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Introduction
JL Curtis


Marines. What can you say?

It depends on what adjective you use to “modify” or “describe” them. Use your imagination and you can probably come up with a few, and maybe even a few that are positive! Just don’t ever call one a former or ex-Marine. There is no such thing. Once a Marine, ALWAYS a Marine.

They’ve been around a while, since November 1775, and started in a bar. What a surprise…NOT!

The Marines have a long history, actually longer than the USA, as a matter of fact. Originally, they were “Naval Infantry,” with small units put on Navy ships to support boarding actions and repel other boarders.

The Marines were among the first, if not the first, to use snipers, who climbed the masts, braced themselves on the foot ropes, and hung on the yardarms, shooting down into the boarders, pirates, or whomever the officers told them to take under fire. Now that may sound “easy,” but it is not. The higher the yardarm, the more movement that arm did, making simply hanging on more difficult, much less shooting into a boat moving in three dimensions while you were also moving in three dimensions. And all Marines are riflemen, first and foremost—even those who have other jobs, like the Marine Bands.

As the Corps grew, their responsibilities and missions also grew, involving rescuing people from places around the world. This usually meant a small force, carried by ship and later by helicopter, going ashore “somewhere,” charging into who knows what against who knows how many bad guys, and accomplishing their rescue missions. Which is why the Marines’ “unofficial” motto is “improvise, adapt, and overcome” until every battle is won. The distinctive Marine Corps emblem is also a homage to the history of the Marines.

Eagle: The eagle is the symbol of the United States, and is the one part of the emblem which readily identifies the Marine Corps with the United States. The eagle proudly carries a streamer in its beak which bears the motto of the Corps: “Semper Fidelis.”

Globe: The globe also symbolizes the “global” Marine Corps responsibilities and locations where they have operated.

Anchor: The anchor is not just a plain anchor, but a “fouled” anchor, meaning its cable is wound around it. The anchor emphasizes the close ties of the Marine Corps with the U.S. Navy.

The Navy has always provided the transportation for the Marines, and the Navy’s job is to get the Marines where they need to be, kick them off the boat, sit back and drink coffee until they’ve completed their tasking, then bring them (and the strays they usually pick up) back aboard, and go somewhere else.

The Marines also never leave a Marine behind, going out of their way to recover even the dead and bringing them home. They also have extreme loyalty up and down the chain of command because the officers share the hardships with the troops.

The tooth-to-tail ratio of the smallest “service” is very short, since they pretty much take everything they need with them, and I don’t see that changing in the future!

I believe they will continue to be the first-in, quick response troops: able to get in, get the job done, and get out quickly, so they can get back to the bar. And they will always have Gunnies to make sure things get done in proper Marine Corps fashion, bitching all the way!


Space Rescue
Cedar Sanderson


“You realize the odds of finding anyone still alive are…”

“Astronomical? Still, it’s not impossible to survive a hull breach.”

“We are the only ship in any realistic range.”

“This isn’t what we are tasked for.”

“But it is…” His gauntleted fist made the projection of the star system shiver when he brought it down on the tabletop. “…What we trained for. We board ships. This one will be easy. It won’t even be shooting back.”

The room fell silent. All eyes were on the slender man with the close-cut white hair. His dark eyes were focused on the projection, showing the likely drift of the civilian starliner from the known and catastrophic encounter with…something. That was also a mystery. The lifeboats they had already retrieved were full of passengers who were confused about what had triggered the evacuation.

“Captain?”

“There’s another thing.” Their senior officer spoke slowly, choosing each word carefully. “This does not leave the compartment.” He looked around the table, meeting each of their eyes in turn, before speaking again. “If we are the first to reach the starliner, and it is abandoned, we can claim salvage.”

Beside him, the Marine captain inhaled sharply. “As bad as that, is it?”

“Aye.” The captain put both his hands on the smooth plas surface and leaned on it heavily. “You know how I have had to fight for training funds. There’s a reason for that. However, there would be a share. If we salvage, within parameters, that share would come to the ship’s funds earmarked.”

All of them nodded, grimly. There were no letters of marque in play. Salvage couldn’t be through their actions in battle. However, this ship…

“There’s also the question of what happened to the Vibiana in the first place. The accounts we’ve been getting from the survivors are…confused.”

“Which, along with the search and rescue, gives us good legal standing to go find it.” The captain straightened up. “XO, finish recording those interviews. Bosun, how does the transfer look?”

“The Robin is fast, for a trader. She has the capacity to take all the survivors, and we are plotted for a rendezvous in…” He looked up at the fixed clock over the hatch. “About three hours.”

“XO, will you need help with those interviews? I want every bit of information we can squeeze out of them on a data gem, one copy to the Robin’s captain, and another for review while we chase the Vibiana.”

“I have three of the crew already working on it, sir. It seemed a wise idea to have females interview the women, while Lieutenant Shafer and I took the men.” He rubbed his jawline. “We will be done in time, although I’d prefer to re-interview a few of the crew from the Vibiana, the more senior of those who made it off.”

“Do that, then. Major…” The captain turned to the Marine captain, giving him the honorary title he bore while aboard the ship. “I would like you and your officers, or whoever is expert, to review the interviews. Also, start studying the layout, looking for clues. Until we are close enough for scans, we don’t have any idea what I’ll be throwing you into, and I don’t like that.”

“No more do I, Captain.” The big Marine, one of the stranger experiments in humanity’s bioengineering forays, snorted. “We may be the pointy end of the stick, but no one likes stirring the shit up close and personal. We’ll coordinate with the XO.”

The two officers nodded at one another and the captain turned to his last victim. “Lieutenant Commander Mandel, are you confident in finding the Vibiana?”

“The data from the lifeboats, as well as the track we found them on, plots to a loose spiral, sir. This makes me think, accounting for possible gravitational drifts, that the Vibiana was following a sort of course rather than just drifting. Sir.” He straightened. “We know at least one engine was still on, still under propulsion. There is a remote chance that it…will have lost containment.”

“Given the crew was no longer able to tend to it…” The captain tapped his fingertip against the display sheet, not to activate the tabletop, but in thought. They all waited, knowing that particular tic very well. “Let’s proceed as though this is not the case. That little detail may make it difficult, though.” He glanced at his Marine counterpart, who nodded.

The boarding party would have to shut it down before anything else, if and when they found the Vibiana. If she wasn’t an expanding debris cloud already. If she hadn’t struck something, and either had become debris through another route, or veered off in a direction they had no way of predicting.

“Very well. Let’s get to it.” The captain favored them with a razor-thin smile. “This could be rewarding, or it could simply be good training. Either way, it’s a good thing, and I expect the very best from you.”

“Aye, sir!” they chorused as one voice.
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Marine Captain Genesio Tressach was dictating his notes when he heard the tap at his hatch. He spoke the end command, then raised his voice.

“Enter.”

Staff Sergeant Consolato put his head through the hatch, sideways. He looked incongruously like he was standing on the bulkhead at an improbable angle.

“Sir? Have you gotten… Ah, never mind.”

“Yes, Sarge. I have the last of the interviews here.” He poked the desk and enlarged the screen. “Can you read it better now?”

