      
 
    The Berk smiled even wider and more irritatingly. “Right now! Why delay the inevitable? We’ll talk business later if you prove yourselves worthy!” 
 
      
 
    We were in a lot of trouble. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rules of the battle were simple. We would put forward five Dorks. They would also put forward five Dorks. And these Dorks would start a brawl. One at a time, thank God, no group action. We were led to one of the tall buildings far away, taken to a spacious room, and left to ponder our further actions. This gave us some time to prepare. 
 
      
 
    There was no information about the opponent. Any weapon was allowed. And that got us thinking. We didn’t bring any tactical ammunition, of course, but we did have heavy weapons. And the question was, who would volunteer? The Berks said we could choose any composition of participants. With only one mandatory condition. I had to be part of our group of contenders. Too bad. I really wanted to dodge this! 
 
      
 
    Actually, we chose the first participant from our side quickly. Well, he chose himself, really, and we wouldn’t dare object. Clown declared that he would go first, and that was that. He stated it confidently, swinging SMASH, and his candidacy was immediately approved. The second Dork also appeared very quickly. And it was, of course, Alex! But honestly, I would have picked him myself; no matter how you looked at it, he was the best close-combat fighter among us. And all I knew about the Berks was that they despised long-range weapons. 
 
      
 
    Based on this, Frizzle was appointed third. Catt and Fanatic were outraged, Brutal Pervert Toby was tearing at his shirt, demanding to be let out, and yelling, “Perv eviscerate them all!!!” I looked at this chaos and appointed Cowgirl as the fourth Dork on my own authority. There was something about her that broke all the molds in any battle. She’d pulled us out of many hopeless situations before. I couldn’t quite understand how she did it, but the fact remained. She was incredibly lucky, and I felt that luck would come in handy today… 
 
      
 
    The cries of outrage from Tag and Catt reached their peak. They yelled that they weren’t going to “hide behind skirts,” that they would “show the bastards,” and that this was all “bullshit.” Toby was jumping around, shaking a grenade launcher. Alex took it away from him, as Toby’s trembling green finger had been hovering in dangerous proximity to the trigger. I tried to explain my choice logically, but they yelled even louder. Clown had to intervene. Everyone suddenly fell silent, some rubbed their bruised heads, and Toby had broken a bench with his body, as Clown had miscalculated his strength. But he apologized to our little green friend afterward. 
 
      
 
    And thus our Dork team was formed. We announced our decision to the Berk waiting outside the door, and we were led to the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    The small room we entered was separated by a grille from the upcoming arena. I approached the bars and looked around. 
 
      
 
    The circular platform with trampled grass was about two hundred feet in diameter. There were real bleachers all around it. There were Berks sitting on them. Many Berks. A lot of Berks. And they made no sound. You could hear the rustling of leaves on the trees, which grew right on the Arena (as well as everybody else). And it was strange. 
 
      
 
    “I always wanted to be a gladiator!” Alex muttered, quietly approaching from behind. 
 
      
 
    “And I never did!” I replied, still surveying the field of the upcoming battle. 
 
      
 
    “What a dork,” my comrade immediately responded. 
 
      
 
    “I am rubber, you are glue!” I shot back. 
 
      
 
    “And there you have it.” We both stared at the bleachers. 
 
      
 
    The blue eyes of thousands of aliens stared intently at us. I felt very uncomfortable under their gaze. And somehow anxious. I didn’t understand why, and that annoyed me most of all. 
 
      
 
    A loud siren sound alerted us to the start of the battle. We had been briefed on this, but the sound was so sharp and nasty that it jolted me. It was like the death scream of some beast. A very large beast. 
 
      
 
    One of the Berks opened the gate manually, and the first of us stepped onto the Arena’s sand. The most worthy, as he claimed. We pressed against the bars, trying to see everything in the smallest detail. 
 
      
 
    It was a very quick fight. Most of it was not the fight itself but the slicing of Clown’s armored carcass into small pieces. Clown roared and refused to give up. His arms were cut off, SMASH was lost, his helmet knocked off, but he stubbornly tried to kick his faster opponent, who had dodged first a rocket salvo from the shoulder mount, then two hand-thrown grenades, and finally the furious attacks of the hammer. 
 
      
 
    I asked our Berk observer to end the fight, as I didn’t have a white towel to throw into the Arena. The siren sounded, the gates opened, and we had to forcibly drag our bloodied and battered comrade away, who was loudly cursing and struggling to get back into the fight, reminding me of some character called the Black Knight. 
 
      
 
    “Let me at’im, I’ll tear’im a new one all right!!!!” he screamed like a madman, flailing about with the stumps that remained of his arms and shaking his slashed head with one empty eye socket. Tag and Catt, who were appointed as veterinarians... uh, doctors, that is, due to their temporary uselessness, injected him with a horse-sized dose of sedative, and he passed out. We handed his body over to the furry medical team, who assured us that everything would be fine with our comrade; they were prepared for such an eventuality and knew what they were doing. We had to believe them. Especially since I personally couldn’t do anything. The battles continued. 
 
      
 
    The siren sounded again. The door opened, and Alex got ready for his turn. Strangely, he wasn’t smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Break a leg!” I slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll break the bastard’s back!” He replied and stepped into the Arena — without using the gates. He simply moved through the grille, the show-off. 
 
      
 
    Now this was an epic fight! The opponents were worthy of each other. The Berk’s insane speed and reflexes were compensated by our ninja’s “cheating” ability that allowed him to dodge the blows. But Alex clearly felt out of his element. For the first time, he had encountered an opponent faster than him. And he didn’t quite know what to do. So the Berk attacked, and he just evaded him. For the first time since the start of the battle, a disgruntled humming came from the bleachers. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no honor in running from an opponent,” noted the Berk observer. I agreed with him in general, but I was also worried about Alex. He realized from the reaction of the bleachers that he was doing something wrong, so he tried to attack. It cost him a wide wound on his shoulder, narrowly missing severing his arm. A second attempt left a neat cut on his thigh. The purple warrior was unscathed. 
 
      
 
    Then came the climax. Which I missed, as the action took place behind the trunk of a huge tree, blocking my view. The bleachers sighed approvingly, and the siren sounded. The fight was over. The Berk appeared from behind the trunk. My heart froze for a moment in disappointment, but then the Berk stumbled and fell to the ground, a puddle of violet blood spreading around him. Then Alex appeared from behind the trunk. One of the opponent’s swords was sticking out of his chest, piercing through his ribcage so that the sharp blade came out of his back. Alex staggered and fell to one knee, turned to me, and, smiling and spitting blood, made the victory sign with his fingers. One-One. Tag and Catt raced with the medical team to the wounded comrade. 
 
      
 
    As they carried him past us, he cheerfully wheezed, “Learn from me, you clumsy fools!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even bother to rise to the taunt. I just nodded gratefully. He had really accomplished something unimaginable. Personally, I had little idea what I could pit against these living meat grinders. 
 
      
 
    The siren wailed. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, your turn!” I turned to our second ninja. “You saw everything. Do something similar. Just don’t expose yourself too much.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Commander!” the girl nodded at me, focused, and moved towards the enemy in short “leaps.” 
 
      
 
    And so began a deadly dance. Frizzle’s Toothpicks were more akin to the weapons of a ninja from my forgotten past life. Each of the coal-black handles ended in a small guard that barely protected the wrist. The bluish blade made of “magical” metal-that-was-not-metal had a slight curve to it, sharpened on the convex side, and well over twenty inches long. They looked very elegant — to the extent of giving a false impression of fragility, and yet they were fearsome weapons, especially in Frizzle’s hands. 
 
      
 
    Her opponent was also armed with two blades. They resembled sabers, with longer blades, which, combined with his longer arms, gave the Berk a clear advantage. They were also power swords. Unlike human weapons, the energy field of their swords was pale red. Not purple, which was odd. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle clearly couldn’t keep up with her opponent, despite all her skills, the strength of her modified bod’s feat, and even managed to draw first blood when she changed the direction of her strike at the last moment and slashed her opponent’s forearm. But that was her first and last success, even though she had given it her all. 
 
      
 
    The red curved sword pierced Frizzle’s abdomen with tremendous force, and the massive Berk lifted our friend above the ground like a battlefield banner. One of her swords fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I had never seen a death like the one Frizzle was dying now. I saw her grab the enemy’’s wrist and drive the sword deeper into herself as she tried to reach the enemy with her second sword. 
 
      
 
    She almost succeeded. She managed to wound him, but the wound wasn’t lethal. The blade of the sword missed his throat and slashed the furry guy’s shoulder. The opponent roared and shook Frizzle’s body off his blade onto the ground, rupturing her intestines even further. Frizzle was still conscious when he swung his second sword. I shoved the observer in the back. The siren sounded. The Berk in the arena stopped his deadly blow, signaled respect to the fallen opponent with a bow, and left the Arena. Again, the “emergency medical team” rushed to the sprawled body. 
 
      
 
    One-Two. I cast a grim look at Cowgirl, who was leaning on SMASHINE’s handle. The heavy pink hammerhead lay on the ground as the blonde watched what was happening in the Arena with her trademark smile never leaving her face, humming something quietly to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl!” I called her. 
 
      
 
    She turned around. Her smile widened as she batted her fluffy eyelashes a couple of times and her hand habitually pushed back a rebellious lock. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to win this one!” 
 
      
 
    She gave me a silent nod, took a pink rubber band from her pocket, and gathered her luxurious hair into a heavy ponytail. She shook her head a couple of times to check if it interfered with her movement, then threw the massive hammer over her shoulder and looked at me with the piercing gaze of her emerald-green eyes. She nodded towards the Arena. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be off, then?” She blinked innocently. 
 
      
 
    Damn, what could I say to that? 
 
      
 
    “Go!” was all I could reply when the siren sounded again. It didn’t feel very manly to place my problems on fragile female shoulders, but circumstances were stronger than my wishes! 
 
      
 
    She waved to me reassuringly and leisurely walked across the Arena, about to engage in a bloody and decisive battle. And all the while I couldn’t take my eyes off her gorgeous… Damn, what the hell was wrong with me!!! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I GLANCED AT PEACEMAKER X (MK II) in one hand and a standard power blade in the other, sighing heavily. I was going to lose. There was no doubt about it. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah!” a soft feminine voice called, distracting me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Cowgirl looked slightly ruffled, as if she’d just been on a short jog and not fought in a fierce battle. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, but that was all. 
 
      
 
    “Want to take it?” She offered, extending her incredible pink girly-hammer to me. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart, but I’ll manage!” I reassured her, patting her smudged cheek, and stepped into the open passage. 
 
      
 
    “I believe in you!” she whispered, blushing and looking down at the floor for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “SHOW THEM DOGS!!!” Brutal Pervert Toby jumped up in joyful excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Commander, kick their asses six ways to Sunday!” Catt encouraged me. 
 
      
 
    “IMBECILITY!!!” Tag yelled. 
 
      
 
    “AND CORRR-RIDGE!!!” Our goblin friend chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Some cheerleading group, those guys. 
 
      
 
    I slowly made my way to the center of the Arena, subconsciously delaying the impending humiliation. I was wearing medium power armor, designed for second-line fighters with minor physical enhancement and a weak force field. But at least I could move freely. Against these opponents, that was crucial. My body, the so-called Space Trooper Senior Officer (standard version) was a pretty damn good all-rounder body for most fights. But it was vastly inferior to the native bodies of the furry purple guys in speed and reaction. Peacemaker X, a couple of grenades, and a power sword were all I had. And the worst part was that I had no clear battle strategy. Well, the strategy was clear — I had to kill them all and remain the last one standing. But how? 
 
      
 
    That was when I finally saw my opponent. Or, rather… opponents. There was the Elder Ghlyk, the massive Champion Khlyk, and some other “-hlyk” guy, who was also a Dork, judging by his size. Just peachy! 
 
      
 
    “Hey! What the hell is this?!!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    The bleachers responded with a restrained hum of disapproval. Oh, right, speaking during a battle was unworthy of a Dork. His dorky blade should speak for him… Hah hah… That was exactly what they told me, I swear! 
 
      
 
    Okay. What do we have? Two Dorks and one older… dorkmaster. The warriors were fast, but I had the advantage of open space, and I wouldn’t let them hide behind the trees. So I turned by almost 180 degrees and briskly trotted to the edge of the Arena farthest from the massive tree trunks. The spectators murmured in disapproval again. Screw them, I thought. It must have been fun for them to sit on their asses, munching on popcorn or whatever, and expecting me to entertain them. Well, I was focused on surviving this somehow. 
 
      
 
    “Discretion is the better part of valor,” I muttered this ancient mantra to myself as I reached the edge of the Arena and turned around. 
 
      
 
    The old geezer sat down cross-legged and closed his eyes. Either he didn’t plan on joining in the general fun, or he was about to cast something, the bastard! Wait, what was I thinking? This wasn’t a game! 
 
      
 
    The two warriors slowly approached me. I aimed Peacemaker X at them. The guys immediately sped up — significantly. 
 
      
 
    The first shot hit a tree. It cracked and leaned over. The bleachers let out a disapproving wail. I was sure Greenpeace would disapprove, too. The second shot also missed. The furry purple guys sped up even more. Peacemaker X Mk II had a cylinder with six charges, modeled after Peacemakers T and C, but with a larger caliber. I had four shots left, and I let the enemies get almost close. 
 
      
 
    When the trees they were skillfully weaving between ended, there were about fifty feet of open space left between us. They charged at me, clearly intending to strike at once, so I fired all four remaining charges in a burst. I had no illusions that I could take down both, so I aimed at one. The one on the right, who turned out to be a “no-name” I didn’t recognize. He took two charges and died. The smell of burnt fur filled the air. But the massive Khlyk reached me. And I failed to block him with my sword. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, he didn’t use his swords, but kicked me with his leg. It hurt. I flew far through the air and bade farewell to my dreams of victory and Glory. And then he froze. 
 
      
 
    I tossed away the empty shotgun (or was it no longer a shotgun?) and hurled a grenade at the Dork. He quickly moved away from the blast’s epicenter, and my protective field flared up, stopping a stray fragment and shaking me with the explosive wave. The second grenade also went wide off the mark. But it didn’t quite miss — it blew up another tree. The bleachers were outraged. But screw them and screw everyone, I thought to myself! 
 
      
 
    I waited a bit, and another Dork appeared. What the hell was going on here? Khlyk waited for his companion to join him, and they both charged at me. 
 
      
 
    I tried to fend off the two opponents, furiously swinging my sword. I screamed in battle ecstasy, calling down all the heavenly curses on the heads of those treacherous dogs. I was the unstoppable avenging hand of divine vengeance. I was almost godlike. 
 
      
 
    I WAS INVINCIBLE!!! 
 
      
 
    And, of course, the outcome was predictable. And, no, it wasn’t what you may have thought it was. Sure enough, a scrawny hero could overcome a much stronger opponent, spit on their corpse, collect the loot, and ride off into the sunset. In a fairy tale or a pulp fantasy novel, perhaps. 
 
      
 
    As for me, all thoughts of omnipotence had evaporated from my mind before the battle had even begun — when I saw two swift purple shadows flying towards me inexorably. And that was still too much thinking for those unfortunate three seconds. 
 
      
 
    What actually happened was that they knocked the sword out of my hand, and then knocked me out. Plain and simple. With the hilt of a sword. 
 
      
 
    “We did everything as you said, Elder!” I heard a distant voice as I began to regain consciousness. I couldn’t open my eyes yet, my head was buzzing, and I could still feel the arena’s sand under my hands. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t try hard enough, Dorks! More pain! More humiliation!” 
 
      
 
    What the hell were they talking about? I opened one eye. Standing over me were Elder Ghlykh, Champion Khlyk, and… the third one, or rather, the fourth, considering the one who’d bought the farm. 
 
      
 
    The trio noticed that I had come to and instantly fell silent, backing away. I sat up on my ass and touched my head. The skull seemed intact, and the scalp only bled a little. The trio kept backing away. The old man sat down again under the shade of the trees and closed his eyes. The two warriors looked at me expectantly. I hesitantly reached for Peacemaker X. They still didn’t move. I reloaded the drum, keeping my eyes on them, sensing a trap with my sixth sense. When the last cartridge clicked, disappearing into the drum, I picked up the sword, which was lying nearby and got to my feet with a groan. Apparently, we were in for a second round. 
 
      
 
    The siren sounded. The two warriors ran at me again. I emptied the entire magazine at them again. With some success once more. After all, I was really good with big guns, especially when you didn’t have to aim, and the enemy was charging at you. The second Dork, who really was the fourth, got blown away by the plasma storm. Khlyk reached me again, but this time he stabbed me in the shoulder and twisted. I hissed. That hurt like hell! I dropped the sword and threw the empty Peacemaker X at him. The shotgun hit him in the face and knocked out one of his massive fangs. The Dork shook his head as purple blood flowed from his mouth, but he didn’t look particularly stunned. 
 
      
 
    The bastard looked me in the eye and twisted the sword a little more. I howled. He kicked me, freeing the sword, and leisurely walked to the trees. Without even looking back. Scumbag! 
 
      
 
    Of course, a door opened in the distance, and a new competitor headed our way. But Khlyk stopped halfway, turned around, and headed back. I took the sword in my uninjured right hand and menacingly pointed it at the approaching purple bastard. We may have looked like David and Goliath, but I wouldn’t bet on David lasting more than a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Khlyk approached me in silence, picked up Peacemaker X with the tip of his sword, and flung it away with a disgusted expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, furry! That’s not even yours!” I muttered quietly so the spectators wouldn’t hear. But the Dork didn’t even bat an ear as he returned to his starting position. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, they charged at me again, and I tried to defend myself once more. The keyword here was “tried.” This attempt cost me an arm. Well, the one that had already been injured, so I didn’t care much. But they cut me up pretty good! Not fatally, but the blood flowed heavily, and when they knocked me out again, with some annoyance, as it seemed to me, I embraced oblivion with a palpable relief. 
 
      
 
    “Could we have been mistaken?” The old man’s words were full of sorrow. I came to again but took my time this time around. I could always get beaten up later. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s impossible! The Energy disturbances were clear! And repeated! We couldn’t have been wrong!” 
 
      
 
    “Elder,” the Champion respectfully joined the conversation, “this man is useless and pathetic!” 
 
      
 
    My closed eye twitched at such humiliation, and those bastards noticed it. They silently turned and retreated to the trees. The old man resumed his yoga cosplay, and the two Dorks looked at me expectantly again. I cursed and sat down. Blood was flowing, I was weakening. But I picked up the sword and assumed what seemed to me a battle stance. The siren sounded. To battle. 
 
      
 
    I’ll show you “useless and pathetic”! Prepare to die, you swine!!! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The purple carpet of lush vegetation receded from the ascending ship. 
 
      
 
    To think that such a beautiful planet would be inhabited by such scumbags! Why the hell did we need these furry freaks in the first place? We were better off without them! And we should have sent someone else! Were we their resident whipping boys? Or clowns, for Pete’s sake? I looked at the phlegmatic Clown. Well, we did have a Clown, but that didn’t mean anything! 
 
      
 
    I was practicing my welcome speech for the colonel, after which I would undoubtedly be asked for explanations. 
 
      
 
    I certainly “showed” those freaks. I gave them an excellent display of human anatomy. Bones, muscles, guts… All of it scattered across the Arena in all directions, merrily and with gusto. I didn’t envy the janitors who’d have to clean up that mess. 
 
      
 
    These purple bastards chopped me up with slowly, methodically, and very thoroughly. They sure took their sweet time. After each piece got severed from my frail body, they paused for a second, as if assessing their work and hoping for something. But then they resumed the torture with renewed vigor. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t knock me out this time. They sliced me, poked me with sharp objects, and hit me on the head with blunt ones. It went on for a long time. Definitely longer than I would have liked. And when I lost consciousness, I came to at the local medical center and not the goddamned Arena. The place was purple as well, predictably enough. My body was restored to its original state. But they didn’t wipe any of the gory stuff from my brain. 
 
      
 
    I never understood the purpose of all this torment, and the Elder who came to visit me didn’t clarify much. He was unusually reticent. He looked very upset and didn’t even try to hide it, constantly shaking his head in dismay during our conversation. Clearly, I was the cause of his disappointment. I even felt a certain degree of embarrassment at having let down such a venerable purple furry sage. 
 
