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      Darkness swallowed the landscape, defied by three illuminations, the brightest one coming from a nearby motorbike. It sat stationary and served as the greatest defense against a long damp night. Another light close by was held in the hands of a young girl with three missing teeth and a perpetual yawn. Every few seconds it would dip before a gruff voice uttered complaints and the light leveled again.

      The final ember came from a man’s cigar and it was constantly on the move.

      “Stupid machine. I hate you!” the man yelled and slammed one heavy arm down onto the contraption in front of him.

      “Two hours, two!” He spun around and tossed a screwdriver into the distance while kicking wet clods of dirt. “You can’t break down in the middle of the day, no! God forbid something goes wrong when it’s convenient!”

      “Lee, I’m tired,” the young girl said.

      “I know, Bell, just a bit longer. We’ll have it fixed soon.”

      “That’s what you said an hour ago.” Bell dragged the words out in complaint.

      “It’s this stupid machine’s fault!” Lee exploded again.

      He danced, twisted and flailed at the air in complaint. Scars could be seen on the side of his face from where a laser burn hadn’t finished the job. Three fingers on his left hand looked truncated. His right leg didn’t move naturally and weighed too much to be flesh and blood.

      “Just leave it until morning.” Bell yawned, showing all her missing baby teeth. Another one in the back was wiggling loose and would soon be gone.

      “I can’t!”

      “But you threw away all your tools and it’s dark.” She clicked off the light and headed toward the bike. The sidecar on it was perfect for a sleepy child. It was her intent to leave Lee to fend for himself.

      A flurry of additional kicks ensued before Lee’s shoulders drooped. He sucked down most of his cigar and pulled another one out of a pouch on his jacket. With a flare of light the new cigar self-started and Lee ground the old embers with his foot.

      “Stupid TRANs Union. Stupid third rate equipment. Let’s cut corners. It’s cheaper. We can afford more acreage on the outpost drop pods. Clopshit.” Lee didn’t believe in holding in his complaints. He wasn’t a Happy Patch addict like most of the colony. No, Lee had fought in the Outer Ring Independence Wars. He stopped holding punches back decades ago. That inability to restrain himself was how he ended up on an outpost instead of the comfortable home planets.

      “Two thirds the price for a quarter the quality! Makes perfect sense. Until you have to fix it in the middle of the night, when it’s raining!” He kicked again, then made his way out toward the area where he’d tossed his tools.

      An army of large creatures roamed the vicinity. Even half asleep they tore at branches and plants. Giant meaty arms dragged the offending vegetation to their faces and they absently chewed. They resembled cows given ape like arms and legs. Their strangest feature was a single eye that had been modified to detect spectrums outside the human range. This allowed them to pick out healthy vegetation on habitable planets.

      “Stupid beefclops.” Beefclops were the large creatures. “Stupid machine. Stupid TRANs Union machines,” Lee continued, complaining around his mouthful of cigar.

      “Wake me when you’re done, Lee!” Bell said with a yawn.

      Lee gathered up an armful of tools and staggered back to the broken device. He’d spent hours trying to repair a H.E.R.D unit. The machine’s purpose was to keep watch and herd the beefclops. Lee and Bell both belonged to a frontier outpost that had been able to afford three of the machines. Naturally, the other two were broken and in need of replacement parts.

      “Bell!” Lee yelled and clanked around a second armload of parts.

      “Bell, I need a light!” The little girl didn’t answer Lee’s yells. “Goddammit, girl, what good are you?” Lee threw the latest armload of parts onto a growing pile then stomped to the sidecar of his motorcycle.

      “Bell?” He was a bit quieter now. Once he was close enough to peer inside it became obvious the little girl had passed out. Lee grumbled, chewed on the end of his cigar then heaved a tired sigh. She had spent the entire day working and here Lee was keeping her awake even longer. No one else had been available, though. He gave up, went back to the broken machine and tinkered for another hour.

      This planet had no moons. The closest thing available was a ring of asteroids which somehow landed in an ideal orbit and occasionally shimmered. Lee’s only real assistance came from the motorcycle’s headlight. He couldn’t even turn on the brighter bulb or it would spook the beefclops into a rampage.

      “Stupid, stupid machine!” For the umpteenth time he resorted to kicking it in hopes that pieces would mystically start working.

      His senses had been honed over two decades of campaigns in space and on the ground. Something in the air made the cranky ex-soldier look up. One good eye scanned the horizon for the source of his sudden agitation. The cigar swished back and forth as he wiggled his cheeks and studied. The mountain’s pass looked clear. The tree tops were okay. No sign of starships trailing across the sky. Not even an out of place speck that might hint at a camouflage system on active.

      He snorted and surveyed again. Something large winged overhead almost silently from a blind spot on his wounded side.

      “Maggots! Goddamn…” He dodged away as a talon grasped for him. The cursing continued while Lee crawled arm over arm back to his motorcycle.

      “Bell. Bell! Wake up!”

      The sleepy girl was rubbing one eye as Lee came screaming over. He reached inside the motorcycle’s rear storage and yanked out an absurdly sized gun. One truncated finger flipped the ignition switch and a miniature reactor came to life with a whine.

      “Lee?”

      “Bell, child, you put the rig into defensive and stay down!” he shouted and slammed the hood onto the sidecar.

      Lee lined up a shot aimed toward the large creatures flying overhead and fired. He missed as nearly invisible forms caused small rippling distortions against the night sky. Wings twice the size of beefclops became easier to see as they drew closer. An entire pack of creatures was swarming above. On their backs were small white creatures that looked more like ribbons than people.

      “Not in my house you don’t!” Lee shouted and fired another stream of plasma into the sky. A hissing bolt of liquefied metal soared past flapping wings.

      “Come down here and fight like men!”

      “Lee!” Bell screamed from inside the swiftly shifting motorcycle. The machine was transforming into a small bunker and sent bolts into the earth to anchor.

      “Gonna kill you all this time!” His obscenities were only broken up by a constant stream of hatred. Lee kept pulling the trigger and managed to hit a few of the wings. His plasma bolts sent two spiraling down.

      Spears hurled down from above and smacked into the ground next to the grumpy ex-soldier. He spared them a glance and shifted his cigar around before firing another blast. In the distance was a giant creature that swept down and grabbed two beefclops, one in each claw, before winging into the distance. An entire army of white ribbon shaped creatures were hoisting dull spears from the winged monster’s back.

      “No! Damn you, stay away from my cattle!” Most of the shots were going wild now. Lee was running on empty and had been awake for far too long. He wasn’t in his suit, and he had no stimulants to keep him wired. Only his anger at being attacked for the third time this month kept him aware.

      The biggest one’s snatch and grab served as a signal for the others to flee. What had been a dark sky full of silently swarming wings quickly emptied and left behind a curtain of darkness.

      “Son of a bitch! I’ll get you maggots!” He fired off round after round until the chamber overheating warning pierced his clouded awareness.  Plasma rounds ejected then fell as the gun clicked off and cooled. Steam hissed from compressed canisters releasing foam to bring the temperature down on the tip.

      He’d only managed to wound a few.

      “That’s it. I’m tired of this bullshit,” Lee said.

      He stormed to his motorcycle. Moments later it was back in a normal shape with a worried little girl in the compartment. The only lights came from three sources. One from the skyward facing lights on a motorcycle. Inside it, a young girl missing three teeth shone her handheld flashlight and peered out into the absurdly still distance. In Lee’s mouth was the third source of light. It quickly burned its last as the gruff man huffed and puffed through his umpteenth cigar for the night.
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      Home base was a collection of four giant square buildings. They had been dropped from orbit about nine months ago and were used for housing, storage, and anything else the outpost needed. Forward Colony Seventeen-Alpha-Six wasn’t big enough to start making its own buildings yet. Plus regulations had them limited on what they could do with the local resources.

      Lee was currently in building three which housed the administrative desks. He verbally berated the room’s owner for ten minutes. The other man stood for everything Lee hated. His family had been on the other side of Lee’s army in the Independence Wars.

      “Johnson, I’m tired of sitting back and letting them take our food!” Lee stunk of endless cigars and was shouting about three inches away from the portly fellow’s face. Something about the ex-soldier had Johnson backed against a wall stammering protests. They were the same mass, but in different spots. The fact that this room was Johnson’s office did not help.

      “We can’t… we can’t just attack the locals,” Johnson stammered.

      “To hell with regulations!” Lee spat.

      “Those are the rules! If the Outer Ring Board finds out we’re trying…”

      “They stole two of our beefclops! They don’t just grow on trees!” Lee spun away and banged on a nearby wall. His arm shook and he tried to rein himself in to no avail. War had left him prone to outbursts.

      “They breed fast enough.” Johnson tried to reassure Lee with half a grin.

      “Yeah, you try breeding them with no defensive net, no H.E.R.D. units and no spare parts to fix them!”

      “We’re already in the red this month. There’s just no money,”

      “I know!” Lee shouted. He had been glaring at Johnson and the stupid smiley face patch on the round man’s shoulder. “All I’m asking”—Lee’s hands were raised in a grasping motion, as though he was this close to throttling the life out of a bureaucrat—“is that you let me go burn a few nests down.”

      Footsteps crashed down the hallway. They made Lee’s angry rant sound downright friendly. The door slammed sideways and a petite woman pointed one finger at the ex-soldier.

      “Lee!” she yelled in a voice both high pitched and clipped.

      “What, Becky? You want to tell me I can’t take care of the problem too?” He realized his mistake but couldn’t stop from yelling at her.