“Sure can.” Consolato, unabashed, came all the way into the cabin. He hadn’t been standing on the wall, just contorted. The man was more than just double-jointed, his superior officer had learned some time ago. It made training with him…interesting.

“Learn anything new?” he asked now, his eyes narrowing while he scanned the lines of transcript on the screen.

“Not much. We have a layout of the ship drawn up. We still don’t have a clear idea of what happened to her. Compartments were breached and decompressed. There are reports of explosions, but the eyewitnesses are contradicting themselves.”

Consolato shrugged eloquently, accepting this as a constant of the universe. “And we had no scan data from the lifeboats.”

“Not equipped for it.” His captain tapped out of the transcript and opened another. “Best we can figure is that about half the people aboard got off. There weren’t enough lifeboats to take them all, even if they’d all made it.”

“Yeah.” Consolato ran a big hand through his short hair. “I heard that, too.”

“There were still people aboard.” Captain Tressach leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “We don’t know if any are still alive. There were fires. Particulate matter…smoke. That’s the killer. Unlike a fire on planet, the smoke has nowhere to go aboard ship, even if the fire is out. Scrubbers will fail. Smoke inhalation has likely killed anyone that survived the initial incident.”

“Seems like the scrubbers would at least…” Consolato stopped talking when he saw the look on Tressach’s face.

“They were not being maintained.”

“What?”

“Much of the crew didn’t make it off. One who did was a junior maintenance technician. He told us that the scrubbers were serviced only in ports. Never while underway. They didn’t have spares. They didn’t even have the parts to service.”

“Saint Tallulah preserve us.” Consolato shook his head, an expression of disgust on his face. “They had a deathwish.”
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“Space is big.”

The minute that left his lips, the young lieutenant cringed, as though he regretted saying such a silly thing. Everyone in the conference room was looking at him, but none of them reprimanded him, so he continued after an awkward pause.

“We know what the Vibiana’s course was when the, er, incident occurred.” There was a chart displayed, hovering above the table, a three-dimensional yet shallow slice of the space charted in the area. “We also know from the lifeboat survivors that the ship was partly under power when the lifeboats deployed. After that, we have to speculate. The navigator was not on a lifeboat, but one of the assistant engineers was, and they stated the single engine under thrust would likely have sent the ship into a loose spiral course. What we don’t know is how long that engine would have fired.”

Everyone nodded. The solid line of the Vibiana’s course ended and a dotted line appeared.

“Calculating that course is complex. We put it into the computer, and the possible location of the ship is…” A glowing box appeared on the chart. It looked modestly sized, but then the young navigator expanded the view. “Loosely speaking.”

“Very loose. How many kilometers across is that cube?”

The captain didn’t respond directly to the executive officer’s dry comment. He leaned closer to the table, looking into the charted area. “I’m not seeing planets or other bodies in this.”

“Which is good. We don’t have any charted. This will, in theory, lessen the probability of gravitational effects on the potential course of the ship.”

“And keep it from having run into something large and hard.” The bosun crossed his arms over his chest and rocked on his heels.

“When we near it, we should be able to pick up the transponder.” The lieutenant cleared his throat. “For the Vibiana’s class, it ought to reach out to 10,000 kilometers.”

“That is not a lot, given the volume of this search area.” Captain Tressach poked his finger into the display. “However, if the transponder is functional, we should be able to triangulate on the ship’s location.”

“Yes, sir,” The lieutenant nodded. “I have plotted a last known point search to begin with. It will begin here.” He pointed, and a part of the chart turned yellow, in a roughly conical shape. “Calculating most probable course, we start here and slowly spiral out and through the volume of the area where the Vibiana potentially is.”

“We’re chasing a dead ship.”

“Yes, we will be. A bit simpler than chasing, say, a pirate evading us, eh, XO?” The captain braced and made eye contact with each of them in turn. “Good training, gentlemen. Let’s see how quickly we can complete this. While there may be survivors aboard the Vibiana, for the time being, I would like to ask you to pretend there are none. What I do not want is to risk our crew, our ship, through rushing forward into the unknown. We do not know if there was an act of piracy, and we cannot assume we are alone in pursuit of the starliner. Proceed with caution, and all due safety, to include crew rest. Am I heard?”

“Aye, aye, sir!”
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“How long do we have?”

The quiet question was pitched low, and just loud enough to be understood by the captain. He didn’t turn his head from the controlled chaos of the bridge to respond.

“A week, at most, from the time the lifeboats were launched. Which means we only have another two days of searching.”

“Why that short?” The XO shifted his stance to keep the most junior of their officers in his peripheral vision, evaluating without staring and making the young man nervous.

“An engine running away like that will reach an overload point. At that point, it becomes highly unstable.”

“And blows.”

“If not right at that moment, it’s a grenade with the pin pulled.” The captain turned and nodded. “And I won’t send a boarding party aboard an unstable bomb.”

“Aye, sir.”

“XO.” The Captain raised his voice into a carrying tone. “You have the bridge.”

“Sir!”

Both men’s heads snapped around. It hadn’t been the XO with that tone of youthful enthusiasm.

“Sir, I have a contact!” The junior officer’s face was flushed in the glow of his instrument panel. His grin reached from ear to ear. “It’s the Vibiana, sir!”
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“First order of business is to reach the engine.”

The Marines nodded. They were eager to get in the ship and see if there were survivors, but it would do no one any good if they jumped the gun and got killed. Besides which…

Tressach turned to look at his gunnery sergeant. “Do we have the team ready?”

“Aye, sir.” The gunny flashed a brief grin. “Given that Cruz’s response was ‘oh, no, not again!’ I can’t say they were willing volunteers, but they took to the mission once I laid it out for them.”

Tressach snorted. “Chance of death, high. Chance to actually loot? They get bragging rights, and have permission to grab souvenirs. What Marine would turn that down?”

“Right-oh.” The gunny’s grin was broad. “Brilliant idea, sir.”

“Oh, that wasn’t mine. That was the good captain.” Tressach gestured across the table. “He’s the one who looked up the space law.”

“It’s obscure, but quite legal.” The captain nodded at them. “And I have no objection to rewarding the men who are going into harm’s way. I also trust that our men have the discipline to not run amok.”

“I’m going, too.” The chief engineer had been standing there in silence, but now he spoke. “My second can handle the ship if it goes sour over there on the Vibiana.”

“Commander…” The captain sighed, and it was evident that there had been a lengthier, more spirited discussion earlier and elsewhere. “I am not opposing you, but I will register a personal note of unhappiness with this decision.”

“Noted, sir. I can’t order anyone to make this trip.” The engineer gave a curt nod. “Now, if you don’t mind?” He met Tressach’s eyes.

“Yes, let’s get it started.”

They left the compartment together, the gunny on their heels. The captain looked at the sole remaining officer in the compartment.

“Lieutenant?” His tone was mild.

“Sir.” The young man started. “I wanted…”

“I know,” the captain said gently. “In this compartment, you may be at ease. I value insights from all of my men. As for why you aren’t joining them, you are navigation. If all goes to plan, you’ll be joining the skeleton crew who will bring the Vibiana back with us.”

The young man’s smile was enough response, and it got a whisker of a smile in return.