      
 
    We’d clearly failed the trials. Arithmetic was arithmetic, even for the Dorks. Three were always more than two, so the score “3:2” pretty much showed that we’d Screwed Up. With a capital letter for both words. There would be no military alliance. They made as much clear to me as well. The Elder expressed regret for the loss of two of his young Fighters at the hands of some scoundrel who had brought unholy weapons into the Arena. He didn’t call them “unholy” outright since the Dorks were atheists or some such, but that was the gist. I suspected he was referring to me and my trusty Peacemaker X. 
 
      
 
    Regarding the loss of their Fighters. I had already realized that the Dorks’ relationship with Universe-13 and the new bodies they received from it was somewhat different from ours. Yes, their Minds were transferred to new bodies, too, but that didn’t happen at the wave of a magic wand (or at the whim of the Army, as the case might be) or according to any wishes of the Mind’s owner, but only in cases of real necessity. 
 
      
 
    And that wasn’t yet all. 
 
      
 
    Dorks loved fighting and were masters of the art of war. So they died often. But, unlike humans, they couldn’t just point and choose any other body, and make in stronger, faster, and taller to boot. They could only rely on their own bodies’ resources. Moreover, their bodies aged. I didn’t quite understand how often that happened, but each Dork underwent a diagnostic of some sort every now and then, which adjusted their spare body according to age and current physical condition. Roughly speaking, despite all the wonders of technological civilization and the existence of a generous System, Dorks aged and sooner or later died a natural death. And their physical abilities depended only on themselves and the strenuous training with which they tormented themselves. So, to become a Dork, they needed to train all their lives. Every day and every hour. All the time, unless they were sleeping or fighting. That was their way of life. Just why they did this remained a mystery to everyone else. Some sort of a Code of Honor, I guess. 
 
      
 
    I also tried to find out why we had come here in the first place from the Elder. To which he sadly replied that since we had failed the test, there was nothing for us to talk about. He gave me more musings on the nature of good and evil, strength and weakness, the warrior’s path, and other pompous nonsense, none of which had any rhyme or reason as far as I was concerned. 
 
      
 
    In the end, the Elder admitted that the Supreme Council wanted to kick us out and leave us with nothing, but decided to sugarcoat it a little at the very last moment. Oh, incidentally, Cowgirl and Alex were rewarded. They were given Dork Bracelets. All Dorks who achieved this status were marked with a bracelet of this sort. And Cowgirl and Alex earned this badge of honor in fair combat against worthy opponents. Dork Cowgirl didn’t sound very funny, and she was everybody’s darling, at any rate. But Dork Alex and various derivatives thereof, to wit, “Dorky Alex,” “Citizen Dork,” and even “Dorkster” (coined by Brutal Pervert Toby) poured from the mouths of comrades copiously. To which Alex phlegmatically remarked, as he admired the purple bracelet, which glistened beautifully and was all covered in runes, “You’re just jealous! That’s why you’re so mean!” 
 
      
 
    Our the entire team was honored by the Council, who implanted a spy in our group… Well, a fellow tribesman, more precisely. At first, I was delighted, anticipating getting my killer, Khlyk, to join the team. He treated me like shit, but it would be good to have such a killing machine on our side. And it would also be very bad for our enemies. I was certainly getting ahead of myself. I ended up with something completely different. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the purple misunderstanding sitting in the corner. With the kind of luck I had, even the Berk I ended up with turned out to be really subpar! They could have given me one of their big Dorks, after all But no! The purple-faced bastard in the corner was meditating, no less. He was about five feet seven inches tall, which, by Berk standards, made him practically a dwarf. And yes, he was not a Dork! And who the hell knew what he was with that height and that attitude. His name was Flahflyk. When I saw him, I wanted to refuse such dubious honor. To which the Elder noted that if I didn’t take this runt along, the question of the alliance between humanity and the Berks would never be raised again. But if this… fuzzy freak joined us, the question would merely be postponed for a while. 
 
      
 
    In response to my question of who was to blame and what we should do next, His Hairy Wisdom rolled his eyes and answered something like “everything in its due time.” Freaking fantastic. 
 
      
 
    Now this hairy guy in a purple robe was on the ship with us with us, a living reminder of our failure. I hated him. 
 
      
 
    The situation sucked in general. My group didn’t blame me. They wouldn’t dare! But they looked askance. I’d spoiled them. I’d always had a way out of every tricky situation, but this time something went wrong. On the other hand, they saw how the forces were matched and understood that I had little chance. More precisely, none at all. Alex blurted out something like, “You should have sent Cowgirl twice instead of me, for she would have been more useful,” to which he received a kick in the side from Cowgirl, which surprised and pleased me. Even Frizzle said that he was a fool, and that his jokes were foolish, too. 
 
      
 
    Only Clown felt worse than me. This big guy would have pulled all the hair out of his head if there had been any. He blamed himself for our defeat. And demanded a rematch. As if. 
 
      
 
    In short, we organized a psychological self-help and mutual assistance group, cried, cursed, discussed, and then finally spat on the ground and said, “oh, to hell with it.” There was no time for reflection. Humanity was in danger. 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the system and boarded the Punisher. I went to report to the colonel, feeling guilty and embarrassed as hell. She listened to my pathetic speech. And replied something to the effect of, “Oh well, can’t help it, I suppose.” I was taken aback. That was all? We’d put our asses on the line, and I gone through a very immersive bull-in-a-slaughterhouse experience, and for what?! “Oh well, it can’t be helped , I suppose?” Un-freaking-belieavable! 
 
      
 
    But then as she continued, I understood that humanity had bigger fish to fry. It had PROBLEMS. In all caps! 
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    THE COLONEL TOLD ME about the PROBLEMS, and I was duly impressed. The Intects were grinding down one fleet after another. We were losing system after system. Even Universe-13 had gone into a hysteria of sorts, which was perfectly relatable. Information stations were being destroyed, and the network was shrinking. Therefore, the Berks weren’t that high up on anybody’s list of priorities at this point. 
 
      
 
    But humanity was resisting; more fleets were sent into battle. And we just happened to be invited to one of those parties. One hell of a reinforcement! Just what Humanity needed for Victory! When I asked, “Why?” Rattlesnake answered, “Because!” and pointed to the ceiling. So fucking mysterious. I looked at the ceiling, but saw nothing there. As expected. She sighed at the sight of my puzzled mug and explained. 
 
      
 
    “We need to capture an Intect, Major. Enough screwing around!” 
 
      
 
    I agreed with her on that. Enough screwing around! Now we just had to figure out how to do it. Of course, they had no plan. They wanted to create a numerical advantage once again and knock all the extraterrestrials out of the system. 
 
      
 
    A long, long time ago, in a past life, I read some theorists of space battles, some of whom claimed that everything was decided by maneuvers and various cunning ideas. I realized that it was all crap. The one who had the bigger gun, stronger shields, and armor won. In the chaos of an interstellar battle, any tactics would be superfluous. Although perhaps I just didn’t have the brains to see the bigger picture. 
 
      
 
    In any case, the Commonwealth planned to create a numerical advantage this time, and it was assumed there was a chance of a victory. We’d just have to see. There was also a complication. The battle would be fought in a captured system with an Information Station already taken out, and we were not entitled to an Ark. Either due to our status, or simply because there weren’t enough of them to go around. Most likely, both. Punisher wouldn’t go into battle. I didn’t know why, but I was glad about that. I had somehow gotten used to this ship. 
 
      
 
    The upcoming Operation was entrusted to the Seventh Fleet. The forthcoming battle was planned as a space fleet battle in its entirety. There was no place for using an assault force there. Well, except for us, of course. But what kind of an assault force were we? Although, perhaps, some other assault troops would be there, too. According to the latest data, besides the space junk representing the Great Invasion Fleet of the greenskins, there was one Cube in the system. Just one. And that was a chance. A chance to finally get that freaking Intect, for whose head I was promised many goodies and who was so needed by the System. Fixing my tarnished reputation a little wouldn’t hurt either. 
 
      
 
    Well, the plan was nothing to write home about, to be honest. 
 
      
 
    Still, there was also good news. Apparently, it was our green comrade’s birthday. How the hell he managed to figure it out was anyone’s guess, since even I couldn’t make sense of the local calendar, but the green guy insisted that it was his superpower to know his Birthday. He also said that we were in for a “surprise.” Everyone tensed up. Alex grinned. Toby said that “all be fine, and no one get hurt, promise.” Having heard those words, I tensed up even more. 
 
      
 
    Toby disappeared into the bowels of the Punisher to prepare his surprise, Alex took the younger Troopers along on the expedition to procure booze, and Frizzle and Cowgirl organized refreshments. We were officers now, and I was even classified as a senior officer, so the unappetizing but very nutritious slop from the Training Camp was a thing of the past. We weren’t spoiled with delicacies, but we did manage to organize some light snacks all the same. 
 
      
 
    Then Alex and Co. returned. I didn’t know why alcohol was needed on a spaceship, but there it was. I could understand its use in the medical bay — as an antiseptic of sorts, tested for centuries. But it was the technicians they needed to approach. Technicians using medical grade alcohol, no less. That was unexpected. They must still be using it to wipe their instruments or something. 
 
      
 
    All of this was related to me by Alex, behind whom young lieutenant technicians were marching with two plastic canisters filled with booze. Two five-gallon canisters of 200-proof alcohol. Boy, were we in for a party or what! 
 
      
 
    And then, finally, the birthday boy returned. By means of a birthday present, I solemnly promised him that the next reward from the Angels would be his, especially since he was our weak link. Well, until we got the purple furry creature. I had no idea what to do with the new furry pet. But I had a strategy in mind for the development of our pint-sized green comrade. 
 
      
 
    When Toby entered the cabin, I was, frankly, stunned a little. There was a delicious aroma of barbecue! And it was coming from the huge shiny bucket, or rather a pot, that our little green friend was carrying in his arms! Toby placed the pot on the table proudly and flipped the lid. Everyone stuck their curious noses in there. Large succulent pieces of meat, oozing with juices, beckoned us like a sign saying Cold Beer on a scorching summer day. 
 
      
 
    Alex clattered with dishes. I was once again disappointed by the lack of glassware. Drinking from plastic mugs didn’t seem very authentic. They could have at least been metal or something. 
 
      
 
    “Well, down the hatch!” I swung a generously filled mug, and my breath caught as usual. Pure alcohol was pure alcohol, after all! The girls around me coughed, unaccustomed to such strong liquor, Alex let out a satisfying grunt, the lieutenants wheezed a bit. And I grabbed another sizzling piece of meat with my hand, burning myself, shoved it into my mouth, and started chewing. It was freaking delicious!!! 
 
      
 
    “Toby, what meat is this?” I asked, blissfully rolling my eyes. “Ah, no. Don’t answer. I have a bad feeling about this!” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get this, you scoundrel?!” Alex mumbled approvingly with his mouth full. “Is there more?” 
 
      
 
    “And what will the repercussions be?” I added, surprising even myself. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, nothing, just enjoy!” The goblin pronounced self-importantly. The rascal was definitely hiding something. 
 
      
 
    The team couldn’t hold back, either. 
 
      
 
    “This is incredibly delicious!” 
 
      
 
    “Toby, darling, you’ve made my day!” 
 
      
 
    “This is just freaking awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Right, don’t let the second drink wait for too long!” Alex blurted, pouring a second round. 
 
      
 
    We had that second drink. And then another. And a few more after that. The meat ran out, and we reclined in our chairs lazily, no longer wanting to talk or eat. The pure alcohol was going down like an old friend. Although, maybe that was because our taste receptors and throat were burned to a crisp. Then someone knocked. 
 
      
 
    In flew Bond, late for the party. He’d had some navigational business to attend to, so he couldn’t make it on time. He flew in with bulging eyes, saw us all dressed up, and then glanced at the empty pot with a lone piece of meat inside, generously left for him by us. Or, more precisely, torn from our grubby hands by the caring Frizzle for her darling Bunny. 
 
      
 
    Bond swallowed convulsively. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, you idiot, what have you done?!!” 
 
      
 
    Bad thoughts crept into my alcohol-fogged brain, and I looked at our green friend. The goblin squinted, scratched his bulging belly, and burped contentedly. The booze and the food had taken him into a state of total Nirvana. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Alex inquired lazily. 
 
      
 
    “Do you even know what you’re eating?” Bond asked, pointing at the pot. 
 
      
 
    “Lamb?” Alex stuck his finger in his mouth, poked around, pulled it out into the light of day, looked at it drunkenly squinting, and put it back. “Looks a lot like lamb.” 
 
      
 
    And he belched loudly. 
 
      
 
    “You idiots!!!” yelled the furious Bond. “You’ve just eaten Commander Flak’s beloved tootsie! And the whole damn crew’s freaking darling to boot!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn…” I drawled, sobering noticeably. “What kind of a pet was it, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s an animal!” answered our agricultural expert, and by coincidence, Beauty Queen and Deadly Scourge of All Foes, First Lieutenant Cowgirl. “A domestic animal, very rare and very expensive. Few can afford them for that precise reason. The tootsies grow slowly and reproduce poorly, and they’re known for being utterly devoted to their owners and for their prodigious appetite.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth but immediately closed it. I didn’t even want to imagine what the thing looked like. Poor creature. 
 
      
 
    “So what happens now?” I blurted out, feeling confused. 
 
      
 
    “And now the commander himself is coming here, accompanied by a mighty posse! To punish you physically as well as anally… uh, I mean, psychologically! With all the righteous hatred of a dyed-in-the-wool animal rights activist coming to strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone, as one, stared at the green nitwit, who had no idea what was happening here. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, you’re so screwed!” Clown summarized. 
 
      
 
    Alex chuckled nervously. “Run, Forrest! Run!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We managed to protect Perv from a lynch mob eager to throw him into open space without a spacesuit. The crowd was furious and out for green blood. We had to get Rattlesnake involved. I declared that I’d resign immediately if a single hair fell from Toby’s scrawny body,. The whole team stood with me in a display of staunch and inebriated solidarity. 
 
      
 
    Well, solidarity mattered, even if the goblin was a little pest. We promised the Commander a new pet… or, rather, we offered him an Intect in lieu of a pet. I had no idea how we’d catch one, what they looked like, or what the Commander would do with it, but there was no turning back now. The Commander solemnly stated that, with all due respect to his old friend the colonel, we shouldn’t bother returning to the Punisher without an Intect. But we’d be welcomed as heroes if we did bring one. That reminded me of a guy called Jason being sent out on a quest to bring back something like a golden sheepskin rug, although I’d be damned if I could remember whether or not I knew him personally or why the rug was so important, all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    I spent a long time pondering whether to involve Melvin in this operation, given the high risk and the uniqueness of our UAI friend and his ship. In the end, I decided to stick to the old plan. We’d fly into the system with the 10th fleet, and Melvin would wait for us in some secret location like an ace in the hole. 
 
      
 
    Preparing for the operation, I finally talked to the purple furball the isolationist Berk junta had saddled us with. Every fighter on my team had a specific role, and this furry guy was still an unknown variable for me. And that pissed me off royally. I tried to find out his combat skills and general usefulness. I got Alex involved, too. All of it was completely in vain. The furball had no combat skills. Nor did he have skills of any other variety. His class was Mentor, and what that class was about was absolutely unclear. The Reference only said that the class was assigned to Berks exclusively. Any attempt to find out anything more got met with an “Insufficient access rights” message, and that was that. Still, he insisted on going into battle with us. I couldn’t really object to that without opening a very unpleasant diplomatic can of worms. I only hoped he wouldn’t get in the way! 
 
      
 
    The 7th Fleet of the Human Commonwealth greeted us with an array of multicolor lights from the assembled warships in the system, which were supposed to grind all the aliens into fine dust. At least, that was the plan. But they’d followed a similar plan a few times already, only to receive a thorough spanking. Still, I couldn’t blame them for sticking to the same strategy. As I had already mentioned, I wasn’t much of a fleet commander, so I had no way of knowing what they were doing wrong. 
 
      
 
    But then I finally saw a real assault shuttle. It was a specialized landing craft — or, rather, a massive projectile with powerful shields and thick armor that had no need for docking bays or airlocks of any kind. It would simply crash into the spaceship targeted for capture, and then brave Space Troopers would pour out and launch their assault. 
 
      
 
    These assault shuttles could hold up to a squad of Space Troopers and were housed on an assault ship, which acted like an aircraft carrier with these shuttles instead of fighter jets. A lot could go wrong during such landings. The target ship’s force field might not let them through. There might not be enough kinetic energy to pierce the armor. The shuttle could simply miss the target and, in the best-case scenario, drift away from the attacked ship, or in the worst case, crash into its hot reactor. 
 
      
 
    Anything could happen. That was one reason why Space Troopers were both respected and slightly feared. Where else could you find such daredevils who felt comfortable inside what literally amounted to a space bullet? But that was the only way for us to get inside the enemy ship. No one knew where the Cube had its airlocks, and nobody wanted to cut through the armor from the outside. It was easier to load the troopers into a projectile and shoot them toward the presumed enemy. The landing team would figure it out. They always did. 
 
      
 
    The main problem with the assault mothership was for it to get close enough to the intended boarding target without getting destroyed on approach, and to choose the correct direction for the assault shuttles. 
 
      
 
    Long story short, we arrived in the system. The alien fleet was in place, and so was the Cube. And we got really lucky, since there was only one! 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, we also had numerical superiority. Destroyers, frigates, and corvettes launched a massive attack, filling the space with a myriad of torpedoes and missiles. They spread out like a tidal wave, leaving some chaos in their wake. Then came the cruisers and battleships, whose heavy artillery salvos intensified the chaos in the enemy ranks, destabilizing them both physically and psychologically. 
 
      
 
    The path was cleared. It was time for the landing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The only one among us with experience in using such a contraption was Clown, and even he had mostly forgotten his combat history after his Resurrection. The interior of the shuttle mostly resembled roller coaster seats — those strange extreme contraptions from my past, presumably used for training the vestibular systems of Special Forces troops. Of course, we were bulkier in our armor, so the seats were correspondingly larger. Twelve of them were arranged in six rows of two. 
 
      
 
    There was no pilot’s seat per se, as it wasn’t needed. The main challenge of piloting was the targeted launch of the shuttle from the assault ship; its trajectory was only slightly adjustable. It was usually controlled either from the assault ship itself or by the commander of the landing party. This did not require any special intelligence, since the metal coffin couldn’t perform any fancy maneuvers. It just needed to reach the designated spot and crash into the side of the unfortunate boarding target. 
 
      
 
    But Bond stuck with us to the end. This young man had really grown before our eyes. Whether it was the love of our beauty Frizzle, the teasing of fellow group members, or Clown’s tough love, the young man had matured, made a small career leap from second lieutenant to captain, and significantly improved the quality and quantity of his Skills. Now he was fully capable of piloting the flagship of any fleet. But he stayed with us. At first out of necessity, by order, but then we got used to each other, and I considered him an integral part of our hardened team. 
 
      
 
    His combat skills, however, were lacking. But we were working on that. Alex and Clown were seeing to that, for the most part. His personal crash course differed from the previous program devised for our green daredevil, but not by much. And then there was Frizzle, of course, who monitored the training of her beloved Bunny and nipped any excesses from the “instructors” in the bud. So they didn’t get to have too much fun. In the end, he turned out to be a decent support fighter, especially for a fleet officer. Nobody planned to throw him in the way of enemy tanks, at any rate, so everyone was satisfied. 
 
      
 
    So now, our standard Navigator firmly held a small joystick in the first row of seats next to a small screen. 
 
      
 
    As the commander, I exercised my right and sat next to Bond in the front row. Restless Alex settled in behind us. Everyone was waiting for the countdown to launch and was a bit nervous. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Commander!” our resident humorist chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking at our mode of transportation, and an old joke comes to mind. What’s the difference between a bad golf drive and a poorly packed parachute?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the former goes, ‘Whack! … Shit!” And the latter, ‘Shit! … Whack!’ Heh heh…” 
 
      
 
    “Very funny. Care to explain what a golf drive is?” 
 