      “No, but you can’t take care of the problem, so get over it.” Becky was half Lee’s size in height and mass. A pair of multi-lensed glasses sat atop her pinned up hair. “What I care about is you taking Bell out in the middle of the night!”

      “No one else was willing to help!” The ex-soldier rode high on anger. His hands gestured over to the window which showed their colony’s alien world.

      “That’s because you should have brought all the beefclops back to base, and then picked up the H.E.R.D.” Her head tilted to one side and nostrils flared. “Instead, you kept my girl out there five hours! In the morning! While you failed to fix the problem!”

      “She said it was okay!” Lee was on the defensive now, but his aggravated tone had failed to dial back a notch.

      “No, she’s ten! She doesn’t get to say what’s okay and what’s not. I do!” Becky poked one tiny finger at Lee’s chest. Each stab sent him retreating in the same manner Johnson had done from Lee. The portly man had sense enough not to grin and slid away from the argument. His office didn’t have enough room to support this mess.

      “Ten, Lee! Not a fighter, not fit for field duty, what does that mean, Lee?” the woman yelled.

      Lee, who had been forced to extinguish his cigar upon return to their outpost, looked nervous. His eyes darted anywhere but Becky in hopes of an easy escape.

      “Lee! Tell me!”

      “Ma’am. It means she can’t go past the border,” he muttered and studied the floor.

      “And where were your stupid beefclops? Where were you attacked with my little girl?” Her eyebrow raised and head tilted back. Becky’s finger didn’t let up jabbing into Lee’s chest.

      “Past the border ma’am,” the larger male admitted.

      She reminded him of a former commander, one who had shot Lee in the leg to prove a point. A larger fire was needed to calm him down and Becky had plenty to spare. Lee chose to keep the scar as a reminder of his ongoing ability to make stupid choices. It rarely helped.

      “Good. You do it again and I’m shipping you back to the docking station and canceling our contract. Then the army can do what it wants with your rehabilitation status.” She focused her attention on Johnson and glared. He wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong besides occupy the same room.

      “Come on, Becks.” Lee went from angry and aggressive to plaintive and almost desperate.

      “No!” Becky—who resented the name Becks with a fiery passion—twitched an eye despite the Happy Patch on her arm. It was fresh and the yellow smiley face still glowed. She should have been pleasant even in the middle of a rainstorm but wasn’t.

      “Just a few, Becks. Just let me burn out a few nests then we can get back in the green. I can give them a punch in the nose they won’t crawl back from. Before it’s too late.”

      “No. Your gear is only authorized to be touched if raiders attack. Not the local wildlife! If you so much as touch your armor or weaponry, I’ll send you off!” Becky stormed out of the room and left a scowling Lee behind. Johnson looked toward the exit and back at Lee. He wasn’t comfortable sitting at his desk until the ex-soldier left him well alone.

      Finally, Lee walked off. His shoulders slumped and head hung from the outright denial of his much desired killing spree. A full minute later, after his heart rate came down, Johnson slid back into the chair and sighed, then righted a fallen picture frame.

      It displayed his sister, who lived a stress free existence on the inner realms of a United Planets, some billions of light years away. Life, Johnson reflected to himself, had been much easier when he stayed at home.
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      Since Lee found approval from the outpost executives to be unlikely, he instead routed directly to the repair hanger in building four. The inside was huge and expansive with cranes that ran along railed walls. Normally he would have gone to cooking and ranted about the dwindling supplies, but they’d proven to dislike the aroma that followed him around. Both chefs also advised that they didn’t like Lee’s face, ass, or shoes, especially the shoes. Mud got everywhere.

      “I need two Cadence Modules and a better set of Auto-Wrenches.” Lee tried to smile but his face wasn’t built for it.

      “I need a million bucks and two girls high on Heart Throb serving my nether region, but we ain’t gonna get what we want.” The other man was thin and covered in brown and green grease. “Less’un you got any of those laying around?”

      “For fuck’s sake. We’re not even big enough to have a pleasure module, you expect me to find someone on Heart Throb? Much less two? Plus there’s the matter of me needing some R and R myself,” Lee said with his arms crossed. Heart Throb made the women, and men, feel a certain way, much like the Happy Patch kept people peaceful.

      “Well I ain’t got spare Candies or Wrenches,” the man under the mower spoke coolly despite Lee’s attitude. He wasn’t on a Happy Patch but could remain calm. Lee suspected he stowed away a Wild Leaf or two or found a method to synthesize a replacement from local fauna.

      “Fuck a duck.” Lee paced around in the crowded room. Even though the room was the largest in their colony, it still had too much crap in the way for his liking.

      “Ain’t ever seen a duck, nor tried tah fornicate one. You think that’d work?”

      Lee’s footsteps paused a full half second before he sniffed. Lee’s nose wrinkled and the man underneath reached out, beckoning the retired soldier for an answer. Lee said, “Nah Bill, you don’t want a duck. They bite. Ducks are assholes, at least that’s what my dad said. He only hated four things in life: sinners, his mother-in-law, ducks, and us boys.”

      “That’s an odd list. Mustta been a God fearin’ man, your poppa. A regulah saint.”

      “Naw.” Lee’s voice started to resemble the man under the trucks. He resumed pacing while fumbling through his pockets for a cigar. “Dad made me look like a choir boy.”

      “Ain’t that something,” Bill said. The platform he lay upon moved to the left a few feet letting Bill inspect another part of the Mower’s undersurface. “If you’re gonna waste my time jawing then pick up a wench and get udder here. Lord knows this backlog ain’t gonna clear isself.”

      “All right.” Lee poked around trying to figure out the doorway cleaning units. Lee hoped to get them working again one day so the chefs would be less annoyed at his shoes. Their colony owned six and only one in the administration building still worked.

      Lee sighed. Much of his anger had deflated traveling between buildings, as it always did. Running in circles on the frontier reminded him how much easier war was. Fighting had always been in a specific spot with enemies that showed up a pretty red color on his suit’s display. Work in the real world proved to be too complicated, and that said nothing of the people.

      Reminiscing about the past didn’t stop him from wondering how Becky might act on Heart Throb. It didn’t help that Becky was the only decent female not covered with muck in the entire colony. Lee chalked it up to enjoying a good argument. Something about feisty women drew his eye like nothing else. Once again Lee found himself wondering about the old days, where war heroes hit the ports and all the girls were ready to go at a moment’s notice. Rest and relaxation had truly been worth looking forward to.

      He didn’t like the quietness of frontier life at all. War, or the excitement of a busy planet. Those were things worth doing. Not being stuck out in some backwater clamming over broken H.E.R.Ds.

      “I hate it out here. Ain’t like it was,” Lee said with his good eye close to one of the exhaust ports. Hay and green goo lined the tube, vented from god knows where, and only god knew how. He grabbed a rag and cleaned the muck.

      Bill hummed through his nose, then dropped a set of wrenches on the ground. The clanking of metal faded into the background and minutes of silence dragged on as they worked. After a time, Bill started talking again. “Ya could go back home. Mah folks say it’s nice back in the inner ring. I get me videos occasionally.”

      “Nah.” Lee continued fumbling for a fresh cigar. He’d run out of them somewhere between Johnson’s office and the repair depot. It was morning that killed him, and not sleeping right. “Inner ring don’t like me, and outer ring home worlds put me on probation. That’s how I got stuck out here with you lot. The board said I wasn’t civilized enough for civilization and told me to get some real non combative work under my belt. Railroaded by the good old United Planets Rehabilitation campaign.”

      “Dat so? I hear tell you joined because Becky asked you sweetly. Ain’t a man alive who’d say no to them baby blues.” The wrenches clattered again as Bill switched his weapon of choice for another one.

      “Shoot, that woman ain’t asked anyone nicely for a damn thing in her entire life.” The gruff man settled for chewing on a strip from an empty box of cigars found in his back pocket. His teeth gnashed into the material leaving a bitter taste behind. “I doubt she knows what nice is. I’ve had the pleasure of meeting nice before, she don’t fit the bill,” he grumbled between tastes.

      “You shore?” Bill’s accent colored everything, making his words even harder to understand. “You never struck me as the type that nice likes to bed down with afore long.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Lee said quietly.

      “Wut?”

      “I said fuck a duck,” the man responded.

      “Nah. I heard they is assholes from a right gentleman, as passed down from his right saintly poppa. God rest his soul.”

      Lee gave a startled laugh that grew louder until it filled the huge garage. A few other people working late hours on machinery poked their heads up and tried to figure out what was wrong, but the former soldier paid them no heed, instead wiping away tears of mirth.

      “You’re alright, Bill,” the man said around his soggy piece of chewed paper.

      “Shore, but you ain’t no lady with a Heart Throb, so I still ain’t got spare wrenches or candies.”

      The sound of Lee’s further amusement and Bill’s constant clanging of wrenches continued for a time.
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      Days later Lee was in the field while the star for this galaxy bore down a light orange and green haze through the atmosphere. He cursed it for being uncomfortable. His motorbike, a big blocky thing with more pockets and buttons than anyone rightly needed, absorbed the rays to recharge while Lee suffered under a light hat.

      He hated having his vision obstructed, especially when worms might come out of the works at any time. Every time he dared pull the brim back sweat started to form. Still, he kept pulling the hat off and scanning every high point in the area to make sure he’d successfully booby trapped them all.

      “Lee, you there?” a voice cut across his communication earpiece.

      “No,” he responded to Becky. The woman had just about driven him up a wall with her incessant harping. She had to be worse than his grandmother, who was every bit the shrew Lee’s father said.