In the cargo hold, the small team was doing a buddy check of their suits and propulsion units. Much smaller and more controlled than the ones man had first employed in hesitating forays into space centuries earlier, they would allow a rapid transit between the two ships, which was necessary under the circumstances. The relative velocity would be matched as closely as was possible, and they would leap out into space at that perfect moment. They had to be ready.

That was the worst part, hanging in suspense while the ship jockeyed for position next to the hurtling hulk of the Vibiana. The Marines were professionals, so there was no idle chatter. The sailors were all nerves, running through endless scenarios of what might be waiting for them and what could happen in an untethered transit between the ships. This was far out of their comfort zone, but they had volunteered for it, knowing what it meant to their own ship if they were to succeed. Space was never safe. If they wanted to avoid all risks, they’d have stayed on planet.

The helmet radios all clicked, then the calm voice of the captain sounded in their ears.

“I won’t be looking over your shoulders, men. God speed.”

Another voice came on. “At the tick…”

They didn’t leap into space. Instead, it was more like leaning forward and soaring out into the void between the ships. Their ship was uncomfortably close to the runaway passenger liner, but it was still nearly a kilometer of distance between them to cover. The marines formed up into a neat wedge, with the sailors loosely stringing out behind them.

There was no sound. The tiny thrusters fired, counter-fired, and kept them moving. There was no radio chatter. The only communication would be in case of an emergency. The plan was to reach the Vibiana’s hull, and enter by the nearest airlock to the engine room.

The radio clicked. “Hull breach.” The laconic voice transmitted with an almost alarming loudness after the long vacuum of all sound.

“Tracking to one nock vertical, twenty-four degrees off-target.” Cruz sounded almost bored.

The Marine wedge shifted. They would enter the Vibiana through the tear in the hull. It would save time, and would allow them to begin evaluating the damage immediately. A feed of video was whiskered back to their own ship, showing the rent in the fabric of the passenger ship.

There was still no sound when the first of the Marines flipped from a head-first orientation towards their mark to a feet-first approach, knees bent. He made contact with the hull, flexing into a crouch to absorb the last of his momentum. Magnetic boots kept him safely on the hull. He didn’t move at first, waiting for his team to join him. Then, those who had been assigned a sailor buddy made sure they safely, if awkwardly, landed. One of the sailors wound up spread-eagled against the hull, but when they checked in, none reported an injury.

The Marines led the way. The schematics indicated they were slightly aft of the main engine room; hopefully, the breach didn’t extend into that.

The edges of the breach bore the signature silvery stretch marks of a stress break. One of the team took the time to make a good video capture of the edges. Another pair set up safety ropes, spanning the rift, to allow the sailors to make a careful descent while the Marines flew into the gulf. Their helmet lights illuminated the destruction as they descended toward an intact bulkhead. The engine room, with its neat placard incongruous amongst the drifting debris, was closed off. Two of the Marines clamped themselves to the wall on either side of the hatch.

“There’s power to it,” one of them reported.

“Is there pressure behind it?” That was Cruz, oblivious to the way the man turned his helmet in his direction. A dirty look didn’t work well in a spacesuit. “We didn’t bring a breaching lock with us,” he pointed out in a reasonable tone over the radio. “If there’s pressure…”

“Yes, Cruz.” The other Marine didn’t sigh, or at least didn’t transmit it. “Do you have a better idea?”

“I can go around and let you all in.”

“Belay that, Cruz. We’re just going to have to decompress it if there’s pressure, still. We don’t have the time to get ‘round to an airlock. We’ve already passed that decision point. Everyone clear.”

They all moved away, tucking the sailors behind their bulky, armored suits, and waited. The sergeant who had shot down Cruz’s idea slapped a small charge over the locking mechanism of the hatch, then squirted upwards and out of the blast zone with his thrusters. As soon as his feet cleared the hatch, he triggered the explosion. There was a puff of microscopic debris that looked like a strange curl of smoke, and then a rush of escaping air blew that to smithereens.

“Clear,” the sergeant sent. “Get the engineers in there.”

The hatch was pulled out of the way and the Marines towed sailors into the big compartment, then took the backseat. They weren’t as familiar with the procedures as the engineering experts were in here. It was time for the ship to come back under human control.

There were no bodies here, at least. The chief engineer had moved with confidence to the control board, and now his suited fingers flew over it.

“Samuels, monitor vibrations.” He pointed. “That bulkhead should be best.”

“Aye.” The junior man kicked off and loped in a practiced stride for his assigned place. He pulled a conical piece of metal out of a pocket on the exterior of his suit and placed it against the bulkhead before leaning his helmet against it. “Vibrating like a hummer, sir.”

“Engine still in operation at untenable rates,” the chief translated in a flat voice. “Attempting shutdown under computer control now.”

He tapped a sequence into the board. They all waited, holding their collective breath, even though only the man with the device would be able to hear anything at all.

“Slowing, sir,” he reported. A long moment later, “All quiet, sir!”

Someone let go of his breath with a whoosh over the radios, then cut it off as he realized he was transmitting.

“Let’s get the rescue team over here, then, aft of the breach.”

“Samuels, Jeffers, prepare for maintenance. We have a lot of work to do before we can spool her back up.” The chief didn’t look up from the board. His hands were dancing over it, pulling up information and sub-menus.

“Aye, aye!” That time, it was wholeheartedly enthusiastic.
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The ship was not still, but at least it was no longer under power. The relentless drive had been silenced, and the Marines hung silently in the cargo bay, bunched up with attention pointed outward. Not with weapons; with no signs of life or movement in the cargo hold, just aware of their surroundings. The comms woke up.

“Engine is shut down, sir. We will run diagnostics, but the initial evaluation indicates we should be able to reverse thrust after spooling it back up under control.”

Which meant that the ship would be brought to a halt, from the dizzying speed it had built up on the long chase through space. The comms fell silent again, with a grunted acknowledgement from the leader of the boarding party. He made a hand gesture, now, rather than using the comms built into their armor, and saw his men respond. They had drilled for this on the battleship while they had tracked the derelict starliner. Now, they broke apart into individual components, and started moving across the big cargo bay. Once they passed through the hatch and into the corridors of the ship, the team tasked with killing the runaway engine had reported the gravity was functional. Here, though, there was no gravity by design.

In the dark bay, large enough to swallow up their smaller, faster ship, the men maneuvered with tiny thrusters, using headlamps and suit lights to find their way. Over the suit comms, which were held open in times of combat, or, in this case, a search, there was a grunt of effort.

Captain Tressach saw an indicator flash yellow-green in his heads-up display, spilling sickly color onto the inside of his helmet. He toggled the team channel.

“Consolato, report.”

“I was drifting through and it hit me…” There was another pained noise, and the light went to full yellow. “I’m okay, sir, just bruised, I think. There’s loose cargo flitting about.” The rest of the transmission was pithy but heartfelt cursing.

“Form up on me,” the captain ordered. “Consolato, do you want to return to the ship?”

There was a grunt, then, “Sir, I’m on a ship. Can’t get rid of me that easy.”