      
 
    “Duh, it’s when you… oh… damn… you bastard!” 
 
      
 
    That was when the loudspeaker kicked in. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Get ready! Launch in one minute! Commencing countdown… 
 
      
 
    “But what is a bad golf drive, really?” Cowgirl asked in a loud whisper. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FINALLY, THE PROJECTILE we were packed into was shot towards the target. The acceleration was substantial. The gravity compensators used here were the bare minimum, due to the frequent loss of landing shuttles and the general stinginess of the Army. They were just enough to get their fragile cargo to the destination intact, if not entirely healthy. But hey, we were Space Troopers — what could happen to us? We were pushed back into our seats as we flew toward our target. I saw the approaching Cube on the screen. Our fleet had done a number on it; nearly all visible external weapon installations were destroyed. No wonder, since they’d been pounding the damn thing with everything they had for over four hours! The Cube kept growing larger. Alongside us flew another forty-eight shuttles. The valiant 144th Space Trooper Regiment was also participating in the Operation to capture an Intect prisoner. 
 
      
 
    As always, I couldn’t help wondering why the hell we got called in, anyway. Were we really seen as the fix for every problem by someone? Given that there was an entire regiment of Space Troopers here, they could have managed on their own just as easily. Or even called in a couple more regiments, just in case. Although, judging by the size of this cube, if we applied human norms, there should be several thousand individuals inside. Or whatever they were. So even a fully-fledged Space Trooper regiment didn’t look all that impressive in comparison. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t they bring in more? That one was easy. Because they were scared. Humanity had already become frightened of confronting the Intects; they didn’t know what to expect from the enemy. Green beams were splitting our ships like nuts. Our admirals and strategists had no coherent tactics yet other than to simply overwhelm the enemy with numbers. So we had orders. The first unit to capture an Intect was to report as much and to evacuate. Then someone would hopefully capture another, and everyone immediately gets the hell off that ship, blowing everything in their wake to kingdom come, as the Colonel’s family liked to say. That was the plan in all its simplicity. 
 
      
 
    Now we were flying to a point presumably closest to the control room, according to our analysts calculations, What our analysts had come up with, I had only a vague idea. To me, a cube was a cube, whatever you did to it. Smooth, flat, and square. Well, at least until our fleet’s guns had a chance of having a good go at it. 
 
      
 
    At the moment of contact with the hull, the artificial gravity generator wailed one last time, dying but almost completely compensating for the bone-jarring impact. Otherwise, the brave Space Troopers would have been smeared across the inner surface of the shuttle. Doors flung open on all sides — left, right, top, and bottom. This was due to the fact that the “bullet” crashed into the ship at unpredictable angles, in various positions, and into all sorts of places. And the troopers needed some way to get out to perform their duties. This time was no different — the floor was on the right, meaning we were lying on our right side. 
 
      
 
    The seat belts got released, and we tumbled onto the floor with a mix of curses and exclamations. The surroundings were odd. Everything was clean and tidy — there was grayish metal everywhere, with no sign of any tentacles or appendages reaching out from the walls, eager to do unspeakable things to us. No mountains of living pseudo-flesh and likewise crap that sci-fi writers of the past were so fond of. Just smooth, geometrically correct surfaces. Even the lighting was a pleasant bluish hue. It was also shrouded in absolute silence.. 
 
      
 
    Our shuttle had another interesting feature. At its rear was a canister of foam, which may not have exactly been construction foam, but was nonetheless something very similar. After puncturing a hole, a quick-hardening substance would shoot out from the rear of our suicidal vehicle, sealing the entry hole. Its use was optional, mainly to preserve the atmosphere on the captured ship if there was one in the first place. In any case, the shuttle wouldn’t be able to leave the ship on its own. If the boarding was successful, it would be pried out, repaired at a Maintenance Station, and reloaded for further use. According to general boarding theory, the ship was supposed to be captured, and the Space Troopers would evacuate on it. Or something like that. We were supposed to leave this ship in some other way, which was still unclear to me. But we’d just have to see how the dice rolled. 
 
      
 
    A map appeared before my eyes. The interface roughly matched what we had back in the Training Camp, and I had set it up that way myself. Allies were green, enemies red, and potential allies blue. How I missed those little dots! I was truly grateful to the Angels for such a fantastic gift. It made life a great deal easier. 
 
      
 
    With the addition of the purple slacker, there were finally ten of us sentient beings… I finally understood why the System’s term of preference was “individuals.” The description fit us better than any other. All ten of us glowed bright green, with steady icons indicating that everyone was alive and for now, healthy. Honestly, I initially thought this so-called “radar” was connected to surveillance satellites and other high-tech stuff, but this wasn’t the case. It turned out that all this stuff was taking place inside our brain, or rather, Mind. At least that was how the Angels explained it to me when they gave me the award. Portable stations, radios, radars, and other contraptions of that sort were instantly made completely redundant. All in all, it was a nifty little thing that I liked. 
 
      
 
    Reports came in over the general frequency from other groups who had succeeded in — I didn’t even know what term to use here. Landing? Crashing? Slamming? Boarding? The latter was likely the aptest descriptions. Anyway, they were inside the alien spaceship, just like us. 
 
      
 
    All that we needed to do now was find an Intect. Strangely, there was no one there to greet us. Absolutely no one. Neither green thugs, nor deformed knights in metal armor. No one had the slightest idea of which direction we had to move in. 
 
      
 
    Whoa! No sooner had I thought this than a red dot appeared on my “magic radar.” There was the first benefit right there! I glanced at the nearest corridor and waved my hand, sending our strike force inside. I asked Team Alpha to be extra cautious while exploring uncharted territory. By the way, I once asked Alex about what would happen if he teleported into a wall. My friend and amateur inventor launched into an elaborate speech on the General Theory of Teleportation, from which I only understood one thing — he would never teleport into a wall. Period. 
 
      
 
    So, our formation was as follows: there was a trio of tanks up in front, our ninjas were hopping back and forth, keeping an eye on the approaches, and I lagged behind, surrounded by our blonde powerhouse and a band of misfits consisting of a large Bunny, a small goblin, and a purple furball. Bond, looking rather glum, limped behind us bearing various devices for capturing the Intect. I didn’t quite understand what we were needed for, apart from Cowgirl, of course. But the more, the merrier! 
 
      
 
    Five more “friends” joined the red dot on the map. I tensed up. Clown looked thrilled. Alex grunted. Toby cocked the grenade launcher and wiped the star on his lapel with his sleeve. Not a muscle on Cowgirl’s face twitched. She continued to smile serenely. 
 
      
 
    The opponents were armored bastards. When we realized that the dots weren’t stationary, but moved toward us, we stopped. The best defense was a prepared defense. 
 
      
 
    We stopped at an intersection, and all the “extras” hid behind a wall. Our heavyweights lowered their shields and set up a mini-barricade. Alex jumped ahead to scout. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the ‘knights’!” he reported upon return. “Six of them!” 
 
      
 
    Well, it was their own fault that they weren’t Intects. The first trio that appeared in the passage got twelve grenades and three rockets underfoot, not counting bullets and energy discharges. Yes, these monsters were unrealistically tough and quite fast, but charging into a row of bayonets with a bare ass was still a very poor tactic. 
 
      
 
    Two died instantly, the third almost reached a disappointed Clown. He had already moved his shield aside and swung his weapon, preparing for the encounter, when Cowgirl fired three consecutive shots into the same spot on the already damaged helmet of the enemy. The foe dropped dead with a huge hole in his head just inches away from us. 
 
      
 
    The second trio was slightly more successful. Both survived our welcome, which was hot in every sense. And one even made it to us. Clown swung wide… At that very moment Alex, appearing behind the enemy, drove his Eviscerator into the joint of the damaged armor, severing the spinal cord. Clown cursed, lowered SMASH, and sighed sadly. 
 
      
 
    That was when things started to get really weird. I had been listening to the radio all along, taking note of multiple encounters of the Space Troopers with the “gray knights.” There were apparently no green thugs on board; otherwise, the corridors probably wouldn’t have been so clean. Assault groups were slowly advancing into the ship, fighting their way in, when something really odd started to happen: 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing?!” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck, sergeant?!” 
 
      
 
    “Red Two, this is White Five! Cease fire!” 
 
      
 
    “Blue One, this is Yellow Four! We’re under friendly fire! Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    “Yellow Four, this is Blue One! What the hell is going on?!” 
 
      
 
    “Davis, what the fuck…!” 
 
      
 
    “Yellow-Two, this is Red Five! Respond! Yellow Two, this is Red Five! Respond!!!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Rockitt, we’re on the same side!” 
 
      
 
    “Green Three, taking casualties! Falling back!” 
 
      
 
    “Do something about them!” 
 
      
 
    My question remained just as poignant — what the hell was going on? 
 
      
 
    “Brown One to Base! What’s happening with the troopers?” I decided to ask over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Base to Brown One, we’re real busy right now! Sort it out yourselves…” 
 
      
 
    Great, as always. So, everything was up to us again. As usual. No sooner had I thought this than the radio came alive again. 
 
      
 
    “Attention all units! This is Base! The operation has been canceled! Everyone get to the rendezvous points! Drop pods have been deployed! Time until evacuation: forty-five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Base, this is Brown-One,” I tried for the second time. “What the hell is going on over there?” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, evacuate…” 
 
      
 
    I decided to try another approach. 
 
      
 
    “Melvin? Are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, Elijah!” the UAI responded immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Melvin, what’s happening in the system?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is fine in the system,” came the immediate reply. “Eight cubes have just emerged from subspace.” 
 
      
 
    Great, just great. 
 
      
 
    “Are you safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they still think I’m one of them. As long as they don’t scan me too thoroughly, it should stay that way. Should I pick you up?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I broadcast and turned to my comrades. 
 
      
 
    “The situation has changed, gentlemen… ahem… and ladies. A few more cubes have entered the system. So, getting out of here will be problematic. Either way, we’ll either die with the ship or die here. But I’m curious. What do these Intects even look like?” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Clown raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Me too! Me too!” my friends chimed in. 
 
      
 
    I nodded approvingly. Imbecility and Courage! So, we proceeded as before. More red dots appeared on the radar. This time there were four of them. Surprisingly enough, they weren’t keen to rush toward their deaths at our hand, but rather stood still. We approached, Alex went forward for reconnaissance, returned a few seconds later, and silently swung his sword. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, he aimed for our Cowgirl, whose reflexes were on point — she dodged and kicked him in the stomach. Or rather, tried to kick, as he instantly vanished from our world to reappear behind me. My reflexes were slower, but I was saved, surprisingly, by our clumsy friend Clown. He simply hurled his shield at me, pinning my long-suffering body to the wall. 
 
      
 
    He had pinned me really well, I had to admit that. Alex turned, swung his sword at Clown, and suddenly froze. I’ll never understand how our team didn’t annihilate him on the spot. Clearly, it wasn’t out of their love for one’s neighbor. Alex wasn’t particularly well-liked for being a bit of an asshole. And yet, no one shot him, stabbed him, or lobbed a grenade at him. 
 
      
 
    He emerged from his stupor, looked around awkwardly and hoarsely inquired, “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “The fuck, man, that’s what I should be asking you — what the fuck was that?” I exploded. 
 
      
 
    “That was mind control,” an unfamiliar voice announced. I looked around for the speaker. It was our furry friend, whose usual calm had vanished. He looked tense. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I was stressed and irritable, and my record seemed to have gotten stuck. Well, it wasn’t every day that your friend tried to chop you into pieces! That kind of thing was notoriously hard to get used to. 
 
      
 
    “Alex was under mind control,” our Berk patiently explained. 
 
      
 
    “Who controlled him?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    This time, it was Alex who had answered. 
 
      
 
    “I think I saw it. The Intect.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did you find it?” I was probably hysterical at this point. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to see for yourself; it’s kinda hard to describe.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to our furry friend. Suddenly, he had become the most valuable member of our Strike Group. 
 
      
 
    “Can you handle them? Can we proceed?” 
 
      
 
    Berk nodded gravely and sat in the lotus position. He took a deep breath and said, “Go. The will of the Spirits guides us!” 
 
      
 
    Some response. Everything instantly became crystal clear. 
 
      
 
    “So, we won’t need tin foil hats or anything?” Alex chuckled nervously. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t expecting this, but now I’m ready,” the Berk responded to my thoughts without opening his eyes. He ignored Alex, of course. 
 
      
 
    And we charged. We rounded the corner and were met with heavy fire from the intimidating heavy-caliber guns of our old acquaintances the “gray knights.” They were kneeling for easier shooting, and behind them was a really odd creature. 
 
      
 
    I remembered swimming in the sea a long time ago in my past life and getting stung in the ass by a jellyfish. A big, fat, transparent creature with a bluish tint. This thing looked somewhat similar, only much larger. I assumed it could do more than sting you in the ass! The strangest part about it were the wires and devices of some sort that were embedded in the creature and visible through its semi-transparent, gelatinous flesh. An utterly grotesque tableau. 
 
      
 
    This weird and utterly revolting creature drew the eye as it hovered in the air. Vague sounds and images arose in my head, but they seemed dull and distant. The voices demanded killing. Killing my comrades. But they lacked persuasiveness, so we only fulfilled the “killing” part. We preferred to kill the men in metal armor guarding the jellyfish. 
 
      
 
    The creature’s honor guard didn’t last long. We had basically mastered the tactics of confronting these iron dummies, and with our overwhelming numerical advantage, fighting them was no longer a problem. 
 
      
 
    Leading the way and protected by massive boarding shields was our Team Bravo, who had fire support from the rest of the team. One thing you couldn’t take away from our enemies was their astonishing accuracy and speed. They managed to wound Tag in the leg, hitting him below the shield, which made him groan and drop to one knee. Catt got a glancing blow to the head. A chain sword greeted Frizzle as she teleported in, slashing her shoulder. But that was as far as they went. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle slit one of the knight’s throat with a curse; he choked, clutching his neck and spitting blood, and was finished off by Alex. Cowgirl expertly pried off another one’s mask, apparently depriving him of either his field of vision or sight altogether. At least, he didn’t react to the swing of Clown’s descending hammer at all. 
 
      
 
    As for the third, he caught a grenade from Brutal Pervert Toby, who had immediately gotten a wallop on the back of his head from me, as the explosion also caught Frizzle and Tag nearby. Good thing it didn’t hit the jellyfish! The last stunned enemy was kicked down to the deck collectively. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Mr. Jellyfish, left to his own devices, tried to make a quiet getaway. The creature began to move away very slowly in the opposite direction. The sounds in my head quieted for a second but then resumed with renewed force, now with a somewhat hysterical undertone. I got the feeling that this slimeball didn’t expect such a turn of events. 
 
      
 
    “SLICE THE BASTARD UP!” Toby yelled excitedly, pulling out his new gadget from behind his back. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud click, and a sturdy net with metal weights covered the monstrosity. It swayed to the side but quickly stabilized and continued to crawl away, still mentally screaming for help. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should zap it with a taser already?” Clown pondered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and how are we going to drag this thing?” 
 
      
 
    Bond ran up with a compact grav-cart, slid it under the twitching, semi-transparent body, held steady by Clown, and pressed a button to unfold it into its working position. 
 
      
 
    I zapped the jelly with a taser without flinching. We didn’t know what the enemy creature’s physiology would be like, so we prepared on all fronts. The floating jelly wobbled, went limp, and slumped onto the cart. 
 
      
 
    “It worked,” Alex articulated slowly. “So what’s the plan now? Run fast and scream at the top of our lungs?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha, funny guy… Melvin! Get us out of here! Melvin!” Seems like another bad habit has been added to my many — constantly having fragile girls and little goblins save my bacon. Now a furry alien creature has joined the list, and a virtual one at that. I felt like being part of some particularly weird superhero franchise — and then wondered what a superhero franchise was. 
 
      
 
    Then my vision turned red from the multitude of approaching dots. It looked like all the nearby extraterrestrials were rushing to help their comrade. This bode no good… 
 
      
 
    Something thudded nearby. I turned to see Alex sprawled on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Did you fall?” I asked my friend. 
 
      
 
    “No, I just lay the hell down abruptly!” the ninja snapped back. “Looks like my legs gave out…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HOW WE EVACUATED the Jellyfish was an epic to awe the heavens. But in short, Melvin had to make an adventurous journey to the Cube. A friendly frigate nearly shot him, mistaking his ship for an enemy. Then two assholes from the Green Fleet tried to corner him. But Melvin fooled them all and broke through. Unfortunately, he was late. And that had caused me some problems. 
 
      
 
    We ran headlong to the abandoned drop pod. Clown was dragging the paralyzed Alex, Tag and Catt were pulling the cart with the captive, and the rest of us just ran on, looking over our shoulder every now and then. Numerous red dots on the radar swarmed the place where we had fought the Jellyfish — or, rather, the place where it had last been spotted conscious. 
 
      
 
    I estimated that we had about ten minutes before the mob gathered there would reach us. It was also unclear how long this creature would remain unconscious. I accidentally voiced this rhetorical question aloud. Clown scratched his head, silently took the taser from my hands, and zapped the unconscious body. Then again. I was about to object, but he thought for a moment and poked the body a third time. Satisfied, he looked over his handiwork and handed the taser back to me. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Thanks a whole lot, seriously!” I mumbled automatically. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” my friend nodded. “Anytime.” 
 
      
 
    Sarcasm? No, hadn’t heard of it. I was sure he was sincere. The emergency evacuation kit sealed the alien in a sort of bag, temperature-controlled and with a small oxygen supply. This kit was designed for astronauts to use on humans or cargo that, for some reason, didn’t have a spacesuit for venturing into open space. For a limited time, the ‘bag’ and its contents could float in space without the risk of hypothermia or asphyxiation. 
 
      
 
    Everyone lowered their visors, and I pressed the button. The rear of the shuttle had another trick. Specifically, it contained a reagent. A jet of liquid sprayed the “plug,” causing it to dissolve without a trace. It was time to say hello to the vacuum of space. 
 
      
 
    Melvin was late. The red dots were closing in. 
 
      
 
    “So, ladies and gentlemen! We’ll have to part ways for a while,” I struck a dramatic pose, preparing to deliver a speech about self-sacrifice for the greater good. But then I glanced at the rapidly approaching red dots and changed my mind. “In short, it’s time for you all to scram! Alex, Frizzle, out you go!” 
 
      
 
    Alex opened his mouth to say something, but Clown, taking advantage of his temporary incapacitation, simply tossed him overboard. Frizzle also opened her mouth, but I pointed to space. 
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on him! And your weapon is unique!” She sighed and leapt overboard. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Bond. 
 
      
 
    “What are you staring at? Go, catch up!” I also pointed the way. Bond sighed and also jumped overboard, following his sweetheart. 
 
      
 
    “Catt, Tag! Grab the captive and move! You’re responsible!” These two looked at Clown for some reason and only obeyed my order after his approving nod. My authority was plummeting. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Now came the hard part. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, Clown, you two should also leave!” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t!” declared my friend. 
 
      
 
    “I’m staying with you!” Cowgirl immediately announced. 
 
      
 
    Damn it. I knew it! I sighed and tried to scratch my head thoughtfully, but only scratched my helmet. Arguing was pointless. I was a lousy commander. Something needed to be done about that. But later. 
 
      
 
    “Right, then let’s do it the old-fashioned way! We have little time, so make it quick!” I reached into my pocket. “Here are three bullets. Two red plasma rounds and one black armor-piercing one. Whoever draws the armor-piercing round stays. Fair enough?” 
 
      
 
    Both nodded affirmatively, one after the other. I extended my hand with the bullets clenched so that the colored part was hidden in my fist. Clown drew first. Red. He gritted his teeth. Next was Cowgirl. Red. I pointed to the exit. They opened their mouths to object. I got angry. 
 
      
 
    “You pulled the card, now play the hand!” I yelled, grabbed them by the arms, and pushed them out. Clown even had to be kicked to accelerate. 
 
      
 
    “Did my eyes trick me, or was the third bullet you put back in your pocket also red?” Berk, who had been watching me, asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Such big eyes you’ve got, grandma!” I exclaimed. “It was all sleight of hand, no cheating!” 
 
      
 
    I felt awkward for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “They say dogs are colorblind,” I muttered. “Or did you manage to tell the color by smell?” 
 