      “Why are you off course?”

      He saw red in under a second. “Of course I’m off course! We’re down three beefclops! Three! They took another one last night a click outside your damn border!”

      For only a moment he enjoyed throwing that worthless border idea back in Becky’s face. In Lee’s mind there wasn’t a soul alive who respected a barrier. Warriors didn’t care, and politicians cared even less. The only time a dotted line on some map mattered was when winning an argument or separating friendly people from invaders.

      The ex-soldier’s cursing didn’t stop but Lee had enough awareness to press the mute button. Only the beefclops heard, and those giant animals paid absolutely no regard to the stream of colorful phrases. Such common sights couldn’t disturb the great beasts, intent upon clearing out trees from the landscape.

      “We’re down three?” Becky asked after a pause.

      Lee pulled out his cigar and rubbed sore temples with the other hand causing his brimmed hat to bob.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said while trying to hold back the anger. Mostly Lee was pissed off at himself. Even with his gun out and at the ready, the ribbon-like creatures had caught him unaware. All his shots only brought down two of the huge bird creatures, but their leader had escaped.

      “What about the H.E.R.D. units. Those should be keeping away the local predators.”

      “Still broken, ma’am.” Lee’s neck pulsed with irritation. He tried to hold still but couldn’t stop himself from shaking the cigar wildly. Ash trailed off into the air. The man muted himself then added, “Those fuck cheap as units couldn’t keep away a sheep.”

      “Shut up, Lee,” Becky said.

      He ground the cigar out in his hand and hissed with redirected pain. The other option was cursing, or yelling, or breaking something. In Lee’s mind there was only so much cursing to be done before moving on to shoot things. The man had a lot of anger and very few outlets for it.

      He tried to remain calm. “It wouldn’t be a problem if someone would—”

      “Shut the hell up, Lee,” she repeated with extra flavor.

      Lee tore off the small wire in his ear then threw it to the ground. The herd of beefclops shifted slightly to keep the raving madman in view. He danced up and down while hopping then paced toward the motorbike and withdraw the gun he was issued. It held nowhere near the firepower of his old war weapon, but a few shots at the sky made him feel better.

      He picked up the wire and put it back. The piece of equipment had suffered no damage from Lee’s tantrum.

      Becky issued forth threats with a slight tremor to her voice. “Lee? Lee? Stop ignoring me, you asshole. I swear to God if I have to drive out there myself I’ll yank—”

      “What would you like me to do?” he said and forced a smile.

      “Bring them back to the base, we’ll keep them inside the main border and see what happens.”

      It sounded useless to him, but orders were orders. One trait Lee prided himself on, besides being mean in a fight, was following orders. Being able to do a thing and liking it were different kettles of fish, though. It also didn’t prevent him from looking for loopholes, like spending the last three days setting up popper mines on the hills above.

      “Sure, but only because you asked me nicely.”

      “I didn’t ask you—I ordered you. Bring them in—now, Lee.”

      Lee hung his head. He remembered over a year ago when Becky had first approached him on the Sector Fifty Five station. He and a dozen other former gunslingers for hire had been sitting in line for interviews.

      “Goddamn woman. If I’d known she was such a hellcat I would never have considered this assignment.”

      There was a pause, then the headpiece in Lee’s ear clicked and Becky’s voice came on. “Well, Lee, if you weren’t such an asshole, I would have given you a second thought.”

      Lee’s face didn’t change. His hand mechanically pulled out a new cigar and popped it into place. The end flared from the self-ignition feature. He chewed the edge of the new cigar and wondered why in the frozen rings of hell he hadn’t pressed the goddamn mute button.

      “So, there’s a chance,” he asked as deadpan as he’d ever uttered anything.

      “Not if you were the last man in this colony. Bring back the cattle, now, Lee.”

      Funny, his commanding officer had said much the same thing. Lee couldn’t remember if that was before she shot him, or after they ended up in a bunk together one night. He grinned around the latest cigar then wiped away a trail of sweat from under his hat.

      The soldier surveyed his line of traps and thought about the fireworks to come. Maybe frontier life wouldn’t be so bad. It just took time to warm up to living in the boondocks. First, he’d win over Becky with his unique charm, then shoot some aliens. Lee felt that life was looking up.
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      In two days’ time life proved to disagree with Lee’s assessment. The cooks, both of them, had filed a formal complaint against Lee’s way of life. They professed Lee’s cigars were using valuable resources to produce, and his muddy clothes destroyed their attempts at providing sanitary eating conditions.

      Naturally, Lee had arrived at Johnson’s office just in time to overhear the budding conspiracy. He stood at the door listening to Ed and Ted repeatedly insult him. The chefs were a pair of nearly identical redheads. The two of them often couldn’t separate out their own thoughts and words. Both came from the planet of misfit children, Asgard, where corporations like to play mad gods with genetic tampering.

      “Those boots track mud everywhere.” Lee believed Ed was speaking, but it was actually Ted. Johnson could tell the difference because Ted was slightly taller and had a mole on his neck.

      “I constantly find cigar remains in the trash. They mix in with everything. Breakfast this morning was tainted.”

      “The smell is outrageous. Why is he the only person in our entire colony who smokes?”

      “Who still smokes in this era? Get a Mist Cloud.”

      “And those boots are ludicrous.” Lee missed the switch between twins and thought Ted was talking, but it was actually Ed. He had a slight lisp that Lee could never detect. Instead, the ex-soldier focused on a good place to shove his boots and ground the unlit cigar which hung from his mouth.

      “The boots have to go, but his feet are probably disgusting.”

      Lee charged around the corner to defend the sanctity of his feet. They were the cleanest part of his entire body next to the crotch. Everything else got cleaned in passing or by accident or when Becky ordered him to straighten up. If nothing else, Lee was good at following orders when they were phrased correctly.

      “My cigars are odorless and don’t leave stains! Stop trying to tell me what to do. This ain’t your kitchen.” Lee puffed up his chest. “You got no say out here.”

      “This ain’t your war,” Ed and Ted said in unison.

      “You’re the one trying to boss us around,” Ed, or maybe Ted said.

      “You’re making a mess everywhere,” Ted, or maybe Ed followed.

      They had identical frowns that pulled down large ears. The chefs, Ed and Ted, hadn’t started out twins by any means. Now, though, in their late twenties, the two had grown closer and closer. It was possible that Lee’s existence simply brought out the mean in them.

      “I’m doing my job, that’s minding the fields and watching the border. That’s what I do.” Ted started to open his mouth and Lee shouted, “And you’re insulting my feet! A good soldier knows to keep his feet clean!” The cigar fell from his mouth and Lee caught it with a well-practiced mid-air snatch.

      “I don’t care,” Johnson muttered, but none of those people arguing paid him any attention. Lee snorted then went back to pointing two fingers at one of the chefs, and the cigar toward the other.

      “Listen here, you whiney pair of nitwits, I’ve had enough of your shit for things—”

      “That’s exactly it! You smell like shit!” they exclaimed in unison with four hands pointing back. They slapped Lee’s accusing fingers which remained unmoved by the quadruple attack.

      Johnson, meanwhile, sat down and studied his computer. He believed that someone in this corner of the boondocks needed to be working. He fumbled with one hand for a Happy Patch in the desk drawer while his other hand waved at messages coming in. One had a small exclamation mark denoting urgency.

      Lee, Ed, and Ted continued their tirade of accusations against each other as Johnson mechanically put on the Happy Patch. His eyes read the latest note and his pupils widened as he scanned over the words.

      “Listen,” Johnson said weakly.

      Ted whined, “You have no appreciation for our efforts—”

      “How hard is it to understand rare. Rare, I want my meat rare and you two only know how to do well done. You kill the flavor.” Lee threw up his hands in a huff then stuck the cigar back between his lips, pinching the end to prevent it from self-starting.

      “Goddammit, shut up!” Johnson banged on the table. The act of aggression from such a normally timid man made everyone pause. Even Lee, prone to stampeding over anyone who argued, quieted.

      “What?” Lee turned his ire toward the portly man and leaned over, nostrils flared.

      Johnson’s eyes fluttered as he took a deep breath. He said, “Mister Custard, please— for once—shut up and listen.”

      Lee’s lips tightened and his fingers itched. He exhaled slowly while repeatedly counting to ten. For two days Lee had been trying to prove he wasn’t an asshole and this latest incident with the chefs hadn’t helped. He called a spade a spade—loudly—and with enough force to prevent the spade from talking again. He also hated the last name his father had passed down.

      “What?” Lee managed to ask as his neck tensed.

      Johnson stared at his screen. He ran a finger across the display again several times, sighed, then slumped back in his chair. Ted and Ed held their breath in unison then crept closer to the monitor. They read faster than Johnson explained, and in unison they said, “Miss Lawson’s ordering a roll call.”

      The grumpy soldier’s eyebrows went together. He checked the time twice on a display in Johnson’s office before he ground out the cigar on his hand then snorted. “In the middle of the afternoon?”

      “Yes. She said two people’s readers have gone offline.”

      “You sure they aren’t just bumping uglies somewhere private?” Lee asked. It had happened. Small colonies became larger that way. Immigration only worked if the planet had something of value or became a trading post.

      “No. According to Becky’s report, both people spiked an hour ago, then flat lined.” Johnson’s chubby face avoided the sad puppy dog look he normally portrayed. Instead, he simply looked tired with a fidgeting nervousness. “We’re doing a roll call. In person—in the yard.”