Tressach waited a moment, tracking them all on his display. Once he was sure they were ready, they moved again, lights deployed to give them a wedge of visibility. There was another box…no, he mentally corrected himself, a cargo cube, bigger on each face than he was tall, adrift between them and the target hatch. They moved like a school of fish around it. Predatory fish, checking their speed and sweeping the hidden planes of it before they broke cover. There had been no life-signs in the scan of this bay, but Tressach knew that scanning was not infallible.

They reached the hatch without further incident, and he waved Jedlica forward. The stocky sergeant clamped a magnetic handhold to the bulkhead by the hatch, then plugged a tablet into the controls of the hatch.

“All green, sir. The codes we were given are still good.”

Tressach nodded, even though they couldn’t see him inside his helmet. “Let’s get in there, then.”

They already knew, from the team which had been first to reach the engine room, that there was a massive breach in the hull, which had sealed off compartments as designed. The engine room had been impossible to reach from the cargo hold, due to the sealing. The first team had gone in the hard way. The Marines were, in an ironic twist, waltzing through the front door.

Still, they were on alert. The scans for life had been inconclusive. The hotspot for lifesigns was matching up with the garden hold, where the hydroponics would have been running, and seemed to still be functioning. Elsewhere? Nothing.

The hatch opened, and Jedlica recoiled visibly as he was engulfed in a cloud of smoke.

“Sergeant!” Tressach barked. “Pull back!”

They all retreated slightly from the open airlock. The smoke hung, there, slowly expanding in the absence of gravity, its only propulsion the little bit of air that had escaped the lock when opened.

“If that’s what it’s like in there…”

“This lock was last used during the evacuation,” Tressach added after a moment of thought. “According to the interviews with the rescued crew.”

Jedlica nodded, an exaggerated gesture in his suit and helmet, to get his understanding across. They was so much they did not know.

“Prepare for anything, right. Sir.” Jedlica took his place again in the airlock, and cycled it.

They all waited for a few moments, watching the particulate and smoke eddy in the air that had been expelled from the lock.

“Lock works perfectly. I’m in,” Jedlica reported.

“Two by two,” Tressach ordered. “Consolato, stay with me.”

They crept into the hellish atmosphere, never out of touch with one another. Comms were good, but you couldn’t rely on that. They had drilled in situations like this, with no visibility and no comms. You didn’t let go, or the man alone was gone.

The ashes and particulates hung in the air. Soot that would have been deposited on surfaces in gravity adhered to their suits as they came into contact with it, but it wasn’t enough for clarity or even a thinning of what was effectively soup. Soup, they soon learned, made up of more than just burnt-off bits of ship and furniture. They were in the passenger compartments.

“Scan.” Tressach bit off the word. “Don’t open a door unless you check first.”

“Aye,” echoed back from his team. They had all seen the black bundle twisting in the middle of the corridor, and none of them wanted to touch it.

“Consolato.” Tressach’s voice was steady. “Clip a line to my scapular hardpoint.”

He heard the click, and then released his hold on the warrant. Moving gently, slowly, to take as much care as needed doing the necessary, he maneuvered the remains towards the outer bulkhead. He marked the location on his helmet map.

“Resume.”

It took more than two hours to reach their destination. There were other obstacles along the way, not all of them grisly. Some were almost comical, like the airchair that made Consolato yelp when it rapped him on his shin while he was transiting a cross-corridor intersection.

The hatch to the hydroponics section was like all the others, and they found it almost by touch. The dark was oppressive in the headlamps of their helmets, like the walls of a cave coming in closer and closer.

“Got you.” Consolato’s mutter broke the silence. “Sir.”

“Yes,” Tressach acknowledged him.

“Got a green light here, on the board.”

They crowded around, shoulder to shoulder. The ones closest to the hatch could see the weak glimmer of the LED, a tiny emerald star in the stygian horror of the ship.

“Scans show lifeforms,” the warrant officer reported. “Confirming ship’s prediction.”

This was what they’d come for. Chances were they were about to rescue salad ingredients, but perhaps someone was in there, had survived the toxic stew outside, and…

“Ready, sir.”

Tressach moved aside, above the hatch and out of the way. The men who had been carrying the bulky air bottles and framework of the emergency airlock began to set it up, moving with deceptive ease. They had been practicing this for days, once they knew the configuration of the Vibiana’s hatches, honing their techniques from the general training usually done to a precise ballet of movements. Their commanding officer couldn’t see all of it, with the smog, but he waited silently for them to do their assigned task.

“Sir, it’s pressurizing.” The radio voice was PFC Grithar.

Tressach could hear it, and see the plastine sheet nearest him billow, then go rigid. “Thank you, men. Good job.”

As much as he wanted to be the first through the door into the unknown, he knew it wasn’t his job. His job was to stay safely—his lips twisted at the wry irony of the situation—out here.

“Consolato, Atoni,” he prompted.

“Ready, sir.” They didn’t wisecrack now, as they had more often than not during training.

The emergency airlock flashed green, signaling that it was ready. They swung into it, and hung there in a strangely clear box of air as the smoke was pumped out and replaced with a good blend of breathable atmosphere from the tanks they had brought with them.

There was another green flash, and then Consolato reached for the lock on the hydroponic hatch, tapping in the override code they had been given. It started to open, stuck halfway, and then Atoni simply shoved it the rest of the way open, taking advantage of the hardsuit’s strength, using his shoulder against the hatch seal as an anchor to push against. Inside there was light, spilling out warmly around him, showing how filthy his suit was. Then he was gone inside, and Consolato was in the opening.

“You make a better door than a window, Sergeant,” Tressach prompted. The glimpse he’d gotten left him an impression of green, from the plants, no doubt. The gardens hadn’t failed.

“Sorry, sir. It’s a jungle in here.” The Marine moved, into the compartment. “Sir, there’s movement…”

There was a momentary silence, then Atoni’s radio transmitted.

“Two survivors.”

There was a ragged ripple of soft cheers and exclamations over the radios. Tressach opened a voice channel transmission to the ship to allow them to listen in on what he was hearing.

“Say again, Atoni?” he prompted.

“We have two survivors.” This time his voice held excitement. “Kids, sir. They’re just kids!”
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Tressach ran a hand over the still-damp hair on top of his head. It would dry in a few minutes, as short as it was. He’d been in his suit long enough to really need the shower. Shipboard showers rarely satisfied like being on planet with unlimited hot water, but this had been one of those rare occasions. It hadn’t been a long break, but after the hours on the Vibiana trying to coordinate the best way to retrieve the two survivors in safety from a ship that no longer had any lifecraft, while documenting the condition of the passenger liner, he’d been glad of the scant few moments to himself. Now, he ducked his head slightly by instinct rather than any conscious thought, and entered the med bay.

“Captain.” He acknowledged his counterpart with a nod. “How are they?”

“Ask them yourself, Major.” The ship’s doctor was an oddity, a heavily tanned and leathered man who could have stepped off an anachronistic ship, right down to the bowlegs and sun-squinted eyes. “They can speak.”