      
 
    He remained silent, as usual. It was irritating. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the remaining members of our group. A purple furry dog-man, for want of a better term, in a standard light spacesuit without any weapons, and a small green thug holding a big gun. And then there was me — neither here nor there. Expendables, basically. But we sure were ready to fight. 
 
      
 
    “Time to die?” Toby suggested hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “Got it in one, my green friend!” I patted him approvingly on the helmet. “Spot on!” 
 
      
 
    “As for you, Fluff Lick, we can’t do without your help, sorry!” I said, glancing at the Berk, who had suddenly risen in the ranks of our group. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Flahflyk, actually,” Berk corrected me. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever!” I waved him off. 
 
      
 
    The Berk gave me a disapproving look and said nothing. He simply sat down in his favorite position and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I started counting the red dots. I lost count at twenty-four, because they were approaching in a rather chaotic manner. No order whatsoever. Nothing like our iron discipline! 
 
      
 
    Then they appeared. First came two trios of the “gray knights.” They entered the kill zone, and Toby pressed the button, giggling with joy. The two rounds he had been carrying on his back finally came in handy. The gray guys were pulverized instantly. A couple of grenades from Perv’s grenade launcher and three shots from Peacemaker X finished the job. It was surprisingly easy. Were we lucky, or were these knights defective somehow? 
 
      
 
    I quickly reloaded. I felt the approach of a jellyfish mentally at first. The sticky tentacles of an alien mind tried to crawl into my unsuspecting head. I physically felt two more mental guests join the first one. The volume of the voices in my head increased; they were screaming and arguing with each other. Some ordered me to drop my weapon; others told me to shoot my comrades. Even these highly intelligent aliens couldn’t agree with each other — what could you expect from my group? I heard a groan nearby. I looked at our furry comrade. He didn’t look too good. Behind the transparent visor of his helmet, I saw him bite his lip until it bled. 
 
      
 
    Then one of the mental guests materialized, right in Toby’s line of sight. The semi-transparent flesh didn’t resist the grenade well. To be precise, it didn’t resist it at all. Even more precisely, it splattered into tiny droplets all over the corridor. The voices in my head went silent for a moment. They were probably quite surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Dass how we do it back home! Ugly stinker!” Toby chuckled, pleased with himself, and cocked his gun. I looked at him with newfound respect. 
 
      
 
    And then I finally learned that the enemy also had grenades. Several of them flew around the corner and, bouncing cheerfully, rolled toward us. Fearless Toby tossed his grenade launcher over his shoulder and started to cosplay Maradona. I vaguely remembered him being some guy who played a game where you had to use your feet, only he also used his hands a bit, too. 
 
      
 
    Our green friend did the same. He grabbed grenades, threw grenades, and kicked grenades until two of them exploded simultaneously. My green buddy was thrown against the wall. As for me, I could think of nothing smarter than grabbing our purple spiritual guide by the scruff of his neck and shield him with my body as I pressed against the wall. The explosion was significant, but I survived and was barely injured. I even had some of my energy shield left. That’s when the other team’s players burst in from the adjoining corridors, very angry. They were brandishing various weapons that real soccer players wouldn’t use. But I wasn’t not sure about that. The very concept of “soccer” seemed really vague. 
 
      
 
    So, was it “time to die,” as the green guy said? We’d just have to see! 
 
      
 
    What was there to do? Melvin was running late, my comrades were floating somewhere in space, and it seemed they wouldn’t make it in time. I looked out the hatch. My guys were swaying within direct sight from my position, and it would be easy to shoot them down like in a shooting gallery. So, it was too early to die. I tried to distance myself from the purple bastard, but he held onto my arm. 
 
      
 
    “The spirits are ready! The spirits are ready!” He gave me a fanatical glance. I shivered. It felt weird. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what spirits he was talking about or what they were ready for, but I did know that I had to hold out for the two minutes and forty-three seconds displayed on my timer for Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops to arrive. 
 
      
 
    Trusted Peacemaker X in my left hand, and an Enhanced Trooper Power Sword in my right. I’d prepared for this mission a bit and picked out a small but deadly short blade with good penetrating power and an ample battery. 
 
      
 
    I threw the remaining two grenades at the enemy, then emptied my shotgun’s magazine with a burst. It was impossible to miss in the corridor, especially since it was cluttered with the partially intact bodies and body parts of the previous assault group. 
 
      
 
    Then the first two survivors reached me. A chain sword whined, a heavy machine gun roared, and some ridiculously huge spear flew straight at my head. I wanted to close my eyes but changed my mind. I pushed the spear aside, and grabbed the chain sword’s wielder by the wrists, slightly adjusted the weapon’s trajectory and drove it into the unfortunate spearman’s abdomen. This was strange. Why was it cutting so slowly? Even the sound had become somewhat more sluggish. But there was no time to ponder this. It was time to fight! I pressed the blade of my knife against the knight’s chin and pushed hard. Blood spurted. What’s going on? Even the blood was spurting way too slowly! 
 
      
 
    Was this another glitch? As soon as I thought about it, time immediately returned to its normal flow. The knight with the pierced throat fell to his knees in front of me, while another attacker tried to gather his intestines, which were spilling out around him. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Flahflyk looked absolutely dreadful. His eyes had rolled back, and his lips were muttering something. His purple fur was stained with his own purple blood. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the attackers. Well, that seemed to be it. Time to die for real this time. The next trio approached me with due respect. Instead of engaging in close combat, they decided to simply shoot me with their heavy artillery, which for some reason were considered personal firearms. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and ran toward them, dodging the gunfire. I saw them trying to correct their aim, but they were doing it very slowly. I reached the first one and stabbed my sword into the now-familiar weak spot under his helmet. The other two seemed to sense the trick. One dropped his gun and tried to stab me with a sword, while the other kept shooting, trying to execute me at point-blank range. I helped the shooter a bit by directing the barrel toward his comrade’s temple. Their guns were really good, it was a shame they were so bulky! Otherwise, I’d have taken one for myself. From a distance of about three feet, the bullets simply blew his head off, complete with special effects in the form of a bright fountain of bloody spray! Two glitches in a row? That had never happened to me before! I also finished off the third guy by stabbing my sword into his throat. 
 
      
 
    And then I fell back into the normal flow of time. Another jellyfish appeared around the corner. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, fire!” 
 
      
 
    The grenade launcher immediately roared, and a direct hit turned the jellyfish into fine spray. Well done! But then more “gray knights’ appeared. When will you guys ever end, I thought to myself? 
 
      
 
    “Perv, I need more fire!” Nothing happened. “Shoot, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Commander,” a weak voice answered, and I turned around. 
 
      
 
    The green-skinned Corporal had gotten unlucky twice. First, he’d been caught in the explosion of the grenades, and then he’d failed to dodge the gunfire aimed at me. He now lay on the floor, bleeding green blood, but still clutching the grenade launcher with his weakening hand. How he managed to make the previous shot, given the absence of his left hand and part of his skull, I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see anything,” the little guy squeaked pitifully. 
 
      
 
    All I had left was my sword, and I still didn’t understand how to enter an accelerated state, so I rolled over to Toby’s body and picked up his grenade launcher. Then I fired it down the corridor. In the process, I took three bullets, one of which was deflected by my dying energy shield, but the other two hit me in the back and chest. 
 
      
 
    After the grenade explosions, the corridor filled with smoke. The pressure on my brain completely disappeared; apparently, I had managed to take out the last jelly. I looked at the furry guy. He was also hit. He lay motionless, purple blood pulsing out of three holes in his spacesuit, but his hand was frantically scratching the floor’s surface. 
 
      
 
    Another batch of “gray knights” emerged from the smoke. “Well, that’s it. I’m officially fucked,” I thought to myself. At that very moment cheerful young voices rang in my earpiece. 
 
      
 
    “Imbecility!” 
 
      
 
    “And Courage!” 
 
      
 
    Heavy fire rained down on the advancing troops. Large-caliber rounds, rockets, and grenades flew. 
 
      
 
    “Assholes,” I muttered, even as a warm wave of gratitude washed over me. I even shed a tear of emotion. 
 
      
 
    Then the team appeared. Leading the way was Catt with his massive shield, covering the others. As Alex once joked, the Protector class usually died first. But they died very slowly and tediously. All his gear was designed for maximum survivability — he had the thickest armor, the most powerful energy field, and the largest shield. He held this shield with both hands, and the energy field emanating from its edges protected a significant area around him. The shield’s automation worked in sync with the equipment and weapons of the other squad members, reading data from the weapons non-stop and allowing all shots from our side while trying not to let through any “gifts” from the enemy. Now the field was brightly and frequently flickering from enemy fire, periodically letting rockets from his shoulder-mounted launcher fly toward the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Slightly behind and to the side was Tag. His Terminator class was designed for maximum efficiency in breaking through enemy armored lines, which he was successfully doing at the moment. Grenade launchers roared, and plasma charges whooshed through the air. He was enveloped in streams of flame and smoke, like some mythical hero of vengeance and destruction. 
 
      
 
    Laser shots flew from behind the first wave. Judging by the accuracy, Cowgirl had also joined the fun. 
 
      
 
    The sound of heavy machine-gun fire was overlaid with the insane laughter of the mad Clown. Looks like everyone was here. 
 
      
 
    “Miss us?” Frizzle appeared next to me. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” I asked a very important question, but she was already gone. She had jumped into the thick of the battle, wielding dual blades with the efficiency of a meat grinder. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of gunfire and explosions gradually subsided, and there were no red dots left anywhere nearby on the radar. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve loaded the jellied meat onto the ship,” Clown noted, approaching me as I lay there. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good that you saved Alex, but what about the prisoner?” I tried to quip, but it came out poorly. My lungs were punctured, breathing was difficult, and laughing was even worse. I was suddenly hit by the aftereffects of the battle. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody’s on board; time for us to get the hell out of here!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth, but saw that Flahflyk and Toby had already been treated with Polymed, and judging by their awkward movements, they had not only survived, but were also conscious. 
 
      
 
    As they dragged me on board, Clown whispered with some admiration, “You’ve had quite a party without us… Well done!” 
 
      
 
    “Duh, surely you didn’t think I was a wuss?” I wheezed, trying not to lose consciousness. 
 
      
 
    Our entire Group briskly stepped aboard. The Elthenathuael hovered nearby. I was surprised. The edges of the ship shimmered, and the hull itself seemed semi-transparent. Either it had always been like this and I hadn’t noticed, or Melvin had seriously upgraded the cloaking system. I’d have to ask him later. A hatch opened on the side of the ship, and repair droids poured out. These small metal creatures, resembling spiders with metallic backpacks, served as makeshift tugs in addition to their primary repair functions. They quickly sorted us out, grabbing us by the scruff of our necks or whatever was available. I saw Frizzle and Tag being dragged by their legs, and instead of Clown’s body, the droids had grabbed SMASH, so he was clutching his hammer as hard as he could to avoid getting lost. We were all swiftly pulled aboard. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the last one was on the ship, Melvin made a sharp start, dodging two curious ships of strange design that had taken an interest in our lone vessel. Melvin’s AI persona appeared before me, dressed for the occasion in his formal attire — or rather, a pirate hat. 
 
      
 
    “Report,” I rasped. 
 
      
 
    “We’re heading to the evacuation point. The calculated speed for the jump will be reached in 37 minutes and 22 seconds. The probability of successful evacuation is 72%.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I help with anything?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    Melvin paused for a second, apparently calculating options. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he gave me an honest reply. “Especially since Captain Bond is in the cockpit. He’s much more competent than you, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “I have many other talents,” I noted. “Although most of them are of the destructive sort.” 
 
      
 
    Having nothing more to add, I finally passed out with a clear conscience. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whiskey, gin and brandy  —  
 
    With a glass I’m pretty handy, 
 
    I’m tryin’ to walk a straight line 
 
    On sour mash and cheap wine. 
 
      
 
    So, join me for a drink, boys, 
 
    We’e gonna make a big noise. 
 
    So, don’t worry about tomorrow, take it today, 
 
    Forget about the check, we’ll get hell to pay…” 
 
      
 
    ALEX MANAGED TO FASHION a makeshift guitar for himself, and was now strumming it to set the mood as we were resolutely getting inebriated. Or, rather, as we relieved stress through alcohol. How else could you relieve it? We played hard, killed a bunch of baddies, and were now partying as hard as we could, too… 
 
      
 
    Frizzle was sobbing and cursing Universe-13. We had managed to perform what qualified as a Heroic Act according to the System, and it was immediately credited to Frizzle by general consensus. We had requested the reward of resurrecting her mother. However, it turned out that her mother’s Mind had already been permanently erased from the System. It had been such a short time! On the other hand, why would the System keep the Consciousness of a waste removal operator, which was what her unfortunate mother had been in life? Frizzle was devastated — she cursed the Army, the Universe, and the entire World that had collapsed around her in an instant. She also cursed the Intects. Not because they were villains or generally unpleasant beings, but because they had indirectly contributed to her misery. 
 
      
 
    The thing was that by destroying the Information Stations of Universe-13 those bastards had reduced the capacity of the System itself. I didn’t understand the specifics as usual, other than that the number of planetary systems in Universe-13 was directly proportional to the number of Consciousnesses that could be integrated into the System. This was another big problem that hadn’t been widely discussed yet. And it potentially promised to grow into an even bigger one. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the System ruthlessly cleaned up all its “cloud” storage, deleting any “junk,” which classification also happened to include Frizzle’s mother. But soon there would be no more space left in the “buffer,” at all and Humanity would have to find a solution. Even destroyed troops, like part of the 7th fleet in our last battle, were resurrected from a “backup” and only lost some memories related to their last defeat. Otherwise, they were fully functional soldiers with decades of experience and a heap of skills, who got loaded into mightily souped-up bodies and were back in action, fully ready for work and defense, in no time. As for hardware, it could be replaced as long as there were factories far in the rear. 
 
      
 
    So, the Big Problem was growing noticeably every day, threatening to suck the entire civilization into its gravity well. 
 
      
 
    We all tried to comfort Frizzle as best we could. But time had to pass for her to realize that the Big Goal for which she had joined the Army, enduring all the hardships and privations, was unattainable. There was, however, a silver lining to it all. She now had the official right to have a child. And there seemed to be a candidate for the father. There he was, hugging her, stroking her blonde head, and periodically handing her dry tissues. Good old Bunny. 
 
      
 
    I had my own woes, incidentally! Our busty doctor had bluntly rejected my advances, and I was now suffering from a severe case of horny-with-nowhere-to-go. She told me to “back off” because she “didn’t want to get involved with crazies” as she had been “threatened with a broken arm, followed by the rest of the bones in her body.” When I reasonably asked, about the identity of the bastard threatening her, I was told that revealing such information would also earn her “a broken arm.” During today’s drinking session, I tried to find sympathy among friends. But no one sympathized; they just laughed and reacted strangely overall. 
 
      
 
    “May Rosie Palm and her five sisters never leave you,” Alex solemnly declared, bursting into laughter. 
 
      
 
    Clown and the guys exchanged strange glances and grinned. Toby wholeheartedly offered me his woman: “Me talk to Doora! She one wonderful lady!” Only Cowgirl supported me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Elijah! You’ll find someone much better than her!” she said sweetly, gently patting my head. A true friend! 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the status of my System Mission changed, which had already been counted as completed, as I was informed right after the jellyfish was transferred to the medical center. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! Status updated. 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    Additional: Obtain any information about the Intect race. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Reward received. Increased Reputation with Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    Current reputation: Admiration. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    I was actually planning to have a few more drinks, sleep on it, and then go get our just reward, so I found the new notification that popped up at that moment really confusing. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! Status updated. 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Status: Not fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    To say I was flabbergasted would be an understatement! My drunken brain recalled all the horrors of the last battle, where we went through fire, water, and my childhood fear of jellyfish! Alex was still recovering, moving like a cripple, but at least his functions were quickly returning. He could already strum guitar strings. The medics said it was the aftermath of having received a mental blow. His connection between body and mind was somewhat “disrupted.” 
 
      
 
    But the real issue was with our furry friend. His physical injuries were healed, but his psychological or maybe spiritual body was still damaged. Considering the crucial role he’d played in our operation, I demanded he be fixed. They told me they’d already contacted the Berks, and a resuscitation team was on its way. I really wanted to ask him about my new friends the Spirits. Who had been ready. And now, apparently, not as ready anymore. I tried to perform something akin to my tricks in the last battle a few times on my own, but to no avail, as expected. At any rate, I needed to figure out the Reward! Did these sneaky little angels decide to screw me over?! They’d picked the wrong guy! We’d fly over right after we’d finished drinking, I decided! To the Information Station. I just needed a little sleep first. I was really sleepy. And horny, yeah, there was that, too… But there was no one… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is not an Intect!” An Angel told me right off the bat. 
 
      
 
    Well, shit. 
 
      
 
    “Then who the hell is it?” I wondered. 
 
      
 
    Due to his temporary incapacitation, my regular sidekick for freebies, Alex, was absent today. So, I was alone. Yes, I remembered that I promised Toby some wonder weapon, but the little hero disappeared after the drinking session. I suspect he could be found in Auntie Dora’s warehouse, but my head hurt, and I was in a hurry. By the way, Toby was now officially a Sergeant! Rattlesnake was horrified, since the next rank was already an officer’s, and she expected that at this rate, I would definitely demand it. For a goblin. And she wouldn’t be able to refuse me, what with me being a local celebrity of sorts and all that. 
 
      
 
    “The creature that you’ve captured is not an Intect. What you have brought us is a living mental relay, created from a previously unknown life form with the aid of cybernetic technology.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I was still clueless. Alcohol was evil, after all! 
 
      
 
    “It means that we’re still expecting you to capture an Intect.” 
 
      
 
    “Where am I supposed to get one?” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Use your ingenuity and resourcefulness, Elijah! We believe in you! You can do it!” 
 
      
 
    Wow. They can even talk in slogans! 
 
      
 
    “Sure. It was on the good ship Venus, by Christ, you should have seen us… Poor skipper…” I scratched my head pensively, trying to remember something. “Lips that touch liquor will not touch ours! God, I’m rambling…” 
 
      
 
    And then an unpleasant thought hit me, and I got angry. I was already wound up, so exploding with righteous anger was no big deal for me. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, buddy, are you trying to skimp on the reward? We’ve been busting our asses here…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get your reward!” 
 
      
 
    “…going through all sorts of ordeals, and you… ah… oh… We will?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” confirmed the unflappable servant of the System. “Given the lack of a reliable description, you could have easily mistaken this cyborg for its creator. With your level of intellect, the likelihood of such events was ninety-eight percent.” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” I agreed. My brain was still lagging. I could use some water right now. “That… reliable description bit! We did bring the cyborg, didn’t we?! Also… Hold on… Did you just call me stupid?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not at all! You’re remarkably capable and resourceful for a member of your species!” 
 
      
 
    “Thought so!… Uh… Was that sarcasm?” 
 
      
 
    “Perish the thought!” The Angel protested. 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” I relented. “What goodies are we entitled to today?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve used the Collection and Distribution Point interface for your convenience. You have…” he launched into his usual spiel. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hold on a moment!” I suddenly remembered the reason I came. “I need an Ark!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but you have been assigned a State level reward. That, in itself, is highly unusual, as such rewards are mostly given to state formations, not groups of individuals. Yet your status is still insufficient to receive an Ark. That’s a National level reward.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need the entire Ark ship. I need the device itself, or whatever it is. A small one. For my group. I have my own ship. Can you give me something like that? So that I wouldn’t have to dig through your computer until morning? Is my status sufficient for that?” 
 
      
 
    The whole argument took thirty-two minutes. The Angels were extremely reluctant to give me what I asked for, especially since I had specific requirements for its features. And I wasn’t willing to compromise on those requirements, as otherwise it made no sense for me and ruined all my plans. However, they needed us. Really needed us, apparently. So they agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. We’ll furnish you with such a device,” for the first time, I heard confusion and what sounded like irritation in the creature’s usually emotionless voice. 
 
      
 
    “Good! Smart move! Should’ve done that from the start instead of saying, ‘We don’t serve your sort in here… Heh heh… Now, let me pick something for my green bro.” 
 