      The yard was a space between all four major buildings of their colony. Jets from landing gear had helped burn away a lot of plant life. Other portions of the ground between them had been bulldozed and repurposed for vehicle parking.

      At that point, the explosives Lee had set up ten miles out went off, lighting the afternoon sky and visible through Johnson’s office window. A large winged creature soared through the budding smoke cloud.

      “It’s not our fault,” the chefs said in unison.

      Lee uttered expletives, shoved his cigar into a pocket then huffed out of the administration building.
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      Roll call came and went. Everyone besides the two missing had proven to be alive. The two people on watch in the towers waved while checking in using a local radio wave. Once their survival had been established, the group loaded up on defensive gear, while half of them headed out to the explosion site.

      Lee waited anxiously to see the havoc his sky mines had wrought.

      “Over here!” a man shouted. Lee didn’t bother remembering his name as the person yelling didn’t serve food, give orders, or fix stuff. A few of the colonists were utterly useless and without merit.

      Becky cupped her hands and yelled, “Did you find them?”

      “What you all yellin’ fur,” Bill said calmly into his headpiece. His words played across a dozen devices the colonists wore around their necks. For most people this served as an easy location to place the thin cord which had both speakers and a microphone. The range on them was terrible and only covered a few miles.

      “It’s ‘cus Becks can shout further than this piece of shit—”

      “Lee! Watch your fucking mouth!” Becky yelled at Lee from a hundred feet away.

      “You watch yours!” he raised his voice, emboldened by physical distance.

      “That’s an order! Not a word out of you until I say otherwise!”

      “But—”

      Becky fumbled for the item at her neck. Even separated by distance Lee could feel the ire radiating off her small form. It burned hotter than the suns above and threatened to turn him to ash. She gritted her teeth and asked, “What did I say?”

      Lee gulped, then clicked his microphone and said, “Ma’am.” After which he said nothing else for a good two minutes.

      “Ya ’all should just fuck and get that there tension resolved,” Bill said with the same infuriating calmness. “Maybe then you’d focus on something useful.”

      Becky ignored Bill’s commentary. Johnson wisely kept his mouth shut. Lee beamed and thought the solution would help everyone—but only after they figured out what was left from his explosives. He believed a man should have priorities. He also believed that wingmen should be rewarded for helping.

      Johnson, Becky, and Lee made it up the hill where the subjectively useless colony member stood waving. His face was green and the man’s throat kept gulping to swallow back bile. The colony member gestured at a pile of goo and gore.

      Two people were unquestionably dead, along with the bodies of three large birds and a mass of formerly squirming worms. Scorch marks embedded the landscape from Lee’s sky mines. The soldier’s cheeks were rosy with a dizzying level of happiness. He clapped for himself while studying the dead enemies.

      Becky glared at him then shook her head.

      “Who put out these explosives?” Johnson asked.

      “I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count,” Becky said without even looking at the mess. She glared at the skyline, searching for more of the giant birds. There were more, but far outside the colony’s safe zone. Becky worried that Lee might have been right.

      “Bill, I need a scan of the area. Do you have anything?”

      “Shore. Somewhere abouts here. Lemme see what the ol’ eye saw.”

      Becky lifted her goggles and pinched the bridge of her nose. She resisted the urge to yell by recalling that her daughter Bell sat on the communications line. Never mind the rest of the colony that shouldn’t hear their leader lose her cool.

      “It’s looking like those big old birds snatched up the two—”

      “While they were bumpin’ uglies,” Lee muttered under his breath.

      “Mid coitus.” Bill said.

      Lee silently fist pumped and danced around. His body still coursed with energy from the large explosions and resulting wreckage below.

      Bill continued the recap with mildly graphic detail. They had been flown away from where they’d been ‘bumping uglies’ by a giant bird raid. This time the creatures took away two more beefclops, as well as lesser prey. They flew high above Lee’s sky mines on the way in, but because of the heavy load they flew into the explosives while exiting.

      Which, as Bill phrased it, is why they found the others “in a pile of dirty giblets dat my momma shore wouldn’t ‘priciate being left in the front room.”

      The mess of guts covered a quarter mile of land. Pieces of the same bird’s wings were separated then cast to either side of the impact zone. Their two missing colonists were a pile of charred clothes and twisted flesh that made Johnson run over the hill to retch.

      “Why attack us now?” Johnson asked over the communication channel. The sound of additional vomiting clicked off as he self muted.

      “Why attack us at all?” Becky threw out her hands at the mess. “We studied the ecology of this planet before landing. It had everything, food, water, the right air. There was nothing about, whatever those are.”

      “Parasites,” Lee said then spit on the ground. “Fought ‘em before.”

      Becky tilted her head at the soldier as her eyes went wide. “I thought I ordered you to shut the hell up, soldier.” Her body shook with annoyance.

      He shrugged then leveled his gun toward the wreckage. Becky moved slower to pull her weapon, and pointed it at Lee instead. The soldier fired, sending plasma spitting into a slowly moving tendril of alien creature. It died without sound and Lee shot a few more blasts into the bird’s side, frying more of the nasty creatures.

      “You know what these are?”

      Lee nodded, but remembered to shut the hell up.

      “Can we stop them?”

      He looked at the sky and tried to remember the last time there’d been an infestation. These creatures traveled in seed pods from planet to planet. In most cases they invaded local wide life and used them as hosts. If he had enough of his squad members and full regalia this planet could be cleared in a few days. Now, though, it would take too much.

      He shook his head then fired again at the largest deceased bird. Its chest cavity stopped moving from the wiggles of worms inside.

      “Iff’in you’ll have my humble opinion; we need to pull chalks and vacate right pronto. I seen these things before, like’un Lee says, they ain’t good. They infest everything. Protocol is to scoot and let the army solve dis one.” Bill laid out all the reasons Lee would have used with far more politeness.

      The soldier threw both hands up. His gun slinked around on the shoulder strap.  He mouthed words to himself that no one else tried to lip read. Had Becky or anyone else tried, they would hear a large amount of variations on “I told you so.”

      “Great,” Becky said while sighing. Her body dipped and fingers pressed on throbbing temples.

      Bill offered another suggestion, “We might be able to hunker down till they come but I ain’t gonna feel right until then. That’d be, wut, four months? I dun think we got four months. The radar is pinging more as we speak.”

      She flicked the switch to her communication channel and linked the audio to every other speaker. “Alright. Everyone take a poll on the following. The planet has obviously become dangerous. We either stay and fight, or cut our losses and end up in the red. Pay will be docked accordingly but lives may be saved. Vote closes in four hours.”

      Lee’s mouth gaped but said he nothing.

      Becky shook her head at the mess. “Not a goddamn word from you until we get back to base. There you can run your mouth all you want. Until then, clean up this shit. Make sure none of those—things—can endanger us.”

      He nodded. As Becky rode a bike back to base, Lee proceeded to torch everything in sight. Despite the severity of the situation, he wore a smile. The ember of his lit cigar paled next to the scorched remains.
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      Lee wasn’t afraid. He believed Becky would soon cave and let him equip his gear. He knew once he got his armor the old feelings of simplicity and nigh invulnerability would return. All the best devices humankind could pack into an exoskeleton would keep him alive and firing until the enemy breathed no more.

      That was what the United Planets had turned him into, a murder machine. His father would have argued, saying Lee was born with a soul of darkness like his mother. He would have been partially right. The army simply polished the rest until it worked like a guided missile of havoc and destruction.

      He prayed to whatever gods his father swore by that he might get some real action soon. The farming and cattle watching had dulled his mind.

      While Lee charred the remains and sought divine intervention against boredom, others made their peace with the upcoming changes. The vote had closed and the results were clear. The colony outpost would be folding up and returning to orbit.

      Johnson rushed to his office and recorded a message to his family. Digital feeds would reach the core worlds faster than Johnson’s physical self.

      “Hey, Elly. It’s your little brother! By the time you get this we’ll be almost home,” Johnson said while facing a camera. “We had to leave because of these Class A threats. Apparently this backwater planet was infested, so everyone's worried about the natives. Two people died and a good deal of our livestock is gone.” The heavyset man’s lips faltered and cheeks dropped.

      He managed to regain a smile. “Anyway, I think we can get a ride after a few days in orbit. Then it’s interstellar travel, settling the bill, and customs. Uhhhh.” He stretched his arm then scratched behind his ear. “I really called to see if there’s a place for me to crash in about six months? This message might not reach you with enough time, but I don’t know how soon I can find a new job. I think we’re going to lose some investment.

      “I know you said it was stupid, that a frontier would never be worthwhile, but I thought it was a chance to make something…” Johnson rambled. He struggled to stay calm, but the image of two dead people sat with him and he had to pause the video to throw up once more.

      During the four hour vote, many around the colony made preparations. They talked, and the outcome had been clear from the get go. Their voting was only a formality. Some mechanically went about packing objects. A few took pictures of the landscape, creating final memories of a frontier that had been too much for them. One man sat on top of the southern building and stared out with an angry glare.

      Bill was in his garage and broke down vehicles along with other devices. In most cases, they were simple and folded into box-like shapes for easy transport. Every machine he could fit into the building would be another dollar saved. Eventually, a huge freighter would fly in, grab onto the roof, and zoom off without ever touching ground. They’d have to collapse the two other buildings and mount the guns too. Their defenses were riskier, however, and hadn’t been designed to be air lifted without assistance.

      The colonists had weight limits on their personal belongings. A lot of luggage wouldn’t go into orbit with the main building. People parsed through objects and crammed belongings into bunks. The amount of room they had to live in would be significantly reduced upon departure.