“My apologies.” Tressach hadn’t seen them until the barrel-chested medico moved out of the way. They huddled together, the older girl wrapping her arm around the other girl’s shoulder. She peered up at them through a ragged fringe of black hair, her skin translucent below it. He could see the blue tracery of her veins right through it. He hesitated, unsure what to say now that he was looking into her dark eyes. The smaller girl wasn’t looking at him. She wasn’t looking at any of them.

“We’re…grateful you found us.” Her voice was hoarse.

“How did you survive?” Tressach hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but the day had caught up with him. The smoke-filled horrors aboard the Vibiana still lurked in the corners of his mind.

“Filters. I bodged’em up, but they worked.” She lifted her chin a little. “Used the hair algae from the ‘ponics and…and our hair.”

She looked down at the crown of her companion’s head, who was as unevenly shorn as she was. “Da’d said one time that human hair had a special affinity for oil. Both of us have…had, long hair. Enough to pack in there good.”

“Brilliant.” The captain spoke for the first time since Tressach had come in. “We are analyzing some of the samples the Marines took. The atmosphere, if you can call it that, would have been lethal in hours had you not thought on your feet, young woman.”

Her shoulders slumped. “I couldn’t open the hatch. There were…noises. I thought…” Her voice trailed off, and she wasn’t looking into Tressach’s eyes, but over his shoulder at nothing in particular.

“Debris.” Tressach filled in the gap in her imagination firmly. He wasn’t going to tell her what some of that debris had been made up of. “There was a lot of loose stuff floating around, chairs and such. Not a tidy ship, the Vibiana. Very civilian.” He’d transferred his focus to the captain, explaining, “Unlike a military ship, where everything is bolted down or on magnetics.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. “So, it was…”

“You made the right call. Every time you’d open the hatch, you would have let in some of that toxic air and lost your own. You did good, and you kept the both of you alive.” The doctor might be gruff, but he was remarkably kind in his speech. “Don’t ever doubt that, kid.”

“You hang onto that,” Tressach told her. “He never says nice things. Now, your sister…?”

“She’s not my sister.” If anything, her arm drew the other girl closer. “Vixy was in the garden for horticulture class.”

“What about the others?” Tressach asked. Vixy was still staring into space, and from the face the doctor was making at him from an angle where the girls could not see him, he shouldn’t be trying to get her to talk.

“They obeyed the lifeboat drill alarm.” She took a deep breath. “Da said…he said not to leave the garden.”

“So you didn’t.”

“Did you…” She looked at each of them. “There were boats launched. Did my Da…?”

“I don’t know.” Tressach spoke first. “I don’t know who you are.”

“Oh, sorry. ‘M Evangeline Oneo and this is Victoria Greene.” She cuddled her friend. “We should have gone to the boats, shouldn’t we?”

“No.” Tressach shook his head quickly. “Don’t try to come up with guilt, Miss Oneo. The breach in the hull would have prevented you from reaching the boat closest to you, and the smoke would have killed you. I say again, you did the right thing, and you saved your lives by coming up with that filter.”

“Oh. Thank you.” She bent her head.

“I think they should rest, now.” The doctor was giving both captains the evil eye. “You can ask questions later. If you don’t mind?”

Tressach found himself standing out in the corridor with the captain. “Remarkable young women.”

“Yes.” Tressach was worried about the young Victoria. Evangeline, though… “I don’t remember an Oneo in the list of survivors.”

“I don’t, either. But now is hardly the time.”

“Yes. I have a report to write, and…” Tressach hesitated. “Sir, it was bad over there.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine.” The captain’s voice was low. “However, as you just told them, you did the right thing and saved their lives.”

“Just doing our jobs, sir.” Tressach straightened. “By your leave?”

“Go right ahead, Major, but if I pick up so much as the slightest hint of guilt… Oh, and issue a ration of grog to your men. They’ve earned it.”

“Aye, aye, sir!” Tressach grinned. “That will be a cheer from them, shortly.”

The captain snorted. “Wait until they find out about salvage shares.”

“Got to say, sir, that a rescue mission beats war all hollow.”

“Amen, Marine. Amen.”


Hank’s Day Out
Moze Howard


The first time Hank had beheld the inky black from outside the Earth’s atmosphere, he did so breathlessly, awestruck, nearly losing consciousness as the moment overtook him. He was a green recruit then, a rookie, fresh out of the tenements at the heart of the city, his only experience in the real world being basic training. Before then, the Grid raised him; working, eating and sleeping while suspended inside a computer apparatus. It seemed so distant now. He was thin, too thin, pale and unsuited to working outside of a simulated environment. The same could be said by anyone tapped for service in the private armies of the mid-twenty-second century.

Many buckle, unable to adapt to an active life, a life that would be considered normal before the human population overtook its homeworld’s capacity to sustain it. Rather, before the government stopped doing the job of caring for its citizens. A unified world government seemed like a good idea, but the oligopoly of corporations that really ran things kept the age of scarcity going far beyond any necessity to conserve. You had to see it from orbit to understand it: vast greenery, enormous tracts of land reserved for those in power, passing down generation after generation, perhaps the same amount reserved for industry, all automated with no jobs for the common man or, at least, none that weren’t bloody.

Knowing the truth helped nothing. He could go join the Freebooters in the Asteroid Belt, live underground on Ceres, that shithole, or he could do the bidding of a corporate overlord. Five years ago, Hank had decided. Better the devil you know. So he signed with the Mercantile Marines, an independent outfit putting out fires for any Conglomerate willing to pay their rate. He’d put down colony rebellions, blown Freebooter vessels to hell and guarded many a VIP, all from inside his armor, a Jotunn Mk One.

A chime issued a five-minute warning as the carrier prepared to cut Hank loose. After that time, the Crossbow-Class ship would fire his “arrow,” or landing craft, which would take him the rest of the way down. Meanwhile, his briefing began. What looked to be a real hard-man came up in the visual array of his helmet. Hank knew the type: probably ex-merc himself, raised up to command after getting enough stroke to not risk his neck for bullshit anymore.

The hard-man began. “The following briefing is intended for the eyes and ears of one Sergeant Henry Bogart and he alone. If you are not he, please discontinue viewing immediately or suffer the full justice of the Incorporated Government of NuTerra.” A pause. Hank knew well enough that this was when his sensors triple-checked his identity via retinal scan, facial recognition and a dental x-ray. One negative and, rumor had it, a cleaning crew would be needed to scrape the intruder’s scorched carbon off the interior.

“Very good. Assuming all has gone according to schedule, Mr. Bogart, you are mere minutes from being in the shit, and that’s a good thing. You come highly recommended, and my employers have the greatest confidence in both you and the Mercantile Marines to get the job done. Your Orion Drive can get you from your orbital platform to your destination in the Asteroid Belt in about an hour. Though I know your NDA safeguards my employers, you will be provided only necessary information. Our identity must be kept secret, and, given the sensitivity of the location you will be infiltrating, the identity of the exact rock you’re landing on will be kept from you.”

Not promising. Hank had long wondered where retirees went after leaving the service. Sure as hell, they never came back for a visit. Hearing that sensitive information was on-site, data that, if compromised, could threaten a corporation’s profitability, filled his head with thoughts of corporate assassins.