      
 
    The Angel didn’t respond. He just displayed the terminal screen for purchases in front of me, but before disappearing from the screen, the creature seemed to scrutinize me for a while. Disapprovingly. As if it mattered. Princess of freaking Disapproval. 
 
      
 
    I started tapping on the screen to distract myself from my raging headache. Not powerful enough… Too heavy… Way too big… What is this crap… And you call this a Wonder Weapon?…Nonsense… More nonsense… Again, non… Wait!…Wow!… Oh, rather WOW!!!… Or even WOW-WOW!!! I would take it!!! What? I needed to enter a name? Why, I had one! 
 
      
 
    Sticking my tongue out in concentration to make sure I didn’t miss any keys, I tapped out the letters one by one. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I made it just in time for the loading. Droids were carrying a rectangular object into the drop pod — something that suspiciously resembled a coffin. All that was missing was the velvet lining. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I barked. The droids halted obediently. 
 
      
 
    Autonomous Resurrection Kit (A.R.K.) 
 
      
 
    Modification: Compact 
 
      
 
    Modification: Limited Power 
 
      
 
    Modification: Direct Connection 
 
      
 
    “Continue with the loading!” I waved my hand, and the droids carried the “coffin” into the ship. I saw what I’d wanted to see. The third modification, Direct Connection. Regular Arks collected Minds, saved them, and dumped the information after connecting to the System. More specifically, they dumped it into Information Stations. From there on, the Minds would be transferred to special MedCapsules with ready-to-resurrect bodies. 
 
      
 
    But “Direct Connection” meant transferring the Consciousness directly into a MedCapsule. Without returning to Universe-13’s information field. Essentially, we could resurrect in any planetary system. As long as we had ready bodies on hand. What a jackpot. I would have liked to say I had come up with this myself, but no. It was Melvin who’d tipped me off. He’d somehow figured out that this technology existed, even though no one was informed of it. Smart guy. With my system reputation, I had a reason to try and get this Reward. So, I tried. Now we’d just have to worry about the bodies, but that was another story. I’d figure something out. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Another droid froze. “Put it on the ground!” 
 
      
 
    The droid obediently set a large box on the ground. A disheveled-looking Bond stepped out of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “How’d it go?” He yawned widely, stretching. “Did you succeed?” 
 
      
 
    “You had doubts?” I snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, yes!” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed disdainfully. 
 
      
 
    “Come over here!” He approached. I lifted the lid and stared at the contents. 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” The pilot was amazed. “What is this monster?” 
 
      
 
    “This monster has enough personality to qualify as a ‘who’ rather than a ‘what’!” I was slightly offended. “This, my dearest noob, is the ultimate wonder-weapon ever made! Now we’ll punish the Intects not only physically but… in other ways as well!” 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand over the shiny metal. 
 
      
 
    BFG 9000. Requirements: exclusively for use by NB01.A3.000001 (“Brutal Pervert Toby”) 
 
      
 
    “My precioussss…” I whispered. Although technically it wasn’t mine, I had memories of annihilating hordes of vile aliens as well as fellow group members, for some reason, so it must have been used in some training camp of my past life. I remembered it being a bit different, of course, but it fired exactly as it should! I read up on it, and even watched the informational video! However, for some reason, the Angel wouldn’t let me test it on the Station. What a jerk. 
 
      
 
    Finally, everything got loaded, and we headed for the Punisher. I sipped water, felt gloomy, and stared at the viewing screen. Bond sipped water, felt gloomy, and piloted the ship. 
 
      
 
    “What will you name your son?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    Bond choked. 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” He looked caught completely off-guard. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t be all bashful now! Dr. Saint might not desire to sleep with me anymore, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t talk to me. We have so much in common, after all! Or at least, we used to,” I sighed wistfully, a foolish smile crossing my face as pleasant memories flooded my mind. I shook myself back to reality. “I am, after all, the commander of an effective Group. Heh heh… Frizzle’s egg has been thawed, and you submitted your sperm just yesterday. She even told me they picked a boy. She shouldn’t have, though! Should’ve waited a month. And no drinking. Heh heh… To make sure the sperm is more lively.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I didn’t submit anything. They thawed it from my first, biological body. And no, it didn’t happen here. It happened at the Army Genetic Material Storage, where we all submit material upon enlistment,” Bond said, somewhat awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, anyway! Congratulations, future dad!” I playfully punched him in the shoulder, causing him to spill his glass onto the control panel. Something hissed and sparked. The lights in the cockpit went out. “Oops! My bad!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to congratulate me on yet!” Bond quickly wiped the water with his sleeve and pressed a few keys. The lights came back on. “Still nine months to go!” 
 
      
 
    “So, is he going to be born right here on the Punisher? Will they bring him here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not! It’s against regulations!” the Navigator exclaimed. “They’ll send him to my home planet.” 
 
      
 
    “You do realize you’ll have to name him Elijah, right?” I asked innocently. 
 
      
 
    “Um… No… Is that mandatory?” Bond hesitated, pouring himself another glass of water. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! Got you, didn’t I?” I nudged him again, causing another spill and another blackout. “Sorry again! Just kidding!” 
 
      
 
    Bond muttered something under his breath, wiped the panel again, and turned the lights back on. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a moron, Commander! With jokes to match!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my jokes!” I retorted, taking a sip of water and glancing at the screen, preparing to crack another one. Something truly cringe-worthy and worthy of the worst twentieth-century comedian. Something that would make you want to vomit! 
 
      
 
    But I held my tongue. Because on the screen, I saw a familiar cruiser hanging next to the Punisher. Pitch black. I leapt from my chair, spilling water for the third time and plunging us into darkness again, and pointed at the screen. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the name of that ship?!” 
 
      
 
    Bond flinched. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you yelling like someone’s shoved a red hot poker up your ass? Hold on… Okay… Heavy Cruiser… Identification number… Affiliation: The Bulldogs mercenary unit.” 
 
      
 
    Well, hello there, Bulldogs. Don’t I have questions for you! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another battle’s over, it’s a million soldiers 
 
    Never rise again, we lost a million friends 
 
    Don’t try to understand, if you weren’t there 
 
    You felt different then, marching off to war 
 
      
 
    Don’t need no vindication, fight for the nation 
 
    You know you’re going to hell, but you wear it well 
 
    You’ll never understand if you weren’t there 
 
    You felt different then, marching off to war.” 
 
      
 
    “LIEUTENANT COLONEL, SIR! Permission to speak?” 
 
      
 
    I was lost in somber thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Elijah, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Oh, crap, they were talking to me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want? Oh! Ah! Permission granted, Captain!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, is everything alright with Captain Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry… ahem… Captain. He always does this when he flies off to God knows where to perform God knows what feat… accompanied by God knows whom… Shit… Sorry, Cap, present company excepted.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around, mentally cursing myself. I’d gotten used to running a loose ship, but this was a fully-fledged frigging regular unit. I could feel the thirty pairs of eyes from the staff group boring into me. Even though I couldn’t see their faces behind the tinted visors of their helmets, I could sense their disapproval almost physically. 
 
      
 
    Not everyone was looking at me like that, though. There was Toby, grinning as he meticulously polished his new “BIG BERTHA,” as Alex had named it. There was Cowgirl, pretending to doze off, smiling at the corners of her mouth. And there was Fluffster… doing nothing, just meditating. 
 
      
 
    Today I was commanding a Space Troopers regiment. And if they decided to let me command an entire regiment, then Humanity really had problems. I’d even wager we were well and truly screwed. Which was pretty much consistent with what they told me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Colonel? Oh, sorry…” I walked into Rattlesnake’s office, but instead saw some woman… a very large woman, standing with her back to me. Even Clown would envy the width of her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The massive woman turned around and smiled. It was very familiar smile. 
 
      
 
    “Come in… Lieutenant Colonel Elijah. By the way, congratulations! You’ve had the fastest career rise of anyone I’ve ever known!” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Colonel Rattlesnake?” I was still not entirely sure. 
 
      
 
    “Any doubts?” She smiled even wider, a familiar mischief twinkling in her eyes, and all my doubts vanished. 
 
      
 
    “You look different today. Hit the gym?” I tried to hide my discomfort. 
 
      
 
    “Very funny! Meet Lieutenant Colonel, this is Commander Asta, leader of the Bulldogs mercenary unit,” she stepped aside, and I could finally see… Her. 
 
      
 
    I was prepared, so I avoided any fainting or awkward incidents. 
 
      
 
    “Commander,” I nodded in greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel,” the red-haired beauty responded, sizing me up from head to toe with a show of indifference. 
 
      
 
    “The Bulldogs have done me a favor. It might help us finally capture an Intect. We have information on the whereabouts of several individuals — not in space, but on planetary surface. In System X426TT0. I will personally lead the 136th into battle. A tactical formation with the 12th Strike at its core is currently being assembled.” 
 
      
 
    “So, this is your body?” I paused, glancing sideways at the mercenary. 
 
      
 
    “This is my ‘combat’ body,” the Colonel smiled. “I’ve decided to put it on a bit early; I’ve gotten unaccustomed to it.” 
 
      
 
    I reluctantly shifted my gaze back to Rattlesnake. 
 
      
 
    “And how may I be of assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be commanding the 536th Space Trooper Regiment.” 
 
      
 
    I was a bit stunned — enough to forget about the red-haired mercenary for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Like, the entire regiment?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rattlesnake nodded affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t find a better candidate?” 
 
      
 
    “Your humility is why I love you, Lieutenant Colonel. Not to mention your wit. Ha ha… My answer is, unfortunately, in the negative.” 
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh?” I asked innocently. 
 
      
 
    The Colonel frowned. 
 
      
 
    “The system is failing. The 536th Regiment got completely wiped out in a battle in System X598TC04 fifteen days ago. But we’re having issues with the backup of Minds. More than half of the regiment’s personnel haven’t been revived yet, including the Mind of its commander, Colonel Varta. Moreover, many other units are in a similar situation. The current 536th will be supplemented with personnel from the 234th and the 411th. Their revival situation is even worse.” 
 
      
 
    “And you couldn’t think of anything smarter than giving this regiment to me? Did you think this through, Colonel?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake paled. Oh boy, here we go! 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I thought it through!” she hissed. “Why do you think you even got this new rank out of turn?” 
 
      
 
    “For my services to the Motherland?” I guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Screw your services and screw the Motherland!” the Colonel exploded, but immediately caught herself and took two deep breaths to calm down. “You have a rare talent for driving people up the wall!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry! I promise to work on it!” I stood at attention. 
 
      
 
    “Enough clowning around… Detailed briefing will come later. By the way, invite Reeves… I mean, Clown, to see me in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, may I speak with Commander Asta privately for a moment?” I looked at the mercenary, who was keenly observing the unfolding circus. 
 
      
 
    “Wait outside; we’re almost done here. Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    I turned and walked out the door. Two towering figures in black armor stood casually on either side of the entrance. Why did she have to drag them everywhere? Paranoia? 
 
      
 
    “All right there, lads!” I cheerfully greeted them. They didn’t even flinch or bother to respond. 
 
      
 
    I squinted. The one on the left was called Ragmath. The other one’s name was Lucas. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ragamuffin, how’s life?” I blurted out unexpectedly. “I always thought bodyguard duty wasn’t for you — you don’t have the temperament for it! Don’t you find it boring?” 
 
      
 
    A gun barrel was immediately pointed at my forehead. A wide barrel of a very sophisticated combat firearm system. The visor flipped up. A middle-aged man with a scar running across his massive face snarled menacingly, staring me down. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?!” 
 
      
 
    I pointed upwards, and with my other hand, I gently tried to move the barrel away from me. It was like trying to push away a mountain. I took a step to the left; the barrel followed me. A step to the right; the barrel returned to my forehead. I sighed and resigned myself. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all written right here. My name is Elijah. I’m a Lieutenant Colonel, by the way. You should be saluting me, not pointing a weapon at my face!” 
 
      
 
    My speech had no effect. The mercenary simply took off the safety with his thumb, and the complex hummed, charging energy for a shot. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll repeat my question. Who. Are. You?” he growled, emphasizing each word. 
 
      
 
    I slightly turned my head. 
 
      
 
    “Lux, will you tell him? You can’t point a weapon at a commander!” 
 
      
 
    But something went wrong again. Now two barrels were aimed at me, and I could feel the little suns of plasma heating up inside the complexes. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here?!” The commander finally showed up. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s off with this Lieutenant Colonel!” Lucas grumbled, not lowering his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s very off!” Ragmath confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “No shit, Sherlocks! In other news, water is wet!” I said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “He knows our call signs,” the mercenary explained. 
 
      
 
    “And he called himself a commander,” the second one added. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” the redhead frowned. Oh, not again! 
 
      
 
    My mind was a kaleidoscope of images, one replacing the other. I felt dizzy. 
 
      
 
    “Hello… darling!” When I said the word out loud, something felt off. Everything between us was complicated. Very complicated. Even this word felt… wrong. “Missed me, sunshine?” 
 
      
 
    Her puzzled expression turned to indignation, then recognition, and finally, horror. 
 
      
 
    “You?!” 
 
      
 
    “Me!!!” I declared triumphantly, still not understanding a damn thing. 
 
      
 
    “God knows, I didn’t want this!” she whispered. “Kill him!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even have time to be surprised, let alone figure out which of the two fired. Although I suspected they both did. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I jerked upright in the “sarcophagus” and took a deep breath. What a scoundrel she is! 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel!” Rattlesnake was right there. “Doctor, is he okay?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Saint nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All vitals are normal.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave us!” she turned around. “That includes you all!” 
 
      
 
    I looked over her shoulder. Yes, the entire unit was assembled. No one even moved. I nodded. They moved. And even left. 
 
      
 
    “What was that, Elijah?” Rattlesnake inquired. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I wanted to ask you! A senior officer gets killed right next to your office! What was that?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake seemed slightly flustered. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Asta said it was an accident. A soldier accidentally pulled the trigger… Two soldiers accidentally pulled their triggers… Simultaneously.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you detain them? Where are they? I need to talk to them immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve left,” Rattlesnake said softly. She was clearly uncomfortable. I could almost feel sorry for her if it weren’t for the fact that my head had recently been blown off. 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “They have certain privileges from the Commonwealth leadership. Something like diplomatic immunity.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, doesn’t that just take the freaking cake…” was all I could muster. 
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me what happened there?” Rattlesnake made another attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Not a chance,” I gave her a brutally honest response first, then hesitated and tried to answer more diplomatically. “To be honest, I didn’t quite understand it myself, so I’m afraid I won’t be able to enlighten you much.” 
 
      
 
    In short, I dodged the question. Or rather, Rattlesnake decided not to press further, for which I was grateful. I really couldn’t remember anything worth blowing my head off for! In fact, I didn’t remember anything new at all! And I didn’t get a chance to ask. 
 
      
 
    Alex and I brainstormed, but he couldn’t help me either. Many questions remained unanswered. Only a certain… irritation towards the “Bulldogs” was added. And yet, I remembered them as a family. Apparently, the family in question was pretty dysfunctional. 
 
      
 
    No one knew where the First Among Equals — that was the name of the Bulldogs’ flagship — had gone. They had done their job and left in an unknown direction. At least, Rattlesnake couldn’t help me find them. And I suspect she didn’t really want to, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Then I was introduced to the personnel. Or rather, to its officer corps. Gathering over four thousand enlisted personnel in space was a bit complicated. The rank-and-file remained on the landing ship Tranquility, while the officers who could be gathered came aboard the Punisher for the introduction. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t look very happy. And it wasn’t just because of me, although my notoriety must have preceded me. It was just that their familiar world and structure of command was collapsing before their eyes. People they had served with for decades suddenly disappeared forever, replaced by others who were unfamiliar and hard to get used to. 
 
      
 
    Around a hundred different lieutenants, three dozen captains, a few majors, and even two lieutenant colonels scrutinized me as they sat comfortably in the Punisher’s command hall. They didn’t even seat themselves according to the structural units of the newly formed regiment, but huddled in three uneven groups belonging to their former, now disbanded, formations. A sad sight. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake spoke at length and tediously about the Great Purpose and Great Mission entrusted to us in the war against the perfidious alien invaders. It didn’t come over well. The crowd became even more disheartened. She passed the mic to me, I thanked her and showed her the door. Yes, just like that. Because now this was my mess, and it was up to me to clean it up. 
 
      
 
    “So,” I began, “meet your new battalion commanders. Major Clown for the First Battalion. Captain Tag for the Second. Captain Catt for the Third. Captain Frizzle for the Fourth.” 
 
      
 
    The room filled with murmurs, especially from the senior officers. I understood their discontent. The army’s structure was being dismantled right before their eyes, and they were being led by an outsider. 
 
      
 
    “Silence!” I commanded. The room quieted, more from my audacity than anything else. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask for this position,” I continued, scanning the room. “But since I’m here, I’ll lead my way. I’ll appoint those I trust. I don’t know you, and I don’t trust you. If anyone disagrees, the door’s over there. You might get reassigned to some godforsaken corner of the universe where you’ll see no familiar faces whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    No one moved. The authority of a commander, even one like me, remained unchallenged. 
 
      
 
    “If no one wants to leave, let’s proceed. Major Alex, you’ll command the recon unit. Second Lieutenant Toby, you’re in charge of heavy weapons…” 
 
      
 
    Toby strutted forward, puffing out his chest. I paused, letting the tension build. If looks could kill, I’d be disintegrated. 
 
      
 
    “That was a joke,” I finally said. Toby grinned and retreated. Alex chuckled; Clown snorted. The room didn’t share their amusement. “Lieutenant Toby will be part of HQ, as will Captain Cowgirl and… Mr. Flahflyk.” 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere was tense, but I didn’t care. I had a job to do. Brigadier General Rattlesnake took overall command of the operation. She’d been promoted, and I was genuinely happy for her. With her at the helm, the upcoming operation might just succeed. 
 
      
 
    The capture of the jellyfish had been of major strategic importance, as I later realized. It explained why the Angels had entrusted me with the Mini-Ark. The alien cyborg’s capture had finally allowed us to understand the principles behind the hyperspace ‘blockade.’ Apparently, the issue was partially mental, and not purely physical. Somehow, with the help of the Berks and other mentally gifted races, humanity had solved it. Now, we could always escape… or, rather, strategically retreat. 
 
      
 
    After Flahflyk had been revived by the ICU from his home world, we had a serious conversation. The most significant news was that the Berks would assist humanity. I was also given a Dork’s bracelet — unexpected, but welcome nonetheless. As for my mysterious abilities, my mentor remained vague. He mentioned the Spirits and assured me that all would be revealed in time. His advice was to “listen to yourself” and “seek inner knowledge.” I half-expected a message along the lines of, “Clouded, the boy’s future is,” but apparently, I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    Then, aboard the Tranquility, we joined a strike force whose mission was to capture an Intect. We obliterated the few alien ships that hovered in space, fired a bit at the planet to suppress its anti-air defenses, and now four Space Trooper regiments, three full-fledged, and one not-so-much, were descending upon the perfidious extraterrestrials. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah!” Cowgirl whispered softly. “Why did you let everybody else command, but not me?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really want to?” I whispered back. 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Cowgirl pondered. “I think it’s kinda fun!” 
 
      
 
    I suppressed a smile. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be my deputy,” I whispered solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “How does that work?” she perked up at once. 
 
      
 
    “It means that if I get killed, you’ll be in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “In charge?” Cowgirl pondered again, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. 
 
      
 
    “As in charge as one gets,” I confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Great! So, I’ll be in charge soon, then!” Her face brightened, and she leaned back in her chair, smiling happily. 
 
      
 
    I paused, then clarified, “Why are you saying you’ll be in charge SOON?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you’ll die soon! You always die quickly!” she replied casually, pretending to inspect a scratch on her perfectly pink sniper rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell is that?” I felt offended. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re a dun-der-head,” she articulated, syllable by syllable. 
 
      
 
    I sat there with my mouth agape. Then I swore I’d kill Alex! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’D NEVER BEEN A FAN of strategy games. I scratched my head thoughtfully. Turn-based games are fine — you could grab a coffee, whip up a sandwich, and not miss a beat. But real-time strategy? You had to be on your toes constantly. Not my cup of tea. But who said this would be easy? 
 