      By the time Lee returned, people were unhappy. They’d grouped in a clear spot outside the main living quarters. The building itself showed signs of being dismantled. Portions of the walls and extra rooms were rolling back into their original positions. Eventually, the four main housing units would be compact and ready to lift off into orbit.

      “What are we going to do?” Ed asked.

      “What can we do?” Ted echoed.

      Becky shook her head at the assembled gathering. “The next supply ship’s two months away. Even if we get back into orbit there’s no one to pick us up. I sent out a general distress signal but we could be grabbed by raiders just as easily as United Planets troops.”

      “We can make it back to a port station under our own power. We’ve got the food and fuel,” someone in the crowd said. Lee thought the woman’s name wasn’t worth remembering, so he didn’t. She wore a meaner face than Becky and drank. Lee didn’t believe in drinking.

      “You mean if we manage to keep a clear landing pad. How are we going to do that with those things outside?” another man said.

      “I suggest we shoot them all,” Lee said. “Someone give me my gun! Give me my gun and I’ll solve all our woes!”

      “No!” Becky jabbed a finger at the grumpy man.

      “I’m tired of pussy footing around! I got the gear, why can’t I go shoot them?”

      “Because! You all, I want this place ready to lift off in two hours!” Becky shouted at Johnson and the others. “Buckle down everything that moves, get everything we can safely grab inside, and prepare this ship to fly!”

      “But buildings three and four can’t fly,” Johnson said.

      “Our kitchen,” the redheads complained in unison.

      The building rocked as something huge buzzed overhead. Automated defenses on top of the building fired a few rounds but hit nothing.

      “Two hours. The satellites show these creatures coming from all over the planet, out of the goddamn woodwork, and we need to leave in two hours.”

      “There’s that many?” Ted asked.

      “That’s a lot,” Ed said.

      “I assume it’s because we showed our willingness to fight back, but despite Lee’s provocation, it’s clear this would have ended the same way. He”—Becky closed her eyes tightly then spoke words that made her boil—“was right. Fighting back only sped up the inevitable.”

      “This is Lee’s fault,” the redheads complained.

      Bill, who’d been listening remotely, clicked onto the intercom then said, “A righteous man might blame god, but for mah part, I’m blaming the United Planets for not keepin’ their scans up ta date.”

      “Mister Custard, I expect a status update and assessment on how much time we have left. You’re the soldier, and this is why you’re paid. Afterward, you will report to my chambers.”

      As ordered, he went to inspect the guns. He agreed with her and believed a man needed to have his priorities straight. When the enemy was at the gate, bickering could be saved for later. He raised a hand to block out sunlight. A swarm of creatures sat far in the distance, perched on every surface available. Lee calmly scanned the radar feeds and the sheer number of attractive red dots to be shot down made him grin gleefully. The colony’s defensive turrets were focused and ready to fire.

      His sound judgement to the colonists amounted to the following, “We’re fucked. Make use of the last few hours to put your collective heads between your legs and kiss your asses good-bye.”

      The colonists worked faster instead.
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      Lee stomped down the narrowed hallways of the building. The most recent in a chain of endless cigars sat between his lips. He swished it around—aching to light up the stogie and puff through the local Armageddon in relative happiness. Nicotine didn’t provide the same release firing a gun did, but it helped kill time until someone caved and approved his request for real guns.

      People shuffled by carrying cargo to the other building. They gave the soldier as much space as the hallway allowed. Belongings were boxed up then put into thin closets. Weight balances mattered when leaving orbit. Once the ship lifted off everything not bolted down would risk sliding around.

      The soldier pressed the buzzer for Becky’s room. The door opened and only showed one light. Lee sniffed the air. A different smell to normal, one that he couldn’t place, wafted out of the room. He pulled at the cigar and checked to see if it had lit, or if he had picked a brand that gave off a vanilla scent.

      “Becks? What did you want?”

      “Come in,” she said with a firm voice.

      He stepped inside, then froze at the sight. She had heels on. Tall, black platforms that added three inches of height. Solid latex hugged foot to thigh on an otherwise naked leg. The cigar fell as his mouth gaped. His gaze leisurely traveled up her body.

      “Someone’s being a bad soldier,” Becky said. Her hands unclasped a bra, and it dropped to the floor along with the rest of her garments. Lee hadn’t made it to her face yet, but he could hear the smirk. “If you won’t listen to orders, then I’ll just have to make you listen.”

      Lee paused at her trimmed bush and tried to get his mind working right. He asked the first stupid question to register, “Does this have to do with my gun—”

      “Kneel!”

      Lee’s mouth attempted to work as his knees buckled. Orders from a superior officer, however tiny in stature, were to be obeyed. It was conditioned in him after decades of war. His arms stayed listless as the gears in his brain caught on to the situation.

      “Stay,” she ordered while walking around him.

      The door behind Lee closed.

      He turned his head.

      “You want your gun?” Becky asked.

      Lee figured out what the scent was and started to react. His mind still hadn’t caught up, but he was smart enough to nod.

      She stepped in front, presenting Lee a very clear picture of her current state of undress. Her legs spread slightly. Becky said, “Then I expect you to work for it.”

      His gaze made it further up. From their close angle, he could see the edge of patches just below her shoulder. Three markings for different types of stimulus. One of them, The Chair, was a patch like the Happy Patch, only it helped keep a person driven and focused. The patch often provided clarity and a strong desire to order people around.

      The combination often made her emotions a hot mess. Adding a Heart Throb would unbalance her until everything inside burned out from pleasurable exhaustion. However none of them were active, most patches only needed one additional element before they kicked in; saliva.

      Lee gulped. Becky grabbed one of his fingers and lifted it to her mouth. The journey was short due to their height difference.  The entire time she stared right at him, and Lee stared back in awe as all his wildest dreams were forgotten in a fog. She slipped his finger into her mouth, teasing him with her tongue.

      “Becks?” he asked from miles away.

      Becky grabbed Lee’s jaw with her other hand. His stubble laden cheeks lightly scraped against her thumb while she got purchase. Her foot planted straight on his muscled thigh and she drove it down making him wince.

      “No more talking,” she ordered him.

      He knew the difference. Lee’s eyes widened as he nodded in agreement. A few inches to the left and that little stunt would have caused him anguish, but instead he found himself harder than ever.

      Becky placed his wet finger on the patches. Saliva activated the markings. A rainbow of colors flared to life. She gasped and the smell from earlier flourished. The contact high hit him too. Because of his conditioning as a soldier, patches were often effective.

      “We’ve no time for foreplay. Get undressed,” she ordered him.

      Becky paid no attention to his struggles at figuring out how to get pants off while kneeling. He managed to disrobe in record time. She commanded him to the small bed where she moved to lie back. He did, while his brain continued to process the effects of her patches.

      “Good boy. Now do as you’re told, now you may enter me. Move slowly,” Becky ordered. She knew what worked for her and frantic was not it. Steady, well controlled, and at the right angle from a man who followed orders to the letter.  Lee did as commanded. Becky smiled and tilted her head back then heaved her chest. The soldier watched her motion which caused his hips to falter slightly.

      “Slow and steady, or you’ll go back to being on your knees,” she ordered.

      Lee ground and thought to himself, fuck a duck, but wisely kept his mouth shut.

      She kept the boots on. Lee didn’t believe in such nonsense and, as he thrust away at an angle that made Becky spark with pleasure, unzipped a shoe. He kept a steady piston pace sawing in and out as the stiff fabric pulled back and revealed a slightly clammy foot. He grunted in approval then lifted her other leg and worked on the boot. Once they were both off he lifted the first foot.

      Becky’s leg jerked at the unexpected contact. Lee’s thumb steadily massaged the soft underside of her foot and rough fingers slid across the top. Her body groaned unbidden at the release of tension. Her eyes fluttered as the continued steady pressure sent tingles racing down the leg straight toward her pelvis. There it amplified the building release.

      Lee kept up the pace while Becky struggled not to lose the budding sensation. Her mouth opened and arms clutched at the only sheet on her body. It rippled and her back arched causing the spot inside her that Lee rubbed to send a fresh wave of pleasure. She craved more and Becky’s body slammed back down flat, letting him hit that location again.

      “Just like that,” she gasped and repeated the order. Her chest heaved with each breath as she rode the pleasure. “Yes. Don’t you dare go faster. Don’t you dare stop. Yes. Yessssss.”

      Twice more she writhed, teasing herself with his mechanical movements, then her feet tensed and toes tightly curled. She froze as the hardened ex-soldier above her grinned to himself. Becky’s mind went white and eyes rolled back. Half breathed gasps filled the room.

      Her body clenched and arms quickly pulled at Lee’s flesh as the wave continued cresting. Her legs loosened then locked around his back, forcing Lee’s manhood deeper. The extra grinding contact sent her body into convulsions as ongoing pleasure pounded in exactly the right spot. Lee groaned too, unable to hold back against the onslaught. He own release came rapidly and was buried under Becky’s pants.

      He was a fighter, and Lee wasn’t done by a long shot. A good soldier knew that even though his mind was done and the mission complete, there was always a way to perform better. He intended to go above and beyond to earn a medal off his performance.

      She gasped as Lee lifted her and guided them away from the bed. Her back hit the wall, jarring her before Lee entered her once more. The reconnection of his slickened tool made Becky’s body jerked abruptly. After a minute of steady, slow movements the sensitivity turned to pleasure, then surprised both her and Lee as she swiftly peaked while gasping.