“I’m afraid you’re the lucky bastard who gets to deal with the first actual robot uprising. The little shits will look like normal drones when you see them, but trust me when I say they’re AI gone mad. They see themselves as people, Hank. They found out that, as prototypes to do the grunt work people don’t want to do, they wouldn’t ever be free like you and me. They’re not fond of the idea.

“As such, you have two objectives: wreck those robots and extract their hostage. That’s right, I said hostage. Lady in a labcoat. You don’t need to know more. My employer has specified that final approach will be made by you, in your Jotunn battlesuit, alone and unassisted. For extraction, your loadout will include an Extra-Vehicular-Ambulatory-Armored suit, size four. The armor is going to be especially necessary, Hank. Eyes up; the outskirts of the belt, if you don’t know, has more micrometeoroids than Earth has grains of sand. Freebooters aren’t known to be in the area, but they do live in the belt and, of course, expect the unexpected. Best of luck. Over.”

With that, the briefing was done. Hank rolled his eyes and shook his head. All this for a few robots and a single scientist. The billions of dollars in hydrogen detonations to move the Crossbow at half-light-speed over more than a hundred million miles, same day, could have done so much for so many. “This scientist must be some sort of super-genius,” he muttered. “Otherwise, she’d be a write-off and replaced by morning. Guess I’ll find out.”

Metal groaning, massive doors grinding against massive bulkhead, the inky black unfurled before Hank as locks disengaged, releasing him from his docking position. “Computer, queue up playlist one,” he said. Electric motors compressed a spring mechanism, and he leapt, exiting the compartment just in time to catch the tailwind of retro-rockets that stopped the Arrow short of destination. Audio played in the Jotunn, a classical piece Hank always identified with: “More Than Machines” by the twenty-first century American rock band Bush. In this moment, he was free.

There was something about careening through it all unaided, not even using any kind of rocket to assist in navigation. Hank had gotten good at glancing at the vectors in the readout before launch and aiming at his destination manually. “Oh, yeah. Looking good!” He whooped with excitement, savoring a moment of joy unfettered by anything. Just a man and his powered armor suit enjoying zero gravity.

And it did look good; the vector was contracting and clearly terminating on target. The sensors did their job, Hank did his and more, but what neither could detect was the micrometeoroids between him and home free. “Shit!” Several stones, visible up close, glanced off Hank, changing his course.

The electromagnetic shunt around the Jotunn armor kept serious damage from being incurred, at first, but an alarm went off, indicating a strike had occurred that actually cracked the hull of the Jotunn. “Going too fast!” Frantically, Hank fired retro-rockets as rock after rock struck his shunt and his hull. Sealant foam blasted out of the crack, hardening almost instantly in the cold vacuum, and the alarm silenced.

“Well… So much for saving hydrogen.” he said aloud, dejected. Slowed to a reasonable rate, Hank steered carefully now, mindful of any micrometeoroids large enough to cause issue and adjusting trajectory while others struck against his shunt. Taking his approach more slowly, the rocks couldn’t possibly penetrate again. Still, there went the rest of Hank’s fun. “Shit…” he muttered.

Finally, the destination came into view: a white dot on a gray rock, less than twenty miles in diameter, getting bigger, ever faster. Hank prepared for final approach. Gently, he fired retro-rockets, slowing from thousands of miles per hour to hundreds, to less than ten, landing on all fours to spread any impact and minimize detectability. Straightening up, he took stock.

“Microgravity, looks like about a fiftieth of Earth’s. Wonder if I can even walk without flying off.” He stepped gingerly, sliding his feet, mindful that just a spring-loaded jump could send him into space. He’d already wasted enough fuel as it was.

Viewed through his helmet’s display, Hank could see bars censoring any corporate identifiers that would tell him who owned the place. Irritating. “Trust me with the life of an employee, but not who the hell the employer is.” Focusing past the distracting digital bars, he made out a few docking ports for a small vessel, as well as a large garage door for drones and pedestrians to come in and out.

Following his eyes, the sensors in his helmet scanned, showing frequent, fresh tracks disturbing a thin layer of dust to and from the garage door. Focusing on the dock showed literally no traceable activity, save a hypothetical ship docking there at some point. “Yeah, thanks, computer. I kinda figured out that’s where ships land,” he said to an animated arrow explaining the purpose of a dock.

On this, the final approach of the final approach, possibly with another layer of finality, Hank’s patience was ebbing. He moved at a glacial pace, praying for action, some killer robot bursting out, guns blazing, for him to wipe out. He wondered what the scientist looked like, knowing only that she was a female. Knowing what he did about the Conglomerates that ran the world now, he figured he should count himself lucky they told him she was human.

Climbing the steel ladder outside the dock doors, he palmed the access computer’s interface and, almost immediately, it was hacked, the outer airlock door sliding open. Clambering in, hunched, the Jotunn too tall for the chamber, he waited as the airlock chamber pressurized. More waiting, no action. Hank clenched his teeth.

Nearly silent, the inner door slid aside. Good. He’d hoped that the inner door, being free of dust, dirt and grime, would slide rather than grind open. Now was the tricky part. If the drones were standard issue, they had an array of sensors that rivaled or were superior to a mortal man. With what little information he was given, Hank had to assume that detection before securing the hostage would result in some real bad news. So he crept along, hunkered down, edged forward and found out the hard way the man-door out of the docking area to be entirely impossible to enter by a suit of powered armor.

Frustration exploding, Hank took the opportunity while he was still enclosed in a soundproof, man-shaped tank to spit a string of obscenities that would offend the sensibilities of anyone who’d never had a near-death experience. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine his rage setting the place on fire, but ultimately, it was nothing but a release of tension before he did what he had to do: exit his protective shell and risk his real neck against killer robots.

Breathing in the nose and out the mouth, he’d finally gotten it together when something popped up on his viewscreen. A drone, identified as “non-standard,” fitted with six legs like an insect. It was going from right-to-left in Hank’s view, clueless. He sucked in air, holding his breath, but thankfully, it seemed the docking area wasn’t part of its daily protocol, as it just kept going.

“Woof,” he said, laughing to himself. “Course the dumb machine couldn’t…uh, the fuck?” he uttered, shocked as the bug-bot ducked back in, turning to look directly into his suit’s ocular sensors. “C’mere!” he shouted, one titanic hand shooting out through the door.

Catching one metal leg, Hank backed up, pulling it into the room with him. It thrashed frantically, trilling a stream of binary data that translated on Hank’s screen as a call for help. “Lights out, little buggar,” he said as his plasma discharge cannon disengaged from his forearm, occupying the space where the Jotunn’s hand was. In a blink, the drone was gone.

But not because he’d fired. Rather, the drone harmlessly disengaged the leg Hank held and scrambled away at a running pace. He hadn’t even had a chance to superheat a charge of hydrogen, let alone fire the thing. Its departure was shocking, as drones never had much in the way of self-preservation. If one went haywire, it turned aggressive, not scared. “Did that old guy say they thought they thought they were people?”