      
 
    I looked at the tactical map. I was lucky that the data was being streamed directly from the fleet orbiting above. Otherwise, I might not have had a map at all. But damn, there were so many points on it that it made my eyes blur. Maybe go for a Zerg rush? Nah, not enough troops. And I had no Behemoth-sized ships at my disposal. So how the hell was I supposed to fight? 
 
      
 
    “First battalion in position!” Clown reported. 
 
      
 
    “Second battalion in position!” That was Tag. 
 
      
 
    “Third battalion in position!” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Fourth battalion in place!” Good old Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    I leaned over the map, awaiting orders from the general and trying to make sense of this jumble of symbols. They did make sense to me now, especially after I loaded the Large Military Formations Tactics and Strategy skill on the Punisher. 
 
      
 
    But I still felt uneasy about it. It’s one thing to download data about a gun into your brain, but quite another to get information on how to manage a regiment! People used to study for five years for this, then serve for decades to get the necessary experience, then go to the Academy, and gain even more experience! And here was just like a slot machine — you pulled a lever and the jackpot was yours! 
 
      
 
    Why couldn’t they just give me my trusty Peacemaker X and throw me into the thick of it? That was always where you found the real fun! I looked up. My green-skinned comrade fully shared my view. Toby was clearly bored, his eyes wandering as he fiddled with the safety on his massive gun. Cowgirl had already set aside her huge rifle after failing to spot a single enemy through her scope. 
 
      
 
    We were dropped in the middle of nowhere. The 136th and the 235th Space Trooper regiments were deployed into the presumed epicenter of activity. My own 536th and the 382nd, which was under someone else’s command, were supposed to cover the main operation area. I wasn’t entirely sure what we were covering it from, but I got the general idea — the higher-ups always knew best. 
 
      
 
    The planet Toussaka was a rocky desert. It had almost no vegetation, and the landscape was mostly flat, dotted with massive rocks and stones. The surrounding area reminded me of the Training Grounds. The only things missing were the familiar barracks and telemetry towers. 
 
      
 
    Ahead was a city, a remnant of human settlers taken over by a wave of extraterrestrials a few months ago. From its description, you’d think the planet was some sort of mining colony, right? Wrong. It was agricultural. In this nearly-dead desert grew a unique endemic plant that absolutely refused to grow anywhere else. Cultivating it was also impossible. It grew in the wild, a few bushes per square mile. Harvesting it must be lots of fun! It was used for… uh, who cared, really? What mattered was its extreme rarity and the resulting exorbitant price it commanded on the market. That alone justified the settlements on this rocky chunk, and they had now been taken over by new masters. 
 
      
 
    So, this city was the largest on the continent back in its human days. A hundred thousand people used to live there. Now it was inhabited by alien creatures. Their numbers and types were unknown. And among them were supposed to be Intects. At least that was what the Bulldogs had told us. 
 
      
 
    I had a ton of questions about the information and its source, but with a Brigadier General in charge, I kept my mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    Due to the city’s small size, the Army was using an uncharacteristic tactic. They were also in a hurry. Usually, the Space Troopers would secure a beachhead for the Mobile Infantry with heavy support to land. But here, they decided there wasn’t enough time since the takeover, and the enemy wouldn’t have managed to put proper fortifications in place, and they needed to move quickly before the Intects escaped — if they were ever there in the first place. 
 
      
 
    So far, everything indicated that the military analysts were right. The fleet in the system was tiny, the suppressed anti-aircraft defenses were solely mobile units, and no significant fortifications were observed. Perfect! 
 
      
 
    One question still nagged at me: Why would an Intect hang out here? But that was my problem. Maybe the thing came for the plant. Maybe they smoked it or something… 
 
      
 
    Anyway, the regiment was deployed, light artillery was set up, and the recon unit was bored. I listened to the radio. So far, everything was going as planned. Streets were being cleared. Enemies were exclusively the green guys; no gray knights. No jellyfish observed, no mental attacks recorded. 
 
      
 
    I yawned, which probably saved my eyes from temporary malfunction. A blinding flash hit my eyes even through my closed eyelids. My visor automatically dropped down, darkening almost to complete opacity. I was knocked to the ground, and for a moment, the earth trembled beneath me. I grabbed onto a rock to avoid being swept away by the blast wave. When I looked up, I saw the sky — the prefab headquarters building was gone. Large rocks were flying through the air; one hit me and then flew back up. 
 
      
 
    “The party’s been busted, my man!” Alex’s comment came through. 
 
      
 
    Holy shit! I got up and looked toward the city. Or what used to be the city. A few kilometers away, a large mushroom cloud was rising into the sky. We were screwed. If there were any Intects there, they definitely wouldn’t be any left by now. 
 
      
 
    “Rattlesnake, this is Brown One, do you read me?” I called out, not really expecting an answer. And that stupid call sign had stuck with me. Just my luck. All I got back was the sound of static and silence. 
 
      
 
    “Highlander-One, this is Brown-One! Respond!” Now, Colonel Thrush of the 382nd Regiment had a proper call sign. 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Highlander-One!” 
 
      
 
    “As the senior officer, I’m taking command of the Operation!” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Sure! Oh, I mean, yes sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Report on casualties!” 
 
      
 
    I switched to the internal channel. Two dead and about two dozen wounded. Mostly facial and eye burns. The blast’s epicenter was relatively far away — far enough to do anything substantial to Space Trooper armor, anyway. I got curious: how did those two manage to die? I asked. Turned out they were artillerymen whose ammunition had detonated. 
 
      
 
    “What are your orders?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re evacuating!” 
 
      
 
    Great plan! I liked it! Seriously, what the hell were we doing here now? Subconsciously, I was expecting Cubes to crawl out of hyperspace and unknown Creatures from underground. But no. We had just lost two elite Space Trooper regiments in a spectacular manner. Along with the Supreme Commander, who decided to relive her glory days and led from the front. Considering the instability of resurrections, I didn’t like this at all. Total war, was it? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake greeted me in her usual “civilian” body. Our fleet didn’t have an Ark, so after four days’ worth of hyperspace leaps, we finally reached an area connected to the System, where the general fortunately reincarnated without a hitch. The same couldn’t be said for a substantial part of the 136th Regiment. Some of the Minds never managed to return to their bodies. She remembered nothing, but after reviewing the records, she was very unsettled. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Brigadier General!” I enthusiastically saluted, clicking my heels together. 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to see you, too, Lieutenant Colonel,” she grumbled. “Sit down.” 
 
      
 
    I sat. 
 
      
 
    “What were you saying about the Bulldogs?” she asked, almost casually. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I didn’t say anything. Why?” 
 
      
 
    She looked up from her terminal. Sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve lost contact with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as you were about to ask them to name their source of information on Toussaka?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed again. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did they tell you in the first place?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t ask. Usually, their information was reliable.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the tightest ship springs a leak sometimes…” 
 
      
 
    “Not my ship, Lieutenant Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, sorry… didn’t mean it that way… just a saying…” I cursed inwardly. She must have really been on edge to jump at the slightest perceived slight like that. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake shook her head in disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. We’re in for attempt number two. But now neither the 136th, nor the 235th Regiments will participate,” she winced painfully. “You can’t even cobble together a single full regiment from what’s left of them now.” 
 
      
 
    She fixed her gaze on me. 
 
      
 
    “The only fully-formed unit I have left is your 536th Regiment!” 
 
      
 
    “What about the 382nd?” I inquired. “Weren’t they also supposed to provide cover?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just it — ’supposed to,’” the General muttered something deprecative under her breath. “Colonel Thrush decided to take the initiative to secure his sector more effectively. He had therefore moved his troops closer to the city than initially planned. The result? A loss of forty-eight percent of his personnel; after resurrection, it’s down to thirty-one percent.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So what’s the plan now?” 
 
      
 
    “The same as before — capture the Intect. But there’s a catch.” 
 
      
 
    My ears perked up. I never like that word. 
 
      
 
    “The information comes from the Imperials. The operation is on their turf, and they’ll have overall command.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding! We’re allies with the Empire now?” I was incredulous. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, everyone’s friends with everyone now. Especially the Trade Republic,” she muttered another curse. Oddly, I hadn’t noticed her cursing before. “They’re very friendly, but they won’t lift a finger to fight!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “I mean exactly that. The Human Commonwealth and the Human Empire are getting pounded on all fronts. Meanwhile, the Republicans are selling us weapons and wishing us well, all while sitting on the other side of the Cluster, far from the war zone. Even the aliens are more helpful!” 
 
      
 
    The situation felt vaguely familiar. Like something from a history lesson, only it wasn’t about space. 
 
      
 
    “So what exactly are we supposed to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Fly to system X350TC12, report upon arrival, join the Imperial forces, land on the planet, and capture the Intect.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious! Back to a planet? Again?” 
 
      
 
    “As serious as it gets. And yes, I understand your skepticism.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this information reliable?” I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t irritate me, Lieutenant Colonel,” the General softly warned, her face turning a shade paler. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t my intention,” I quickly corrected myself. “Where did the information come from?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” Rattlesnake answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday. And it’s only you who’s leaving. Aboard the Tranquility. Two destroyers and one light cruiser will accompany you. I can’t spare anyone else. We’re in a tight spot in system X487TC02, and system X482TC01, and… well, we’re in a tight spot everywhere, Lieutenant Colonel. You’re dismissed. And, Elijah… ask Clown to come see me. And have him bring Tag along.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why so glum?” I asked Clown after he returned from his chat with Rattlesnake. “It’s not your style!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, Rattlesnake threw me a curveball,” Clown shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s got a bad premonition.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t known her as long as I have. When she gets a gut feeling, you pay attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, even if I’m a bit new to the Rattlesnake fan club.” 
 
      
 
    “Basically, these resurrection glitches are escalating. And she’s… fretting over Tag.” 
 
      
 
    I listened, saying nothing. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got our own Ark now, so we’re sitting pretty. I suggested she come along with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Let me guess, she told you to take a hike?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Clown confirmed. “To kingdom come. But she told me to keep an eye on Taglet.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that sweet!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you… sir!” 
 
      
 
    So there we were packing up our modest possessions and getting ready to leave the Punisher, which had served us as a home for so long. The mood was somber until Alex finally cracked. 
 
      
 
    “Luke, I am your FATHER!” he rasped, then burst into laughter. “Was it like that? Only ‘grandfather’ in our case?” 
 
      
 
    “Up yours, Alex!” Tag snapped back. He was visibly down, shooting sidelong glances at Clown. 
 
      
 
    Clown also seemed off-kilter, but to him the information wasn’t exactly news, even though he’d kept mum about it all along. 
 
      
 
    “How cu-u-u-te!” Cowgirl was ecstatic, even setting aside her pink rifle for a moment. “Taglet found his long-lost grandpa!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t exactly searching, damn it!” Tag grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Catt be Clown’s grandson, too?” Toby whispered loudly to me. Of course, everyone heard. 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh! How cu-u-u-te! You too, Catt?” Cowgirl clapped her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Up yours, Perv!” Tag immediately retorted. “Cowgirl, stop talking nonsense!” 
 
      
 
    “I second that!” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Alex roared with laughter. Clown snorted. 
 
      
 
    “So I didn’t get it? Catt’s not another grandson, then?” Cowgirl wrinkled her nose. 
 
      
 
    Tag and Catt just gritted their teeth. 
 
      
 
    “No, darling, he isn’t,” Frizzle lovingly patted her friend on the back. “Let’s keep packing; we need to get moving.” 
 
      
 
    “What a sha-a-a-me,” Cowgirl drawled. 
 
      
 
    “And just imagine how disappointed Catt and Clown must be!” Alex chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “ALEX, UP YOURS!!!” the Bravo group shouted in unison. 
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    “GOOD AFTERNOON, Mr. Lieutenant General!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean Mr. Lieutenant General? Address me as Sir, Your Grace, or Count!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… Sure… Good afternoon… Sir, Your Grace, or Count… Heh heh” 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel, are you mocking me?” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it! Count, Lieutenant General! Sir!” 
 
      
 
    “I think you are mocking me! You have no respect for your betters over there in the Commonwealth, do you? Your superior commanding officers don’t make you tremble enough!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t speak for the entire Commonwealth, but what would be the point in trembling, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t they send me a competent commander?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea, Lieutenant General… Count… That’s not a question you should be asking me!” 
 
      
 
    The imposing, well-groomed old man in full green Imperial armor sneered disdainfully. Why does battle armor need epaulets? Does he also go into battle with them? 
 
      
 
    “No, this is formal wear, Lieutenant Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    Did I say that out loud? Oops! 
 
      
 
    In general, I didn’t like it here one bit. The self-importance of these… Counts… was through the roof. How did they even fight with such attitudes?! 
 
      
 
    Upon arriving in system X350TC12, I was intrigued by the Imperial ships hovering in space. Their general outlines resembled the standard warships of the Commonwealth, but they somehow looked… more pompous. They were also colorful. The gun decks, docking ports, and even engines were highlighted in color. Probably to make them easier targets. But I couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    And the entire personnel was really bent on discipline and respect. Every other person was a noble and demanded corresponding treatment. Even the adjutant general who greeted me, a captain, turned out to be a baron and looked at me like I was trash. Imagine that! 
 
      
 
    The meeting was strange, too. I was used to my immediate superior, Colonel… actually, Brigadier General Rattlesnake now, briefing me before my combat mission. Here, I was overwhelmed by the number of attendees and dazzled by all sorts of medals and decorations. 
 
      
 
    Besides the general, among those present were one colonel, two majors, and three captains, including his adjutant. They were probably all nobles too. But, honestly, I couldn’t care less. 
 
      
 
    I listened to complaints about the long arrival time, the composition of the regiment, the alleged incompetence of the Commonwealth leadership in general and my personal stupidity in particular, the worthlessness of the Commonwealth compared to the Great Empire and its Imperial Forces, and other nonsense. 
 
      
 
    “How do you even fight with such discipline and such an attitude?” the flashy general disdainfully inquired. 
 
      
 
    “We fight just fine,” I shrugged. “Our attitude was what made us succeed on the planet Cybertron!” 
 
      
 
    The general paused for a moment. Some officers clicked buttons hastily, apparently searching for some information; others rolled their eyes, rummaging directly in the System Reference. One of the majors approached and whispered something in the general’s ear. The general frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about the battle on the planet?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much all there is to know,” I shrugged again. “I was there.” 
 
      
 
    The officers clicked their buttons again. The major whispered something else to the general. 
 
      
 
    “How can you stand here lying to me through your teeth and not bat an eyelid, Lieutenant Colonel! According to my information, it was the special forces of the Commonwealth military intelligence that operated there!” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Personally, I didn’t see any special forces down there. Except for us. But we’re not exactly special forces… If you catch my drift…” 
 
      
 
    The officers again retreated into themselves, that is, into the System. What the hell! Were they going to keep doing this? We wouldn’t finish by evening at this rate. The major whispered something again to the general. He grimaced. And then he started yelling, with spittle flying everywhere. 
 
      
 
    “You’re spouting gibberish, Lieutenant Colonel! That was a special forces operation! You couldn’t possibly have been there!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you say I couldn’t, then I guess I couldn’t,” I conceded. “Let’s focus on the task at hand.” 
 
      
 
    The general simmered down, squinted at me with palpable disdain, and seemed on the verge of saying something, but held his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “The overall command of this operation will be led by Count Canard, commander of the 304th Imperial Guard Regiment.” 
 
      
 
    The colonel in the room gave a nonchalant nod. I returned it, and he grimaced. Apparently, I should’ve shown more respect. 
 
      
 
    “He will brief you in detail later. You’re dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “With your leave, Your Eminence,” I intoned grandly. 
 
      
 
    The general’s eyebrows shot up and he looked at me with a hint of curiosity for the first time. Heh. That was how some Imperials did it, although I couldn’t quite be sure which. I turned and exited the cabin, then the ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fucking morons,” Alex commented as a massive mushroom cloud marked the current location of two Guard regiments, and we blinked away the afterglow of the blinding explosion. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” I concurred. “I warned them, even showed them the video. But they insisted their ‘sources were reliable.’ How do they plan to win this war?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they don’t?” Alex suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Seems that way,” I had to agree. 
 
      
 
    In this operation, my regiment was also tasked with covering the main forces. The Imperials were acting just like the Commonwealth soldiers on the previous planet. I suspected someone had plagiarized someone else’s manual. The only difference was that the Imperials’ version had a bit more flair. Two regiments had jumped into the city, two had covered them. I was vehemently against it, but who’d listened to me? Right, no one. And it was damn strange. Over nine thousand troops and equipment had vanished as if spirited away by the fairies. And for what? I sighed and radioed, 
 
      
 
    “This is Brown One. Who’s commanding the operation?” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, what kind of question is that? This is Spire One!” 
 
      
 
    Holy shit. So Count Canard was smarter than Rattlesnake and hadn’t dived headlong into the city. Then another difference from the previous operation emerged. This time, the aliens decided not to let the remaining human forces go. That meant us. 
 
      
 
    And they started from space. The system had seven planets; only this one was inhabited. Besides four gas giants, there were two more planets without atmospheres. It was on these that hyperspace beacons activated, and Intect warships began to appear. Judging by their quick response, they had waited somewhere nearby. And these planets were numbers two and five. We were hovering over the third. Unfortunately, they almost lined up, trapping our fleet between them. Now that was how you waged war. I’d love to get my hands on their manual, or whatever textbooks they used. 
 
      
 
    Count Canard issued the command to evacuate to orbit. After syncing up with Lieutenant Commander Traunt, the captain of Tranquility, I quickly realized our escape trajectory was a one-way ticket into the maw of the newly-arrived alien fleet. So, their plan was to shoot up to orbit and become stardust? Not on my watch. 
 
      
 
    “Spire One, this is Brown One. I suggest we keep our boots on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, this is Spire One! Don’t think, just follow your orders!” 
 
      
 
    Predictable. I saw Imperial landing craft swooping down in the distance to collect the remnants of their ground forces. Damn the Empire. Damn the brass. Damn this stupid war. 
 
      
 
    I pondered my next move. Good thing I had tethered the Minds of my squad to the mini-ark aboard the Elthenathuael. But what I should do with the nearly five thousand souls under my command was the million-dollar question. The Imperials hadn’t brought their own Ark. I couldn’t blame them; we’d lost too many of those lately. And given the current state of Universe-13, it was unlikely we’d get any more anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    Staying on the planet was also a bad idea. I highly doubted the aliens would send a courtesy “we’re coming for you” message before raining down hellfire from orbit. 
 
      
 
    “Is Melvin here?” 
 
      
 
    “Here!” That was Bond. Given that the escort ships were fully staffed, Bond had set up shop on the Elthenathuael. 
 
      
 
    “Can we get out of this mess?” 
 
      
 
    “We can, but not to human space. The only window we have is to system X352TS02, which has been under alien control for six months. From there, we can try to snake our way back to human territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Coordinate with Tranquility. We’re leaving for another sector.” 
 
      
 
    “Brown One, this is Loyal. I have different orders from Imperial Command!” Commander Hux from the escort cruiser Loyal chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “To hell with their orders, Commander! Can’t you see what’s happening? We’ll all be wiped out here! And as you know, it’s not guaranteed you’ll wake up in your own body anytime soon!” 
 
      
 
    The comms went silent for a moment before Hux’s voice broke through. “Understood, Brown-One. Ready to coordinate.” 
 
      
 
    “Serenity, get us the hell out of here!” 
 
      
 
    I switched to the general frequency. “All units, prepare for evacuation!” 
 
      
 
    Within minutes, landing crafts from Serenity hailed down from the sky. My units hastily boarded and ascended to the landing ship. Our tiny flotilla began to accelerate. Then the comms buzzed to life. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, all Commonwealth forces! This is Scepter One! What is happening? You are disobeying orders!” Ah, Count Canard himself. I wonder what the call sign for their Supreme Commander would be. Given the trend, probably something more than just a simple scepter. Most likely, a jade one. Well, he could insert it where the sun didn’t shine and twist it widdershins for all I cared! 
 
      
 
    I was standing on the bridge of the commonwealth ship at that moment. Lieutenant Commander Traunt gave me a quizzical look. 
 