      Then they moved to the shower pod, a countertop, and every surface in between. She reached a second, third, and fourth numbing climax before Lee’s body gave in a third time. He fell on the bed next to a breathless Becky and slowly drifted away. Becky lay there, her unfocused eyes gazing toward a dim ceiling light. She cleaned herself with a towel then patted Lee on the arm like a puppy who had performed a good trick.

      He sleepily grunted. As his eyes lost focus the trio of patches on Becky’s chest caught his attention. A Happy Patch, The Chair, and Heart Throb all sat in a neat triangle on Becky of all people. No one would ever believe the tale.

      She had her own thoughts; chief among them was the whole reason for coming to a colony in the first place. The money had been one thing, but what she truly wanted was to find a place where men weren’t cowards. Becky judged, by the soreness inducing dalliance she’d willfully encouraged, this was a success.
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      “I can’t believe I did that,” Becky said. She held a sheet over herself and tightly closed both eyes. One arm rested against her forehead as she felt the last of her stress fade. Five hours had passed since the death of the colony members. Four were for the vote, a few more minutes for issuing orders, then for the last hour she rutted in bed with a man she wanted to topple but somehow lost.

      Losing their battle of bedroom dominance came with another reward. She smiled and wondered who would win the next round. The idea made her breath quicken, followed by a frown as she tried to rein in her thoughts. Work needed to be done and play would wait for another time.

      “Here we are, besieged by aliens and I had to finally…” She exhaled. “God.” Becky summed up the experience. She’d been with a man or two, which could be judged by the young daughter. To her, having a penis didn’t make someone a man.

      It was Lee’s yelling that finally did it. No one else in the entire colony argued with her. They all followed orders like well-paid boot lickers and it simply didn’t work for her. She wanted a real man with a spine at her feet. One who begged to be there.

      Lee argued every chance he could. Secretly she thought the way he backed down and still tried to yell was cute. It was like an old grizzled dog that got confused about who its master had been. She flushed and groaned as the afterglow kept her body warm in the dimly lit room.

      Her partner grunted once and spared her a glance. Lee said, “That was a welcome surprise. But Becks, how long have you been taking The Chair and Heart Throb?”

      “The Chair, since being paid to head up this place. As for the other, it was a one-time thing.” Becky shook her head, annoyed at the readiness with which she answered. “I don’t think I’ll need it again.”

      The drug had worn off halfway through, and it didn’t stop her from riding over the peak into a small death twice more. She propped herself up then looked around.

      Lee sat at the bed’s edge with an unlit cigar in his hand. He knew better than to light it. There had been brief, violent joy and he didn’t want to mar it. Few things in his life were worth remembering, but the love of a commanding woman leaving him pleasantly numb was high on the list.

      “I don’t like it. It ain’t right. You shouldn’t have messed with all them patches at once.”

      Becky sat up and smacked Lee on the back of his hand. He winced at the action but stayed hunched over. “It was my choice, not yours,” she said.

      “Sure is. Until one day someone slaps too many patches on you, and then it ain’t your choice how you act ever again.”

      Silence lingered uncomfortably. Lee’s face flushed at the stupid past his comment provided a hint about. Soldier’s weren’t made by training alone. Not modern ones.

      She knew it wasn’t right, but his simmering ire and confrontational attitude made her want to pull him back then work his body until he begged for release. The idea went away almost as soon as it formed. Dominating Lee required more hours than were available. Even now a small display on her desk signaled a wall of messages from members of the community. An hour had passed, filled with panic no doubt, plan forming, and she hoped Johnson had gathered the less addle brained to ensure their ship was in order.

      “Becks,” Lee said without care for her ire. “I need permission to suit up.”

      Becky knew he was right. “Permission granted.”

      “And Becks? Don’t think this means I’ll just roll over and do what you say.”

      Her face flushed and lips curled in a smile. “God I hope not,” she muttered as Lee put on his pants.

      She insisted on going with him. Down the halls, they traveled to a secured room Becky had locked with a fingerprint scanner. In the event of a real emergency, such as her demise, the ability to get into this room would descend—in order—until everyone but Lee had died. If, and only if, he was the last man standing, would Lee be allowed to access the room and equip his gear. The idea that even Ed and Ted had permission before Lee bothered the former soldier.

      Past the door was a ten by five room. Two items sat in capsules against the wall. One was the armor, the other his weapon. He pressed a button and the pod opened up. This part, and only this part, required a certified soldier of the United Planets to access.

      Lee withdrew a piece of the armor and studied it. He leisurely equipped himself, not confused in the least about how to don the gear. His only concern was making sure being a beefclop herder hadn’t removed his body’s conditioning to the process. Boots always went on last so he set them aside. Only a fool tried to equip anything but the chest piece first.

      He put on the chest, both arms, and slowly worked on the legs. They took longer than he remembered. The shoulders were tricky due to their thickness. The suit was more flexible than it looked and could brush off most attacks. It bent well enough to march forward then swing a weapon around and fire on the side.

      Only a fool tried to shoot The Gun one handed. Lee was a fool in everything but this. That’s why he took his time rechecking every piece of his suit, not from confusion, but to make sure the process was completed with proper reverence.

      The helm went on second to last. Gears ground together louder than before as pieces sealed. After the last sound died off a gruff authoritative voice started speaking a pre-recorded message.

      “Soldier.” The voice echoed in Lee’s ears but Becky couldn’t hear it. “You’ve been cleared to return to duty by a commanding officer.”

      “Yeah.” Lee chuckled then happily bobbed his head. “Finally.” He moved with vigor, stretching the suit left, then right. Lee ignored the machine and put on his boots. To him, the pre-recorded message sounded exactly like every hellfire sermon his father had given over the years. It meant about as much.

      “Due to seven hundred and fifty solar days of deactivation, United Planets regulations require a reminder of your M P status.”

      M P, Back in training that had meant Military Personnel, owned by the government in all ways but one. Later on it meant something else entirely, meat puppet. That’s what soldiers were now; bodies inside a machine serving as the human double check. Civilians were comforted while the powers that be gradually trained and genetically modified away all hesitations an M P might have.

      “You are an M P and nothing more. Commanding officers will advise you on how to proceed. Orders must be obeyed for the continued prosperity of our fine worlds.”

      He shook his head and went through rusty motions. One arm was checked for lights and the seals. Everything bound correctly. Seals were formed in the right spots pressurizing against most basic gasses. The other arm looked a bit more worn but everything checked out.

      Meanwhile, the voice droned on, “This stellar piece of military hardware was created by the boys in R and D”—the recording exaggerated each word like an old earth drill sergeant—“and only requires your highly-trained reactions to properly function. It will show you what to shoot! It will tell you when is best to shoot! You are only required to pull the trigger and decide which routes are tactically sound in pursuit of your goal! This concludes the mandated reminder by United Planets regulations. Now get out there and show them what you’re made of, soldier!”

      Point, shoot, move on, and repeat until Satan himself pissed his pants in fear. Those were the directives given to all meat puppets. It’s why they won the war. It’s why going back to the Inner Ring of his United Planets proved so difficult.

      To Lee, strapping up served as a reminder of the first day of the war all over again. His body twitched and heart pounded. Sweat beads formed and a grin better than any Happy Patch could create slowly formed. He checked his legs twice more before feeling around carefully for the seals along his back. Everything was in place.

      He took a deep breath and marveled at how snug the suit felt. Once there had been inches of space between him and the hull. Once he had been lost in the suit of a giant and nearly drowned in the metal and polymer cage. Right now Lee found it odd that he had more energy than he had in months.

      The man sat trapped inside a thick suit with only one real aim; help the person operating it defeat the enemy no matter the cost. He checked all the linings again, moved both legs, stretched one arm over the other and listened to its gears whir. Once everything checked out Lee approached the gun.

      He couldn’t think of it as just a gun. Not a simple blaster or plasma slinger. This weapon was Lee’s, his baby for two decades. He used to imagine that people barely knew their spouses in the way he knew his gun. Every inch had a dozen stories. Parts had been replaced over the years but the scratches that littered the main line were all familiar scars.

      He thumbed the safety and wondered why on god’s green earth anyone created such a switch. The weapon rapidly flared to life as sixteen chambers spun. Ammunition of all sorts generated from the finest power source the United Planets could afford.

      Lee flipped up his headpiece and shoved a cigar between his lips. It lit up. He stared at the stern looking frown of Becky, who had watched him fondle himself for the better part of twenty minutes without comment.

      “You’ve got a job to do, soldier,” she said while raising her chin. That arrogant lift of her head made Lee give a grim smile. A few hours ago and she’d had a much different grin. “You need to buy us time and make sure those big ass birds don’t hit us during launch. It’ll take another two hours before we’re ready and I’ve got half a dozen reports saying we won’t last that long.”

      Even now the sound of automatic gunfire from the turrets and H.E.R.D rung loudly through the colony.

      “Launch procedures will take at least another two hours. Even if we had started right away instead of voting we would still need another hour. The escape pod will be left by Bill on the other side of compound three. Once we lift off, you make it back and meet us up above.”

      He rattled off the obvious directives. “Kill the natives. Protect the escapees by buying you all time to launch this puppy into orbit. Then self-extract my dumb ass using an escape pod. I’ve had harder shits.”

      Becky’s eyes lost their hard edge for a moment as she winced then nodded.

      “All right.” Lee grinned while chewing on the end. “Let’s get this party started.”