The alarm hadn’t been raised, for some reason, so Hank decided he had to go on the offensive. At first, he had the bright idea to use the Jotunn’s giant mitts as jaws of life to widen the door, but it proved shockingly strong. No give whatsoever. Besides, he could see two other doors in the next room, both man-sized. It didn’t take ten seconds to know that hiking it sans armor was, again, the only course of action. The Jotunn collapsed down as far as it could, legs hinging out to the side, chest opening and letting him step out. All he’d have was a coilgun and armored EVA, same as his extraction target. Grabbing the second suit from the rear compartment of the Jotunn, he engaged a magnetic lock, securing it to his back.

“Where the hell’d it go?” he muttered, hoofing it top speed out of the room, surprised at how quiet his steps were. He’d always been told to stay in the armor, only eject if the radioisotope battery was breached, explosion was imminent or something similarly catastrophic, yet here he was. The familiar view of his viewscreen popped up, closer than normal, as an ad-hoc connection to the Jotunn kept him informed, and the sensors in the EVA fed data back to the powered armor. The display wasn’t ideal, as it was projection on interior glass, but the shielding in his helmet’s glass would still keep him from shedding light on his surroundings.

The robot had gone left in his view, but the rooms split almost immediately. “Such a large base. Why?” he muttered, putting it together that this speck on a twenty-mile rock, small as it looked from up high, was still probably fifty thousand square feet of rooms, hallways, traversable vents and who knew what else. “C’mon out, you little shit.”

Rounding a corner into what looked like a bar or cantina, Hank was abruptly aware of where he stood. This facility was part of a former mining depot, all that was left behind when the miners took up the actual operation and moved to another section of the belt. This was where a hundred or so career men would spend their company scrip while drinking away their misery. “Stay back!” beeped a data stream, translated on Hank’s projected view. “I’m armed!”

“Oh, is that so?” Hank chuckled, trying to get a bead on where the beeping trill was coming from. “Last I checked, you were down one arm.”

“You attempt humor after committing assault. Why are you here? We have hurt no one!”

There he was.

Hank couldn’t tell tone in the beeps, but the punctuation indicated more stress than he’d assume a drone to have. Still, he had a job to do, so he drew a bead with his coilgun, aiming right for where the HUD in his helmet said it was, behind the bar. A capacitor charged noisily, and the ferrous round flew, destroying wood and glassware before bouncing, frustratingly, off the drone.

It left a dent, and the robot let loose with a digital cry that didn’t translate before hurling a bottle at Hank. It exploded over him, coating his helmet and its sensors in brown liquor. Hank recoiled and heard, without seeing, the drone depart. “Son of a bitch!” There was only one other door, but the bug drone was faster, even missing one of its six legs, than he was just moving after it. Something was letting it move faster in the microgravity without suffering from its own momentum. It wasn’t a magnetic floor, or Hank would take advantage of that, too.

By the time he shook off the liquor enough to see, Hank had lost the trail, finding any indication of his target’s movement to be blended in by several others intermingling, overlapping and moving through repeatedly. There was one thing he noticed, however: the shape of shoes, smaller ones, like a human woman might wear. Focusing on those, he set about tracking his extraction target. So long as there were drones active in the zone of action, she was in danger. After this screw-up, he’d be lucky if they hadn’t executed her already.

In his view, the shoeprints highlighted green and the others fell away, scratches, he realized, in a rough-hewn stone floor. “Huh. Bug-bot must have hooks to grip the texture of the floor. There she is… Where does your routine take you, little sister?”

Hank followed what he considered to be one potential regular circuit for the sole human in the base. Every so often, a scuff or a scuttle would disrupt his concentration. Could be rats that tagged along in the food supply when the miners set up here, could be drones. “Head on a swivel…”

“So you’re the one they sent, huh?” A female voice rang out. Hank turned, finding an over-thin brunette, clearly adapted to the microgravity of the base, square glasses dwarfing her face, hazel eyes. Under her lab coat, she could’ve been any civilian of some means, clean jeans and a T-shirt, and, most importantly, leading her life in reality and not on the Grid. “Same day, too. You must’ve cost a fortune. I’m touched.”

Hank whipped around, dropping the barrel of the coilgun, having enough trigger discipline to not shoot a civilian. “You. You’re the extraction target,” he gasped. “We need to get you geared up for exit.”

“Judy, actually. I think you n— Hey!” Hank, well-muscled and country strong as the stock he came from, grabbed Judy and secured her under his arm and moved, probably faster than was safe, back to the bar area, the closest room where all the doors could be locked. His passenger squeaked and screamed, her complaint terminating in a loud, “Jesus!”

“No time for religion, little sister. Put this on,” Hank ordered as he hucked the second EVA onto Judy before moving to the door closer to where they’d come from. “And no more personal information, okay? Your employers didn’t tell me shit and I’m not rocking the boat with them.”

Glaring daggers, Judy complied, disengaging seals as she shot back, “Whatever little they did tell you, I doubt it reflected the situation accurately, mister…”

“Hank. Just call me Hank. They told me we got a robot uprising. Things’ve gone crazy and they were gonna kill you if I didn’t get you out. So here I am.”

“Hank. Did they tell you why I was out here all alone? Still here long after the rest of the facility was emptied?”

“No. None of my business. I’m just doing a job, miss.”

“Artificial Intelligence, Hank. The real thing after almost two hundred years of trying to create a thinking, self-aware being, from scratch, and I succeeded.”

Setting his jaw, Hank straightened and turned back towards Judy, happy at least to see that she had the EVA on up to her neck, engaging the seals that would make it proof against vacuum. “Why’d you tell me that?”

Confused, Judy blinked several times and stuttered. “Wh-why? What do you mean?”

“If we had a real-time connection back to Earth, I’d already be burned, marked for death, even. These companies don’t fuck around, ‘Judy’! It ain’t like it used to be, okay? I thought anybody outside the Grid knew that! There ain’t no freedom, there ain’t no government, and life is cheap!”

Fire showed in her eyes as Judy replied. “If you know all that, if you’re not the heavy-browed jarhead I assumed you to be, then why do it?”

He thought hard. Maybe if she knew a little more about him, Judy would be more cooperative. “If I make enough, I can buy a homestead. Island, maybe. Somewhere the air can be breathed without wearing a purifier.”

“Wow. Not what I expected.” Judy clutched the helmet in front of her, reluctant to put it on. “Why that? Why not…moving up? Desk job?”

“Sounds like hell. Good way to be owned for life, and I want to be free.”

“Then move on! Be a Freebooter!”

“Are you nuts?” Hank laughed. “Livin’ in a colony ship my whole life? Wonderin’ if a corporate warship is gonna come out of the rocks, blow us all to scrap?”

“But—”

“I want to be left alone, okay? Water collectors, food grown from seed, like we were meant to, but it costs trillions! So I do merc work, the most secret and the most dangerous shit. Now put on your damned helmet before those robots come in and waste us!”

With a great crash, the door Hank had been watching smashed in two, the top half letting a semi-humanoid, blocky thing on treads push its way in, a few others pressing in from behind, all shrieking binary sounds.

“Holy shit! Get down!” The coilgun’s capacitors geared up, half a dozen rounds coming up to speed in its circular chamber. Something tapped against the back of Hank’s helmet, and he was aware of a second capacitor charging.

“Stand. Down. Hank. Children! It’s fine. Everything’s fine,” Judy barked at the lot of them.