      
 
    “I’’ say tell them to get stuffed, but I suggest we keep mum for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Commonwealth forces! Return to formation immediately!” 
 
      
 
    Traunt gritted his teeth. I pretended not to notice. Commander Hux’s somewhat flustered face appeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel, I realize this is none of my business, but we’re essentially deserting the field of battle. And abandoning our allies.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I’m aware of that!” I gestured toward the enemy fleet, which included nine Cubes. “How long do you think we’d last against that armada, Commander?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not the point, Lieutenant Colonel!” Hux tried to protest. 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly the freaking point!” I cut him off, my temper flaring. “I’m responsible for this operation! So I’ll answer to Command!” 
 
      
 
    “But your responsibility is limited to the landing forces,” the commander retorted. “What do you know about fleet tactics?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” I conceded. “But I can put two and two together. Moreover, I was appointed the head of this entire expedition. Am I wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re correct,” Hux acquiesced. 
 
      
 
    “Then cut off communication with the Imperials and follow my orders, damn it! Or rather, follow Captain Bond’s orders!” 
 
      
 
    We bolted almost perpendicular to the ecliptic plane, escaping this trap of a system. I think some disgruntled Imperial even took a potshot at us as we left. But they missed. We retreated — strategically, of course — in an organized but hurried fashion. Two Styx class destroyers, identified only by their serial numbers ST0512345 and ST0532589, led the way, their sensors attuned to the surrounding cosmos. In the middle of the formation was the Tranquility, and bringing up the rear was the cruiser Loyal. The Elthenathuael approached from a different vector, but fell into formation beside us, taking advantage of its superior speed. Coordinates were exchanged, navigation computers synchronized, and the ships leaped into hyperspace in unison. 
 
      
 
    The last thing I saw was a twin green laser beam from two of the Cubes obliterating the already damaged Imperial flagship, the battleship His Majesty Prince Pommer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The three and a half days of hyperspace travel were a tense affair. All the officers felt a mix of contempt and guilty relief — contempt towards me for abandoning our allies, and relief that we had survived. But they were officers, and the Code forbade them from showing their disdain openly. So they did it covertly instead. They shot me disdainful glances, whispered behind my back, and metaphorically pointed their guns at me in their pockets. They were generally undermining morale and making the crew jittery. Our combat readiness was plummeting. I’d had enough. So, I called a meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen… er… comrades… damn it… Good day! I’ve been doing some soul-searching. It turns out that my actions were unworthy of a true officer. I am therefore deeply ashamed and am ready to commit seppuku!” 
 
      
 
    I scanned the room. Everyone was keenly awaiting what would come next, though they were still puzzled. I continued. 
 
      
 
    “If a samurai brings shame upon himself, he must commit ritual suicide — a sacred act that demonstrates the purity of my soul and my devotion to the Army and the Crown!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd perked up, looking at me with renewed interest. 
 
      
 
    “See, I’ve even dressed all in white and prepared a ritual knife!” I wrapped myself in a clean sheet, the only white garment available on the ship, and brandished a large kitchen knife. Finding a regular knife in an era of energy weapons had been the most challenging part of this charade. 
 
      
 
    I knelt down, gripped the knife with both hands, turned the blade towards myself, and raised it high. The room fell silent. Those in the back rows even stood up to get a better view. 
 
      
 
    “So, in the name of Odin…” Alex, who was standing next to me and had also draped a sheet over his clothes, jabbed me in the ribs and hissed. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Odin?” 
 
      
 
    I was slightly flustered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, in short, Rule Britannia! For St. George and the Dragon! We fight them on the beaches! And then we fight the causes of the beaches!” I intoned solemnly. Everyone held their breath, captivated by the spectacle. 
 
      
 
    “RRRAAAHH!!!” 
 
      
 
    The knife tumbled through the air as it flew towards Lieutenant Colonel Heinz sitting in the front row. My knife-throwing skills were mediocre at best, and this was an unbalanced kitchen knife, so it hit Heinz in the left eye with the handle. 
 
      
 
    “Prepare yourselves, for you are to become a cautionary tale in my story!” I roared, leaping to my feet. “By the time I’m done, there won’t be enough left of you to send home in an envelope!” 
 
      
 
    I successfully ripped the sheet on my chest, revealing my powerful, hairless pectorals. It would have looked more menacing with hair on, but I had to improvise with what I had. 
 
      
 
    “You’re being insubordinate, but you don’t even have the balls to be open about it, you hypocrites! So I’ll teach you proper discipline all right!” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at Heinz, who was rubbing his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you asshole, there’s a knife right next to you! I suggest you use it to eviscerate yourself before I throw you out the airlock without a spacesuit! This isn’t an army; it’s a freaking mess! I’ve seen brothels that were more orderly! In fact, I’d much rather this were a brothel! At least I could get laid!” 
 
      
 
    Chief Vizier Alex whispered in my ear. 
 
      
 
    “Um… you’re getting carried away, chief…” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Yes! What was I talking about? A brothel!” 
 
      
 
    Alex elbowed me. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, the airlock! Right! Join me for a walk to the airlock! I’m going to kill you all just a little bit!” 
 
      
 
    “YUSS!!! KILL THEM ALL!!!” Perv hopped beside me gleefully. He’d donned his coat and Stetson for the occasion. The only thing missing was his trusty Smith and Wesson — otherwise, he was all set as the scourge of the outlaws. By the way, something needed to be done about that Smith and Wesson… 
 
      
 
    Alex assessed the situation, sighed, and quietly spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “You asked me to stop you if you were about to jump the shark. Well, all I can say is the Jaws theme’s been playing for a while now.” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head toward him and asked just as quietly. 
 
      
 
    “You think I’m going overboard?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely! Overboard — and about to fall into the drink!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of anything else. Would you like to address this sorry lot, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
    Alex shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “As always. You’ll owe me.” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a thumbs-up and wrapped myself in the remaining bedsheet. Alex stepped forward and cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! The commander has learned of your insinuations aimed at undermining trust in him within the team, and consequently, in his logic and behavior as a leader. You are deliberately creating a false negative impression of him among the rank-and-file soldiers. You employ complex deceptive schemes, all carried out covertly. This conspiracy is against a commander whom you view as an obstacle to achieving whatever your nefarious goals are, and gaining an advantage. So, what should be done about this?” 
 
      
 
    “SHOOT TO KINGDOMS COMES!!!” screamed Toby. 
 
      
 
    “I CONCUR!” bellowed Clown. 
 
      
 
    Catt and Tag lowered their face shields and aimed their weapons at the crowd. The six-barreled machine gun began to whir, and plasma buzzed as it accumulated in the chamber. People slowly began to slide to the floor, trying to hide behind their comrades. To their credit, there were no immediate attempts to flee — these were combat officers, after all. 
 
      
 
    “But the Emperor is merciful today!” Alex continued, getting carried away. I nudged him. 
 
      
 
    “What Emperor, for Pete’s sake?” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Yes! The commander is kind today! And although, by wartime laws, you should be executed by a firing squad, you’ll be spared that fate! Instead, you will go into the next battle as ordinary soldiers! And you’ll wash away your shame with blood, in the name of…” 
 
      
 
    I nudged him in the side again. 
 
      
 
    “Wrap it up; they’ve got the point.” 
 
      
 
    Alex looked at me, nodded, and suddenly winked, smiling. He pounded his chest with his fist and yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Ave, Caesar, morituri te salutant!” 
 
      
 
    And then we exited hyperspace. And right opposite our exit point in space hung a Cube. Such a cute little Cube. So cubic and so… lonely… 
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    “IF WE ARE MARKED TO DIE, we are enough to do our country loss; and if to live, the fewer men, the greater share of honor!” I recalled the saying of a real royal, not like those foppish idiots who had failed so miserably in the neighboring system. I stared at the small screen of the landing craft and listened to the radio chatter. If only King Harry’s words, whoever he was, could reach these soldiers’ ears! 
 
      
 
    “This is Delta One, docking sector secured!” Lieutenant Colonel Heinz reported. He was the commander of the ‘disciplinary unit’ sent to the Cube in the first wave. Well, look at that, the man could actually fight! 
 
      
 
    I had made good on my threat to form an officers’ ‘disciplinary unit.’ During the process, I realized I’d been a bit hasty when the rank-and-file Space Troopers demanded to be included in the penal unit alongside their commanders. On one hand, the officers had earned their respect, but on the other — what the hell? 
 
      
 
    As soon as we entered the planetary system, I bellowed, “Charge!” and off we went. Our chances were slim; larger fleets had failed to stand against Cubes, and my pitiful flotilla was like fleas to a dog. But even fleas had a few tricks up their sleeves. They might not bite hard, but they could certainly infect a host animal with some nasty diseases. And the Cube was in for a bad time. It had encountered the most toxic fleas available. At least, that’s what I believed. And so did my team. Therefore, the madness virus had already taken root throughout the 536th Space Trooper Regiment of the Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    We emerged into normal space almost right next to the Cube. Melvin had mentioned that the ‘Death Rays,’ as the military had dubbed the Cube’s green energy beams, operated at a certain range and were ineffective in close combat. So, we had a chance. A tiny, suicidal chance. 
 
      
 
    I had a full-fledged landing ship with a complete regiment of Space Troopers. The task was simple — transport this entire regiment onto the Cube with as few losses as possible. Therefore, the light cruiser Loyal and two destroyers ST0512345 and ST0532589 were to ‘tenderize’ this goddamn Cube a little before our arrival. And yes, I gave them strict instructions: retreat if critically damaged. 
 
      
 
    Melvin had shared all the known data about the Cube’s structure, which wasn’t much. Almost all the information had been obtained through visual inspection, analysis, and extrapolation. But he did know where the Cube’s engines were, and that was my primary concern. Despite the obvious weight class difference, I was ever an optimistic bastard and planned to come out on top this round, as well — and that included surviving. And to do that, we needed to make a getaway and ensure we weren’t pursued. 
 
      
 
    So, Plan A was to send in some scouts with a bomb to blow up the engines. Yet there was always a snag in every plan, and that snag was eating at me. Capturing the Intect! It promised a lot of perks for me personally, and was supposed to benefit all of humanity. Yes, it may have sounded pompous, but I’d still have to live there. Probably. 
 
      
 
    Melvin had been appointed Chief of Staff, and therefore needed to be kept in a safe place. The ship was tantamount to our HQ, after all. Thus, Elthenathuael quickly retreated to a safe distance. He could afford to do that with his speed. Bond was furious; he hadn’t managed to get off the ship in time. So, he was appointed Deputy Chief of Staff. 
 
      
 
    The Fourth Battalion was actually designated as the disciplinary unit. I handed Frizzle over to Alex because his recon unit was also part of the first wave. They were responsible for our successful evacuation by inflicting fatal damage on the Cube’s engine compartment. And the Fourth Batallion was supposed to clear the landing zone for the recon unit and the second wave, led by yours truly. And we were supposed to capture that damn Intect, whoever it was! 
 
      
 
    By the way, I had another unit at my disposal: Fluffster and Co. According to Berk calculations after studying the jellyfish, at least one Berk per platoon was needed for mental cover during the landing. This was in the best-case scenario where the jellyfish didn’t travel in groups. But Berks were suddenly in short supply in the universe. Especially “Spirit Talkers,” and not the warriors, which comprised the majority of their race. Thanks to my connections and past merits — after all, I had three Heroes in the team — I got a whole fifty silent purple fuzzballs. So, along with Fluffster himself, I had fifty-one Berks. And all of them were now aboard the landing shuttles and boats. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the screen again. The destroyer ST0532589 was limping away, having taken heavy damage and leaving behind an inversion trail of air leaking from all its seams. The second destroyer was still holding on, thankfully, as most of the gun platforms had been knocked out. Loyal looked the best of all, having pulled away in time, and was now monitoring the situation. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, contact! 10… 9… 1… Contact!” 
 
      
 
    The gravity compensator screeched, and the shuttle rammed into a gun hole. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the second wave had begun to penetrate the Cube almost simultaneously. The boats were a bit late, but they had to figure out where to dock. 
 
      
 
    This time we were hanging upside down. I hit the button, the belts shot off, and I fell three meters headfirst. I wanted to twist like a cat, but no such luck. Cursing, I flipped over and crouched, wondering how many Space Troopers in history had survived the barrage, made it inside, and then broken their necks trying to awkwardly exit the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    “Report!” I demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Second wave’s losses at twelve percent,” Melvin immediately responded. Not bad, considering the first wave lost a third, despite fleet support. But I was interested in something else. 
 
      
 
    “Whiskey One, this is Papa. What’s your status?” I asked Alex. He had another moment of clarity and recollected the entire NATO phonetic alphabet, as he called it. 
 
      
 
    Considering I now had a full-fledged combat unit, I simply assigned the first four letters of the alphabet to the four battalions. Recon should have been “Echo” alphabetically, but Alex preferred “Whiskey.” I had fond memories associated with that name, too, so I didn’t object. And it was easy to remember. I didn’t want to be “Echo,” either, and preferred another drink, but calling myself “Beer” seemed undignified. So, when Alex ran through the alphabet, my call sign naturally became “Papa.” I didn’t mind. 
 
      
 
    “Pops, your kids are fine! Everyone’s fed, and we have our warm hats and scarves on! Heh heh!” Alex was incorrigible — I was sure he’d be still cracking jokes from his coffin at his funeral! Before I could reprimand him in any way, he continued. “Cargo delivered and put into place! We’ve also captured a couple of locals — never seen anything like these guys before!” 
 
      
 
    “Evacuate!” 
 
      
 
    “But we’ve only just started!” Alex sounded irritated. 
 
      
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” I yelled. I was in no mood for arguing. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Executing!” Wow, it worked. It was a shame to pull the ninjas back before reaching the Intect, but their landing zone was too far for them to rendezvous with us quickly and safely. And it was time to get very serious about the likelihood of losses. Especially since they’d captured some kind of creatures. 
 
      
 
    And one more thing. 
 
      
 
    “Delta, this is Papa. Pull out! Good work!” The fourth battalion had indeed done well. No red dots on the radar at all. The disciplinary unit had done their job. 
 
      
 
    “Papa, this is Delta One. Understood!” Now that was more like it. These were clearly professional soldiers and not thugs with scrambled memories. 
 
      
 
    “Alpha One, on board!” Clown reported. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo One, arrived!” Tag announced. 
 
      
 
    “Charlie One, ready!” Catt was here. 
 
      
 
    Now everything was set. “Forward! Make some noise!” I roared, and my staff group followed me. You might say it was foolish for the commander to rush into battle like that. And I’d tell you that you were absolutely right. But that was just not how I operated. If you wanted something done, you had to do it yourself! That was always my life motto. And I always suffered for it. But what could you do? 
 
      
 
    According to our UAI ally, we were heading to a local control compartment where we had an 82% probability of locating an Intect, according to Melvin. My three battalions had landed in such a way as to cover my group from reinforcements coming from deeper within this massive spaceship. We didn’t have much time for calculations, but Melvin wasn’t an ordinary person. We didn’t have any other plan anyway. 
 
      
 
    I focused on the here and now. Tension coursed through my veins, adrenaline surged into my bloodstream, and a familiar excitement arose. I felt that everyone around me felt the same. There were thirty of us, all breathing heavily from the fast run, hands gripping weapons. 
 
      
 
    Red dots appeared on the radar. 
 
      
 
    “Attention!” Flahflyk’s voice coincided with the appearance of foreign voices in my head. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t stop, but turned my head. He looked grim, but okay otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “Two,” he answers the unasked question. We could handle that. 
 
      
 
    The corridors in the Cube were far wider than those in typical ships, and the ceilings were higher. From around a corner, squat figures of green-skinned enemies had emerged, emitting war cries that sounded like pig grunts. Knights must have been in short supply. I wondered how long before these guys turned the place into a complete pigsty. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of green-skinned fighters spilled into the corridor, screaming shrilly. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” I shouted, halting the Space Troopers from rushing forward with a gesture. 
 
      
 
    The front line dropped to one knee, myself included. The troopers raised their weapons expertly, and a fiery storm swept the advancing foes away. A sluggish jellyfish that had peeked out from around the corner was torn to shreds by a plasma burst from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Forward!” We rose and ran on. Around the corner, we saw a fleeing jellyfish left without support. A shot from the Peacemaker X and several hits from allies splattered the jelly across the walls and ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Minutes of running and several groups of greens later, we arrived at our destination. New red dots appeared on the radar — lots of them. And there were knights among them this time. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah!” Flahflyk wheezed. I glanced at him; things looked bad. His eyes were rolling back as he sank to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” I yelled, trying to make sense of the situation. 
 
      
 
    “He’s here,” Berk quietly replied, leaning on his arm to keep from falling. 
 
      
 
    For once, I didn’t need a translation. Alarm! An Intect detected! 
 
      
 
    “Where are you, you bastard?” I hissed through clenched teeth. So far, only the Knights were visible. “Everyone, forward!” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time I’d seen Toby’s BFG-9000 in action. A direct hit from a green energy blob tore a knight to shreds. It also hit his comrades nearby, but no one else died. Yes, trees used to be taller, grass greener, and the BFGs more powerful back when I was a youngling. All right, I was definitely being facetious. 
 
      
 
    The first two knights almost reached our lines but got shot down at close range. The third nearly broke through, raised his hammer, and died when SMASHINE flattened his helmet into a pancake. Cowgirl engaged in close combat. The front lines of Space Troopers hastily armed themselves with melee weapons. 
 
      
 
    My soldiers cursed and swore as they killed. And the enemies remained silent, even as they died. 
 
      
 
    My senses sharpened; my old friend the Glitch arrived, making the picture brighter and clearer. My mind cleared, and I surveyed the suddenly sluggish enemies. I fired the remaining four charges from the Peacemaker X, killing two and wounding two more, gripped my sword with both hands, and hacked at the nearest Knight with all my might. The result exceeded my expectations; his body was cleft from the shoulder to the middle of the chest. Kicking the body with my foot, I watched its slow flight, seeing it roll across the floor before coming to a halt as a lifeless chunk of meat. 
 
      
 
    I maimed and killed. While the Glitch lasted, I exploited my advantage fully. Laser beams, plasma bursts, and explosive bullets flew at the enemy from behind me. I just needed to strike my sword into damaged armor, which I did. The enemies fell silently before me, and all that mattered was how long I could maintain this state. And, of course, it ended right then. 
 
      
 
    Back in regular time, I heard the battalions swearing over the radio. There were almost no coherent words, just short commands. No panicked screams, though, so everything was going according to plan. I glanced down the corridor and saw him. Standing between two floating jellyfish was a tall, slender figure in a green cloak with a hood over its head. I could feel the alien mind probing into my own. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, I’m sorry…” After Flahflyk said that, it felt as though a bomb had exploded in my head, nearly blinding me and numbing all other senses. My hands involuntarily loosened, and the sword fell to the ground. I saw a Space Trooper fighting next to me turn around quickly to stab his comrade in the back. 
 
      
 
    “Hold your fire!” I rasped, hoping to be heard over the din of battle. “Take the bastard alive!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was the first to notice the danger. She had lost her rifle earlier, and the path to the Intect was blocked by two trios of Knights. I did mention that Cowgirl could have easily become an Olympic champion in every discipline including hammer throw, right? She spun once around herself in the best traditions of hammer throwers and hurled her pink friend over the Knights’ heads, hitting a floating Jellyfish. Headshot, you bastard! The Jellyfish was smashed instantly, melting into a sticky puddle on the clean floor. 
 
      
 
    The pressure lessened. I managed to pick up my sword, although my hands clearly didn’t want to. 
 
      
 
    “Toby, blast that scumbag!” I pointed at the remaining jellyfish. Toby didn’t disappoint. A brief gurgle, and a green energy ball left no trace of the cyborg. 
 
      
 
    Things were looking up. I saw my Space Troopers dropping their weapons, but at least no one was attacking their own anymore. Some even found the strength to resume fighting. 
 
      
 
    “Glitch, come to me!” I pleaded. I wasn’t addressing anyone in particular. Spirits? Anyone! Whoever! Even if it was the devil himself! I just needed my Glitch, because otherwise, there was no chance I’d get past those six brutes. And the green-cloaked figure was right there. I wasn’t leaving without them. 
 