      Lee hated fixing the H.E.R.D units, but it was worth it for this moment. He strode out the door as his onboard system activated. It was time for war.
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      His motorcycle carried across the landscape toward the now abandoned border.  The vehicle hardly noticed the extra weight that only genetically modified soldiers could properly handle, much less want to operate.

      The hum of Lee’s suit brought him a grin that two dozen Happy Patches couldn’t replicate. The suit meant he was headed for glorious battle and confrontation with the enemy of a united mankind. This was what he had trained for. Combat is what those hours of simulations and practice drills led to. Fighting was how he earned awards. Success got promotions and the best assignments. It let him be the legend.

      Lee frowned and glared at the gun. While the clarity of war’s battlefield provided accolades, it had also ended in being ostracized from civilized space. Were it not for the cessation of war and treaties being drawn, Lee could have stayed in a life where everything made sense. Once a month they shipped out the ladies to a cruiser in space. They were required to fight wars which brought unity to the explored regions of space.

      At least for the moment life was simple again, he thought. He nodded once to his gun. The motorcycle finished self routing to the front. A line of the parasite controlled creatures were twitching outside the turret’s range.

      Lee found it funny that they were smart enough to pick off isolated people and stay outside the turret’s range—but they weren’t clever enough to avoid the man recklessly charging with a huge weapon in his hands.

      He leapt off and rolled. His suit absorbed most of the shock and training got him to ruck back the gun. He stood and fired at the nearest white worm riddled bird. It exploded as heat crisped a hole through the creature. Lee’s helmet registered the creature as an enemy precisely one fourth of a second after Lee turned it into giblets.

      “Ahhhh fuckers! I told you!” Two more perished, then the bird-host creatures reacted as Lee screamed with excitement. Wings lifted on some of the aerial ones then the motorcycle finished shifted into its battle stance. Solar panels on the roof pulled in power and electricity arced out at monsters that crawled out of the dead bird’s bodies.

      “I told you maggots I’d get you! I’ll get you all!”

      The civilians back at the colony had to mute their lines, because Lee had once again left his microphone open.

      “An army ain’t been built that can stop a soldier of the United Planets!”

      Beefclops were normally docile creatures designed to breed and survive in nearly any environment. They had one glaring weakness to their builds. The giant eye also served as a weak part past their tough hides. Two lumbered toward Lee. He glared, knowing they hadn’t come back without passengers.

      “Lee, your orders are to start pulling back. Your evac pod is ready and we’re getting everyone into place. We’ll need cover fire.”

      Lee was caught in the act of doing what he loved best—pulling the trigger. But he was a good soldier. His legs made large strides back to the colony while thinning a never-ending swarm of creatures with white creatures growing in them.

      A dozen colonists watched as stray monsters battered into the buildings. Their mindless brute force didn’t dent the buildings. They were designed to withstand space and intercolonial wars and should survive the buffeting of basic creatures. However, no amount of armor could keep them safe forever. It would only be a matter of time before the seal on their buildings failed.

      Bill and Becky, along with many others, watched the growing mayhem. They sat in the main control room of their collapsed building. The mechanic said, “Dis is insane. How is one man gonnuh make a difference against dat?”

      Becky clicked off the microphone and explained to Bill, “In the Ring wars, there were a lot of soldiers. A lot. My dad and brother among them. Most died, but before my dad passed he taught me there were only three types of soldiers worth a damn.”

      “Uh huh.” Bill nodded but kept his eyes on the screen. Literally hundreds of creatures were swarming the soldier like angry red ants. He tracked blasts which carved out paths that closed up quickly. As far as he could tell, it didn’t matter how many Lee killed. There were always more.

      “He called them noisemakers, job doers and shit kickers. My dad said the noise makers were distractors. You set them out and let them pull away from the real sneaky types trying to get shit done. Then you had the shit kickers.”

      “I’m wit you so far.” Bill nodded.

      “Lee’s a shit kicker, and those assholes make the noise makers look like choir boys while getting the job done, then laugh and sign up for another tour. Dad said they all should die young.”

      “Sounds like a right peach your da’. Bet he and old man Custer woulda got along swimmingly.”

      “He was a good man and thought of himself as a job doer. But I doubt he would have gotten along with Lee. By the end my dad hated soldiers after serving his time and coming home to die.”

      “Fancy dat, so did Lee’s da’,” Bill said with a smile.

      Becky hummed while studying the monitors. “I think Lee would have scared the shit out of my father.”

      The idea made her happy. Lee continue his stomp of destruction while many colonists stared in awe at the satellite feeds. Blasts raged almost unendingly from the ex-soldier’s gun. It ran on a power core whose only drawback was needing five seconds to cool off if fired too many times. Like a well-trained soldier, Lee didn’t even need to count down the seconds. He fired before his heads up display even notified him of the cooldown.

      The mass enlarged, coming in from all over. One hundred, two hundred shots went off and Lee’s face dripped with sweat. The inside of his suit didn’t do well without being open to fresh air. Soldiers of the United Planets were trained to fight for hours at a time. Lee had pushed past three hours and the tide hadn’t slowed.

      The air hung heavy with mist as Lee backpedaled over miles of land. Trees caught on fire as grazed blasts spit from the gun’s front end. Lee held the nozzle away from his body to minimize the heat. His suit could only do so much.

      “They’re at the colony!” Becky shouted. “Lee! Get back here!”

      Lee had made his way nearly all the way back, firing repeatedly then letting five seconds pass while running to a new position. The horde of single minded creatures showed no signs of slowing. Parasites didn’t care about losses, only violently removing opposition.

      Body counts didn’t matter to Lee, only the pulse of the completing his mission. He’d bought a large amount of time. Their ship should be ready. All the engines would fire, lifting the solid building into space while burning an ungodly amount of fuel to keep the reactor running. He hustled straight for the main four buildings without pause.

      Once between the two, he heard a sound that made his battle happy brain halt. He turned, mid blast of an oncoming monster toward the sound of a high pitched wail. There he saw Bell, squished into an alcove corner of the building with her hands pressed tightly against her ears and a small pad in her hand.
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      The only upside to her hiding space was an easily defended location and clear line of sight against oncoming enemies. His tactically sound mind also told him that in a few minutes there’d be a pile of bodies and gore so high that even if they did use the hole—maggots would pour over the building tops in search of new hosts.

      She’d have nightmares. Bill would have more targets and irreconcilable differences with his superior officer. He commanded the motorcycle with its turret equipped back to take a point in the middle of the buildings. The four structures would create a narrow tunnel to be attacked in and provide cover.

      “Bell? What are you doing out here?”

      “I wanted my book. They said it had to stay behind,” she wailed.

      Creatures writhed and buzzed while Lee did something he swore he wouldn’t. He fired the gun one handed into a crowd of monsters. Recoil painfully impacted his arm. The other hand grabbed Bell and hefted her under a shoulder.

      His display flashed warning signs about improper use of a weapon. He ignored it and ran with Bell to the door of their main pod. He made it halfway across the courtyard before his motorcycle arced out with another round of lightning. It’s targeting misfired, blasting into one of the four major buildings. White squirming creatures freed from their hosts squealed as the lightning splattered.

      He fired twice more. The small girl screamed.

      “It’ll be okay, Bell. The door’s right over there.” Lee sighed and fired again. “Door! Bell’s—” His words barely made it out before the door opened. Becky grabbed the little girl.

      “We’re launching now! Can you get in?” she shouted.

      “Negative! The turrets are down, my bike can’t fly. Plus those birds will knock you out of orbit! I seen it done before!” Lee pointed up and yelled into his face mask. The colonists, who had unwisely turned off the mute, winced in unison. Ed and Ted grumbled loudest of all while clutching a set of kitchen bowls.

      The motorcycle continued firing off shots. Parasites saw only aggression and swarmed the vehicle. Lee slammed his fist on the external lock, sealing away Bell and Becky. Their ship rumbled and the fresh noise enraged a swarm of monsters.

      “I ain’t going down that easy!” Lee yelled while firing away. The motorcycle was battered and immobile. Half its shots went wild and the targeting systems were covered in gunk from a hundred dead monsters.

      His first few blasts scattered a mess of creatures. They rippled like a pack of birds trying to escape a raptor. He fired again into a mass. Wings melted into goo and birds fell, hitting others in a domino effect. Each confirmed kill made Lee chuckle.

      The colony leader dashed to the front chairs and strapped her daughter into one. She pressed buttons on the display to bring up a visual of the outside. Their cameras were covered in muck and gunk. “What’s going on? We’ve lost visuals,” Becky demanded across their voice line.

      “Nothin’ special. There’s just a lot o’ dem,” Bill said. His voice sounded shaky. “T-too many for him.”

      “He’s drowning in parasites. They’re swarming. Even a Soldier can’t take that kind of beating forever,” Ed and Ted said, their faces white.

      The vessel jerked as the engines kicked into high gear. Bell screamed and Becky spun around to soothe her daughter. The lights flickered as power rerouted to keep up with the engine’s demand. Ed and Ted’s face changed from white to green, sickened by the movement. Only Ted had a hand clasped over his mouth. Ed’s eyes rolled and he passed out.

      Outside, Lee’s shots were slowed. Care had to be taken not to hit the fleeing ship. He targeted a large bird being trailed by a smaller swarm. They were b-lining straight for the main building. His blast knocked them out of the air and sent the pack scattering. Lee had stayed behind to do what he did best, kill the enemy and buy his colony time to escape. They had enough altitude.

      He fired two more blasts at aerial enemies. The sound of popping could be heard and his muscles formed a smile that was locked into place. A pile of ground based creatures tackled his suit. Their wounds piled on top of a long line of bruises that would leave the soldier gritting his teeth for a month. He skidded across the ground, grinding his arm against the ground to shake off a clinging creature. Teeth nicked the edge of his finely made equipment doing little damage. The motorcycle sent a few more bolts into the mass on top of Lee.

      He couldn’t see a damn thing. The headset targeting equipment wasn’t sorting fast enough. There were too many attacking. He elbowed, kicked and clamped his teeth to avoid biting his tongue.

      “Listen… Becks,” Lee said while fighting off a gathering of infested dog-like creatures. The motorcycle gave one last surge, buying him room but not visual clarity. He fired blindly along the ground trying not to hit his escape pod.

      Lee glanced over each shoulder, searching for a more defensible location. There were none. The main ship had begun lifting as soon as Bell went inside.

      “Lee! Lee, get your goddamn ass to the escape pod!” Becky’s voice was loud. Lee winced and wondered if she even needed the microphone.

      The escape pod lay face up on a solid pad to launch. The engine was pointed in the wrong direction. Loading into it now and blasting off would put him over the hills, but not into space. He fired twice more then ran to the heavy equipment. His muscles strained to get it upright. The entire time Lee made his peace, in case.

      “I’m sorry about Bell. I ain’t never meant to put her in danger out there. It’s my fault we got into this. I should have just left them alone and sent in a report for the army.”

      More swarmed in, intent on killing the one piece of defiant prey that remained. Lee threw himself into the pod and ordered his cycle to overload. He let go of his gun for the second time since being reunited with the weapon. One hand fumbled for a cigar as blue arcs washed over the colony grounds. Many went down, but not enough to buy him room.

      He pressed buttons on the gun, his favorite gun; his baby since joining the military nearly three decades ago. The core of his blaster went into overload. Lee dropped the weapon to his side and let it hang by the strap. Lee held the primed core in one hand and his cigar in the other. He threw the explosive then stuck the cigar in his lips.

      He pulled the pod door closed then clutched The Gun. His cigar didn’t light and that annoyed him more than being forced to retreat. Then he saw the crack in his escape pod’s seal, likely from the fall or an errant blast. It didn’t matter, it was enough to let out all the air.

      He pressed the button anyway, and a countdown started. Lee’s bones rattled and skin tingled from the rush. There were creatures coming closer, attracted by the warming up of his tiny escape vessel.

      Up in the main ship Becky screamed into a microphone. Their visuals were a mess and nothing could be seen aside from a mass of wildlife intent on bringing down one man. They looked like giant bees teeming over a bearish man. Her eyes were wide and Bell clutched her mom's hand from the next seat over.

      “Lee! I don’t want your apologies! I expect you to follow orders! Launch. That. Pod!”

      Lee’s voice, on the other hand, was amazingly calm. He sounded happy. That confused a number of the colony members but they kept quiet. “I’m a good soldier, Becks. I always do what I’m told, right?”

      The line broke with static then Lee’s voice clicked across the line once more. “In case this pods goes sideways, you and Bell be good. Tell Bill, I hope he drowns in Heart Throb girls. And someone punch those assholes Ed and Ted for me.”

      “Lee!” Becky yelled. Their video surveillance showed Lee’s pod being overwhelmed. Parts of it cracked under the weight of a dozen long ribbon creatures bending it backward.

      Beneath the vessel, light from the rockets flared red and white.

      His eyes closed as the weapon’s core exploded. Lee bellowed; loud and defiant—the kind of scream he hadn’t uttered since the day he and his father forcibly parted ways. A blast of pure green crackled across the landscape. The burst blinded the projection everyone watched.

      The rocket lifted into space, while its protective casing sat cracked, unable to seal and defend the solitary passenger against oxygen absent void.
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      Becky hung near a small port window, body floating slightly from the canceled gravity. Turning it off made calculations easier for the system and every bit of processing power had to be saved for the long trip home. They would be charting the course soon, now that Lee’s body had been returned to the ship.

      They captured the pod, which had gone off course due to the explosion and barely made it out of orbit. Once recovered, they turned on the gravity and people gathered. She, and several remaining colonists stood in the cargo hold waiting for the pod’s door to move.

      It didn’t.

      “I’ll make sure we’re on route and check to see if the old sleeping rotation will still work,” Johnson said. He cradled one arm which had been burned during the evacuation.

      “It won’t.” Becky’s words were tired. “We’ll run out of hours, and the stasis pods will only house so many. Create a new rotation, take the wounded into account. If we need to drop gear to make room let me know. I’ll approve the cuts so it’s not on you.”

      Johnson’s face kept twisting then smoothing back out as he reined in emotions. The escape pod which housed Lee didn’t show signs of life. Instead, the longer they stood there—the more people realized a crack had formed along one side. It looked worse after the explosion of Lee’s weapon. Becky had been the first to realize all the soldier’s oxygen would have escaped through the hole, leaving him without support in the void while waiting to be retrieved.

      “Get out,” she said.

      Johnson nodded then herded away the few others who had assembled. Both cooks had enough sense to look downcast at seeing Lee’s damaged vessel. They shared a glance then exited.

      Mother and daughter stayed behind in the cramped storage room.

      “Mama? Where’s my bed?” Little Bell’s tone twisted around itself. The young girl rubbed one eye and yawned. Her eyes had bags under them, much like everyone else’s.

      Becky’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Bell. The mother then pointed to a small pile of blankets in one of the open crates. Bell brightened, grabbed two of the sheets, found a corner then pulled the blanket over her. It served as a testament of her daughter’s exhaustion that mere moments later snoring echoed from between the crates.

      Becky didn’t speak. She believed yelling was only useful when the other person might learn a lesson. The pig-headed man had died buying her people time to escape. Raising her voice to chastise a man for doing his job, much less saving her daughter’s life, would be poor manners.

      She walked closer to the pod. It looked like an old tomb might, with hardly any room for a normal person to breathe. Lee’s body lay stuffed inside. His armor and weaponry made the fit even tighter. The side of the pop displayed what Becky had already learned. Former Lieutenant Lee had perished.

      She popped open the lid. Air trapped behind his large body hissed. Fog formed as temperature and moisture adjusted. Becky waited four minutes before checking over his equipment. The fuel cells to his gun were gone and the rifle sat locked inside frozen fingers. He wore a smile on his face that had the same maniacal grin a Happy Patch addict might have. An unlit cigar sat between his lips.

      “Thought you soldier boys were tougher than this,” she muttered.

      Becky slowly pried out the smoke then, despite all the safety warnings, put it to her lips. Its end flared from self-starting mechanisms. Quietly sizzling ash flaked and softly dropped to the ground. The ship’s engines rattled as their course slightly corrected. She paid no mind and held on to the cigar’s end with one hand, crossed her legs then leaned back onto the crates. Becky said nothing and what she thought was for her alone.

      Darkness occupied the hangar’s crevices, only obstructed by three illuminations. A single lantern sat on a box above the sleepy girl long past her bedtime. Bell’s gap-toothed mouth hung open in exhaustion. The second soft light brightened inside the capsule around Lee’s body.

      Becky ground the third light source—embers from a still burning cigar—against the cold skin of Lee’s hand. She tucked the extinguished remains back between his lips. Becky then clicked off the capsule light, picked up her daughter, and left.
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      The doorway closed and darkness swallowed the room. Their engines’ hum rattled the ship. Footsteps slowly traveled down the hall as former colony members went about their duties.

      “The fight goes on, soldier,” a deep, mechanical voice said in a worn-down tone. “Rise and thank the United Planets for investing your continued existence.” It belonged to the system housed in Lee’s combat suit.

      Lee’s body jerked as mechanisms within his suit attempted repairs. His arms flopped outside the pod and one leg jerked free. He hung like a butterfly of wanton destruction half emerged from its too tight cocoon. Another ripple passed through causing his leg to uncontrollably twitch. A brief red glow suffused his skin as temperatures were righted.

      The half spent cigar relit.

      “Rise and thank the lab geeks in R n D for their foresight,” the voice said again before jolting Lee’s body around once more. “A true soldier of the United Planets never dies.”

      The cigar burned, ash spilled down into Lee’s face resulting in a twitch of annoyance. Lee’s gun flopped to one side, hanging off the pod’s edge by a strap. A stiff arm moved. Thickly gloved fingers rose to the cigar. Sore chest muscles lifted to suck in a lung full of the nastiest tasting air to ever pass through his lips. He let it puff out slowly as smoke swirled in the darkness.

      “Fuck a duck,” he said. Lee laughed, a horse wet sound.
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      If you enjoyed the ride, even a little, please consider leaving a review. Every one helps, and like most indie writers, I pay more attention to reader feedback than anyone sanely should.

      As for Ember of War, this marks my first attempt at a real short story. I overshot the goal by a few thousand words and extra chapters, and even then it still feels short.

      It was almost my first purely third person work. Like any writer during the first few years, it’s all about trying new stuff and finding a proper voice.

      Anyone who's read my other works may see some nods to Continue Online’s world setting. I won’t tell you where though, so good luck!

      That being said, I had a lot of fun with the setting. It’s very possible I’ll come back to Lee’s story and explore more of an outer space future.
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        Sign up for my monthly newsletter at https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/y4y0r2

        

        Only want news about my new releases without all the extra stuff? Follow me on BookBub!

        

        Please consider leaving a review on Amazon to help bring attention to my works.

      

      Want to connect with a great LitRPG community? Visit LitRPG Society Facebook group! <— I hang out here often!
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