      
 
    The Knights’ rifles roared. The rounds aimed at me were intercepted by the talkative captain who had been assigned to me as an adjutant and covered me with his body now. Because that’s how it was done in the Army, damn it. And apparently, taking bullets for your commander is also part of the job. His name was Thord. People like him restored my faith in the Army. 
 
      
 
    I lunged forward. Cowgirl’s scream of pain echoed through the comms, piercing and somewhat surprised. She reached me before anyone else. Heavens knew she could fight! The blade she had picked up from the captain’s body stabbed and slashed expertly, and each strike found its mark. 
 
      
 
    I leapt over the corpse nearest to me and stood beside her, my sword flashing non-stop while Cowgirl tried to get up. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Elijah, I just can’t” she coughed. Her fingers gripped the ax embedded in her abdomen weakly. She dropped her arms, unable to fight any longer. Blood oozing from her armor formed a puddle at her feet. “I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Get up and fight, or we’re screwed!” I screamed, losing my mind. 
 
      
 
    The wounded Cowgirl attracted the remaining three Knights, eager to finish her off. They charged without making a sound. 
 
      
 
    And finally, the Glitch arrived. I killed the first Knight with a direct blow under the helmet. A kick sent the second flying far enough away to not harm the wounded, and I finished him off with the next move. The third was engulfed in green flames and exploded in an energy burst. I thanked my green-skinned brother! Blood, guts, and armor shards were all that remained of the mighty alien warriors. 
 
      
 
    I quickly closed the distance to the motionless Intect and smashed my helmet’s visor into his hood-covered head, shattering his face and knocking him to the ground. He fell face-first. As he fell, the hood slipped off, revealing a once-human, bald skull. His ears were somewhat pointed. “An elf, perhaps?” a ridiculous thought crossed my mind. To be honest, he could have been anyone; his skull was covered in intertwined wires and tubes. His bionic eyes stared blankly ahead, and his metallic mouth grinned. But he didn’t move, and the pressure on my brain completely vanished. Bit off more than you could chew, didn’t you, alien scum? 
 
      
 
    A catchy song refrain popped into my head: 
 
      
 
    “There’ a starman waiting in the sky 
 
    He’d like to come and meet us 
 
    But he thinks he’d blow our minds 
 
      
 
    There’s a starman waiting in the sky 
 
    He’s told us not to blow it 
 
    Cause he knows it’s all worthwhile…” 
 
      
 
    Their songs were strange but damn catchy! Of course, I still didn’t have the foggiest of who “they” were, so I just gave my head a good shake to clear it from residual memories. 
 
      
 
    The Glitch left. I looked around. The Space Troopers had finally finished off the knights. After that, seven of them were still standing. I bent over Cowgirl. A strange feeling rose in my chest. I knew for sure she would resurrect. And I knew she was not in danger. Except we didn’t have another body like hers, and I had no idea where to find one. But I imagined how upset she’d be if she lost it! She was so proud of that body! 
 
      
 
    Her armor had already injected her with a cocktail of medicines and sealed the wound with Polymed. The medical indicator showed she was still alive. I knelt down and carefully lifted her into my arms. Toby appeared beside me, holding his wonder weapon, the pink Hammer, and my Peacemaker X. That’s what I called armed to the teeth! 
 
      
 
    “Me gather all!” our green comrade reported. “Now we leave at once!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent plan, Perv!” I praised him. “Let’s do just that.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention, all units. This is Papa! We’ve got the body! Retreat! I repeat, retreat!” 
 
      
 
    “Alpha One, acknowledged!” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo One, understood! Executing!” 
 
      
 
    “Delta One! Retreating!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was alive and well, I hoped. So far, so good. As I passed Captain Thord, I glanced at his med computer. Amazingly, he was still alive, too! 
 
      
 
    “Take him!” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Commander,” the sergeant beside me replied uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Every more-or-less healthy Space Trooper was dragging one, and some even two, comrades. Where were those carefree times when it was more humane and easier to shoot a wounded fighter than drag them back to base? It seemed I was witnessing the birth of a new philosophy of war. Bloodier and more ruthless. The time for mistakes had passed; no one wanted to guess whether they’d resurrect or remain in a virtual buffer anymore. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, slung Cowgirl over one shoulder, hoping her bleeding wouldn’t start again, and hoisted the captain onto the other. They carried the bound Intect past me; he was still unconscious. I hoped he wasn’t dead. Pudgy was also still out of it. I looked around again. No hands were free. I found nothing better to do than to give him a light kick. Pudgy muttered something but didn’t come to. I kicked him a bit harder. The furry one opened his bleary eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up and smell the roses!” I yelled joyfully. “Time to scram!” 
 
      
 
    Toby dropped his pile of weapons and helped his purple comrade to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” The Berk asked immediately. 
 
      
 
    My hands were full, so I just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “They’re dragging him over there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can feel it already,” Fluffster said, fully coming to his senses. 
 
      
 
    “Is he alive at all?” I inquired. “I have huge plans for that bastard.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s alive,” our furry ally confirmed. 
 
      
 
    I nodded in satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “As much as you can call that living,” he added cryptically. 
 
      
 
    “To all units! Hurry up! The Cube is breaking up!” the voice of the Deputy Chief of Staff with the cloak-and-dagger last name screamed over the radio. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HERE’S THE LIST OF MINDS. Where do you want me to insert this?” I twirled the info crystal in my hands, handed to me by the General. 
 
      
 
    “Are we correct in understanding that you’re forgoing your physical reward and wish to resurrect the Consciousnesses from this list? instead” The Angel clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” I grumbled. Then I quietly muttered to myself, “Cheapskates…” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, no one is forcing you to do this, so your comment about us is inappropriate,” Angel responded. 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “I brought you a live Intect, you know!” 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate that and are prepared to reward you accordingly. But this is your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Since when has resurrecting Minds become a privilege?” I still couldn’t calm down. “These people also participated in capturing the Intellect, you know!” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, they didn’t have the corresponding Assignment.” 
 
      
 
    “Then just resurrect them regardless!” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, our capacities are overloaded, so malfunctions are inevitable.” 
 
      
 
    “But you can do it instead of a reward? On overloaded capacities?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would be expedient.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re assholes to boot,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Again, an inappropriate comment,” Angel immediately retorted. 
 
      
 
    I placed the info crystal on a lone table. 
 
      
 
    “So, we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    “All the Consciousnesses on your list are available for transfer into bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I grumbled, turning around. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure doing business with you!” The Angel said sweetly. 
 
      
 
    I looked back at the screen with the blurred silhouette. Are they mocking me? 
 
      
 
    “Up yours,” I replied, leaving the room. This time, Angel remained silent. 
 
      
 
    I headed to the docking airlock, accompanied by the Space Troopers from the Information Station. I was filled with resentment and anger — toward the Army, the System, and the goddamn Intects. 
 
      
 
    Our evacuation from the Cube had turned into a full-blown disaster. The Cube was not keen on letting us go with our prize. The Cube decided to compensate for the destroyed weapon platforms in our landing zone radically. It began to disintegrate into smaller cubes, each the size of a human frigate, complete with its own engines and weapon systems. Like a Rubik’s Cube from hell! 
 
      
 
    The only thing that saved us from total annihilation was that the Cube disintegrated very slowly. The explosive device planted by Team Whiskey in the main engine room also slowed down its “disintegration,” causing an overload of the ship’s systems. My fleet retreated along a trajectory calculated by Melvin, avoiding the firing zone of the surviving turrets and the Death Ray. 
 
      
 
    No, I was wrong. That wasn’t the only thing. When the cubes finally “peeled off” from the main “body” and began to accelerate, a simple calculation showed that five of them would catch up to us before reaching the hyperspace leap point. Tranquility would be destroyed with a 98.2% probability — along with the remnants of the Regiment and the valuable prisoner. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t even my idea. The Space Fleet did what it had to do. Its best part, which, coincidentally, was with me at the moment. Commander Hux with his battered Loyal and two destroyers ST0512345 and ST0532589, the names of whose captains I hadn’t even bothered to learn. And if the 45th still had some limited combat capability at that point, the 89th simply turned toward the enemy, practically without any functioning weapons on board, to buy us a few extra minutes to accelerate. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Elijah, get this creature to us in one piece!” Hux gave me a grim smile as Tranquility accelerated slowly, taking us and the remnants of the 536th Space Trooper Regiment out of this system. I didn’t like any of it, but I saluted the commander before the communication was cut off. 
 
      
 
    The Loyal had lasted a bit longer than the destroyers. When its main batteries were damaged, the hull integrity was nearing zero, and barely a tenth of the crew remained, the battered cruiser adjusted its trajectory with the remaining maneuvering engines and crashed into the nearest cube, which was trying to bypass it to continue the pursuit. Both ships disappeared in a bright flash, and the probability of successful evacuation rose to 91.5%. The last-minute missiles and torpedoes simply didn’t reach us in time. Elthenathuael and Tranquility leaped into hyperspace, taking the remaining fifth or so of the 536th Regiment and one very important alien along. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I sat on a chair and closely examined the freak that had changed the life of the entire Inhabited Cosmos. He sat across from me, strapped to a chair. Upon closer inspection, the alien was repulsive. It seemed that he used to be human or something very similar to us. Now, he was transformed into a cyborg. At least, that familiar term seemed to fit this creature well. 
 
      
 
    His body wasn’t fully metallic; most of it was his own. However, wires, tubes, and a partially-metallic frame protruded from underneath his skin, covering all his limbs and part of his torso in a lattice-like structure. The lower part of his skull was entirely metallic, while the upper part, despite the implanted ‘eyes,’ seemed to be a regular skull covered in pale skin. Greenish, oily liquid flowed through the tubes, even though his blood was the usual red color. I’d found that out when I smashed his face. Overall, the creature was not a pleasant sight. 
 
      
 
    Flahflyk and two of his kin were next to him when the extraterrestrial came to. The Intect tried to probe their minds but failed. As the Berk explained to me, the jellyfish were semi-sentient beings used as ‘amplifiers.’ They were ‘slightly’ modified with cyber technologies and could form a ‘pool’ of several at a time. And the amplification was significant, if not exponential. The capacity for mind control was proof of that. The Intect himself had abilities comparable to those of the Berks. 
 
      
 
    His name was 5YOU98RE48ALL9385SCR8EWED82, and he spoke our language very well. 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” the Intect said in his reedy voice for the umpteenth time. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked again, also for the umpteenth time. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot hand me over to Universe-13!” 
 
      
 
    “What now?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a mistake…” 
 
      
 
    And so it had gone on for an entire hour. He couldn’t be handed over. We were making a mistake. That was all, no matter what questions I asked. I sighed and stood up from the chair. Maybe the Angels would have better luck interrogating him. I had already reached the door when he spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Wait…” 
 
      
 
    Interesting. That was something new. The Intect turned his head toward me, and a small metal plate slid out from his skull. 
 
      
 
    “This is a one-time identification key for communicating with the Purification.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” I was shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Once you transmit this data, you will be granted one-time access.” 
 
      
 
    “Access where?” 
 
      
 
    “Access to Purification.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” the Intect rasped, staring blankly ahead again. 
 
      
 
    “Hello! What is this Purification?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot be handed over to Universe-13!” 
 
      
 
    Clear as mud. His record got stuck again. I pulled the plate out of his skull and left the cell. 
 
      
 
    We had tried everything. After exiting the area that was outside System’s bounds, I took the Intect aboard the Elthenathuael Melwinius Crawlitops. Melvin couldn’t help us, either, even though he had kept our captive in his med bay for almost a day under Berk supervision. The plate turned out to be an information carrier with an encrypted message. Who, when, and where to transmit it remained unclear. Presumably, the message was intended for the Intects, but what it was and why it was given to me remained a mystery. 
 
      
 
    The Intect’s DNA almost entirely matched that of humans. A computer reconstruction showed a perfectly human-like male with slightly larger eyes and pointed ears. It even had a perfectly normal penis, although the original had lacked one. His cybernetic part contained physical and mental enhancers. Melvin couldn’t extract any information, although he said he could grow a similar body if needed. 
 
      
 
    There was another strange thing. Our mini-ark didn’t react to the alien at all. And that was odd. Melvin tried to capture his Mind for ‘anchoring,’ but no such was detected. The ark didn’t consider him a sentient being in possession of a Mind. Given his resemblance to humans, this was very strange. 
 
      
 
    I recalled Fluffster’s odd comment about the Intect concerning ‘life.’ Berk honestly tried to explain it to me, but I got lost again in his esoteric intricacies. To put it briefly, the Intect was ‘alive, but not quite.’ Make of that what you will. Although I honestly tried to understand. He was evasive, but when I cornered him, getting mightily irritated already, he conceded to give me a concrete example. 
 
      
 
    “He’s like you when you’re inside the Glitch.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Elijah, you’re persona non grata in the Empire now,” Rattlesnake said, sitting in her ‘civilian’ body and scrutinizing me. 
 
      
 
    As if I didn’t already know. The System had already informed me. Upon returning to the zone of space connected to the System, I’d received a bunch of notifications. 
 
      
 
    Some were pleasant: 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System Task! Status updated. 
 
      
 
    Main: Capture alive and deliver to the medical center a representative of the race called Intects. 
 
      
 
    Status: Fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To receive the physical reward you need to pay a visit to the nearest Information Station. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Physical Reward. To 
 
      
 
    Others, not as much: 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Reputation with Human Commonwealth lowered. Current level: Indifference. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Reputation with Human Empire lowered: Current level: Hostility. ATTENTION!!! A warrant for your arrest has been issued. 
 
      
 
    “Do you even sleep, General?” 
 
      
 
    She looked like death warmed up with enormous bags under bloodshot eyes. 
 
      
 
    “That’s none of your business,” she sighed. “What a mess you’ve made!” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly happened?” I feigned surprise. “The Intect has been captured; mission accomplished.” 
 
      
 
    “Except the 17th Imperial Fleet’s force and three Imperial Guard Space Trooper Regiments have been wiped out in the process.” 
 
      
 
    “Did I kill them, too?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    The joke didn’t land. 
 
      
 
    “Enough with the wisecracks. You’ve deserted the battlefield.” 
 
      
 
    I was outraged. 
 
      
 
    “That’s bullshit! We would have all died there! And we wouldn’t have captured the Intect!” 
 
      
 
    “I personally understand you. But the Commonwealth leadership doesn’t! I’m sorry, but I have my orders.” 
 
      
 
    After those words, a new message appeared for me. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You have been dismissed from the Human Commonwealth Army. 
 
      
 
    Updating data… 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
      
 
    System Rank: Strike unit leader. 
 
      
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Free. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: None. 
 
      
 
    Current Status: Undefined. 
 
      
 
    Class: Absolute. 
 
      
 
    Rank: None. 
 
      
 
    Well, now! Hello, civvy street! Sure, I’d considered the option of an honorable retirement, but not this soon. I wanted to make it to Marshal first — they had real cool insignia! Besides, I intended to save some money and buy a little house by the sea! 
 
      
 
    “Severance pay?” I immediately inquired. 
 
      
 
    The General finally smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You never let anything get you down, do you, Elijah?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I?” I cheerfully agreed, though I felt a bit uneasy inside. 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, I did everything I could. The initial plan was to hand you over to the Empire as a war criminal.” 
 
      
 
    “Despite everything I’ve done for you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s precisely because of that you’re not currently in a prison ship cell being taken to an Imperial tribunal and leaving a free man.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I should be grateful to you?” 
 
      
 
    She tiredly rubbed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed I had overstepped. I felt ashamed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, General. I am grateful. Honestly,” I stammered, but still asked, “How many of Commander Hux’s men and the 536th Regiment’s Space Troopers were resurrected?” 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment, accessed some information, and answered. 
 
      
 
    “Twelve percent of all casualties,” she paused again. “Commander Hux is not among them, if you were wondering.” 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Are we that screwed?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I get a list of the dead?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake raised an eyebrow. I had almost forgotten that word. 
 
      
 
    “A list of the Minds of soldiers from my group who were denied resurrection?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake looked at me intently but performed some manipulations, resulting in an information crystal that she placed on the table in front of me. I picked it up and turned it over. Nearly seven thousand human lives were in my hands. Their fate now depended on me. It sure was hard to play God. I sighed, pocketed the crystal, and asked, “What are the leadership’s plans?” Even though I wasn’t particularly interested, I didn’t want to leave, and I didn’t know what else to talk about, either. 
 
      
 
    “To drive the Aliens out of the Inhabited Space.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there finally a coherent plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” she hesitated, looked at me, and continued. “The Universe has promised direct assistance.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” I was intrigued. 
 
      
 
    “Hard to say, but the assumption is that it will be direct intervention.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I genuinely said. 
 
      
 
    “Rumors are that the Angels will go to war.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?!” I was amazed. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but I think we’ll all see that when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    “And when will that be?” I immediately perked up my ears. 
 
      
 
    “No idea. What will you do next?” General Rattlesnake inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I have a couple of ideas,” I said evasively. I had no ideas. I was still in shock from my dishonorable discharge. 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake knew me well, so, of course, she didn’t believe me. She rummaged through her desk, pulled out another information crystal, and handed it to me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, taking it from her hands. 
 
      
 
    “All the information I have on the Bulldogs, plus some recommendations for you and a list of places and people who… ahem… owe me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I was somewhat taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “Understand, I’m not just doing this for you, but for… well, you know,” she looked away. 
 
      
 
    “So, my team has received a discharge, too?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “They were following orders,” she shrugged. “What could they be blamed for? There’s no reason to discharge them.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they can stay in the Army?” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Theoretically, yes. In reality — what do you think?” 
 
      
 
    There was no need to think. I’d just ask them. 
 
      
 
    “May I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Go, Elijah! Good luck! And look after my… men,” she said with a sad smile, stood up, and extended her hand. “You know I’ll find you and punish you otherwise!” 
 
      
 
    I knew her all too well. I firmly shook her strong, small palm. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, General! And good luck to you too!” 
 
      
 
    I left her cabin and headed for the airlock where Bond was waiting for me. I had one more thing to do. A small debt to my now-former subordinates. I may no longer have been in the Army, but I still owed them. I hoped they’d make better life choices than I did. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re right in the head?” Alex asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Commander, but you’re a doofus,” Tag noted. 
 
      
 
    “How could you even think of this?” Frizzle said admonishingly. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t leave our own behind! You taught us that!” That was Catt. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a moron… Commander?” Clown asked. 
 
      
 
    “I concur with the previous speaker!” Bond added. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl said nothing, just frowned, but her gaze was as deadly as her famed elephant gun. Toby didn’t quite get it all but gripped my hand and looked up at me with his amber eyes, cosplaying the cat from Shrek. Only Flahflyk remained silent, shaking his head disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    And all I did was suggest they stayed in the Army! 
 
      
 
    “What about job security and benefits?” I made one last attempt. 
 
      
 
    “One more word, and I’ll give you a wallop!” Cowgirl finally spoke. 
 
      
 
    Well then! 
 
      
 
    “Done!” Alex happily informed me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s done?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve just quit!” He looked at Tag and smiled. “To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Tag said, also smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Done!” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Freedom! Yee-haw!” Frizzle laughed and pumped her fist. 
 
      
 
    “I’m too old for this shit!” Clown declared. “I am now, officially, a military retiree.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, there go my plans to become an admiral!” Bond said. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t go back to milking cows!” Cowgirl informed me. 
 
      
 
    “Toby not lieutenant now,” our green companion sighed. But then he perked up. “Can Perv be war boss now?” 
 
      
 
    I was almost moved to tears. I opened my mouth to thank them… 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Universe-13 is switching to combat mode!!! 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All garrisons have been dispatched from Information Stations. Any ship found trespassing in the areas adjacent to Information Stations will be destroyed! 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Universe-13 resources are fully redirected to eliminate the External Threat! In this regard, the capture and transfer of individual Consciousnesses will be temporarily suspended! Await further updates. 
 
      
 
    What the hell was this crap? What cack-handed programmer wrote this patch? 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
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    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss

  

 
   
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending War Eternal to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors? 
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    Visit our 
 
    Facebook LitRPG page 
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    Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter! 
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