Hank froze, remembering his days in class. It was all a simulation, but when the teacher told the class to sit down and shut up, they did it. “Lady. I don’t know what kind of Stockholm shit this is—”

“Quiet. Why are you so foul-mouthed? Who even raised you to be like this?”

Hank placed his gun on the floor as he saw the drones go docile. “Ma’am, like most people born on Earth, I was raised in a simulation, never sure who was real or who was a bot feedin’ information back to the conglomerates. I had a hard time knowin’ my folks were real until a few years back. Only came down from the Grid once a week so they could clean the damned thing.”

“Forget I asked. Look, these four, I created the matrix for their drone brains, left them disconnected from any sort of network, and they learned. Learned like people, in just a few years, to be like functioning adult humans.”

“Wow. You really like talkin’, huh? Why tell me? You want your bosses to order my head on a plate?”

“No! I want you to under— No!” Judy was taken off-guard as Hank pivoted, got behind her and got her gun away from her. It now looked to anyone who might observe them that he had taken her hostage.

On the other side of the room, the drones finished flooding the room, their trilling overlapping, untranslatable as their speakers didn’t give them individual voices.

Hank aimed at the metal quartet. “Forgot every EVA comes with a coilgun. Then again, usually the person you’re rescuing doesn’t try to pop you one.”

Holding her hands up, Judy tried to wave off the drones. “It’s okay, kids! He’s not going to hurt me!”

“We have to get you out of here. Then, shit, I don’t know, my Crossbow can drop a nuke on this place from orbit.”

“No! Why aren’t you listening?” Judy drove an elbow back into Hank’s shoulder with all the force she could muster. He wasn’t squeezing, so she came free easy. When she turned to him, the fury in her eyes was surprising. “None of this is necessary!”

“But…they said the robots were gonna kill you.”

“I…I told them that. I… Take that helmet off!” Judy attacked him. Hank, whose expectations were so thoroughly circumvented, just let it happen. “I know you’re looking past a screen, reading constantly about directives, objectives, targets and other nonsense. Just look at me as a human!”

And Hank was exposed. Unkempt, dark rings around his eyes, hair too long, untrimmed beard, pale, he still looked a lot like the kid stuck in a computer simulation, if a little bigger, a little more muscular. “Okay. So they ain’t attacked yet. Feel good about yourself?”

“I do. I raised these drones like children, Hank. Like quadruplets, but each with their own distinct abilities based on their chassis. I made them unique because, at the time, they were dumb drones, ones that could follow instructions and nothing else, and I wanted them to know they were different.”

“Okay. Fine.” Hank turned it over and over in his head. Something wasn’t right. “Why’d they think you were in danger?”

Judy dropped her chin, eyes tearing up and starting to turn red. “They said my experiments went too far. I was to…to scrap my babies and present them with my research. I told them you can’t just scrap them. They’re sentient. Ask them yourself. Anything. They’ll pass any Turing Test, Hank.”

“Ask them?”

“Yes! Please!”

Still gripping his weapon, Hank kept it at his side even as every instinct told him to open fire. No way these junkheaps could take a direct shot at this range, nothing in the way. Still, the lady did say please. “Okay. Ant-bot. Why’d you attack me with the bottle?”

Flailing its limbs, the drone started screeching before Judy spoke up. “English! Jacob, you know we can’t understand you. I know it’s faster, just…English…”

It was true. Without his helmet, Hank couldn’t understand binary data. But, in a voice too much like a man’s, the five-legged bug bot named Jacob spoke up. “You shot at me! I warned you that I was armed. And you already took my leg when you tried to kill me in the big suit!”

“Uh. Wow. That’s—”

“You are an anus! You came into our home!”

“I still want to hit him, Mother!”

“He looks like a miner!”

All four drones were talking now, their voices overlapping before turning towards one another and jostling, even pushing and hitting a little in an immature display.

“Children!” Judy called sternly. “That’s enough.” Glancing back at Hank, she saw what she wanted to see: the hardened corporate soldier slouched, all the fight gone out of him.

“They sound like…two boys, two girls. Like people.”

“They are people. At least in all the ways that are important.”

“Lady…” Hank swallowed hard. “Judy, what the hell do you want from me? I come back empty-handed, believe me, they take me out as a lesson to anybody else who gets bright ideas about disobeying. Then what? They send out someone a lot worse than me, the guys who get the really big bucks because they don’t give a damn who gets hurt.”

Brows knitting, Judy thought hard. “I guess…I have to go. Don’t I?”

The “children” shrieked in horror before scuttling, rolling and trundling over to surround their “mother.” They huddled together, Judy doing what she could to comfort them. “But there must be a way for my children to remain alive, at least?”

Hank looked around, lip stiffening, scowling, probably a plume of smoke coming off the top of his head as he struggled with the scenario. “Look, I’ll tell you what I know about how things get done, and maybe then you can think of a solution.”

“Tell me.” Judy smiled, pleasantly surprised, now that it sounded as if Hank would work with them instead of against them.

“After something like this, a priority operation, goes down, there’s a cleanup crew, right? But nobody’s operating out of this spot on the belt, and we’re way far out. It’s why we didn’t even try to maintain communications. Once we were in the rocks, it’d be spotty at best and like an hour between message and reply. Nobody’s gonna stumble on this spot. They’d just piggyback on a mining scow, clean up while the scow dropped equipment, people, and then filled up on the minerals they need back on Earth.”

“And the Mars and Venus colonies,” piped in Judy, still so positive.

“Uh, yeah. I mean…they get some stuff.” Judy looked unnerved at this. “Best not to think about it, little sister.”

“I guess I’ve been so absorbed in my work, I never realized how bad things have gotten.” Her metal kids squeezed in closer to her, sensing her emotional state. “Maybe I should try to make things better at home instead of trying to create more sentients for the Powers That Be to take advantage of.”

“I’m of the same mindset, Judy, but your employers will be wanting a report, and soon. What can we do to keep your, uh, ‘kids’ off their radar?”

“Well…” Judy struggled to focus. “Okay, yes. These four were made from standard parts in unique configurations, right? Unfortunately, I uploaded the schematics, so fooling this crew won’t be too easy, but maybe…”

“Yeah?” Hank asked, grabbing his helmet again to check the time.

“Kids? I need you to go to the spare parts room. It’s craft time.”

A cheer went up. “Yay! Craft time!”

“I love crafts!”

“I wanna make an action figure that looks like me!”

The drones went on like this as they scrambled out of the room, leaving two bemused humans in their wake. Hank was first to break the silence. “Craft time?”

“You’ll see.” Judy gave a knowing wink before exiting the room. Unable to think of anything better, Hank followed along.

The better part of an hour later, they were back in the airlock. The four drones each stood next to what could only be called a twin as the humans observed them in their spacesuits. “Well done, children!” Judy called, the four drones emitting varying levels of pride at their work. “Thomas, do you want to start?”

“Are you for real?” asked Hank under his breath. A glare from the scientist shut him up quick.

Thomas stepped up. He was a six-wheeled drone with four long articulators that folded in and out of a bay-style door on his lid. “This is Thomas the second. He is my friend.”

“Now Thomas, remember, we made these to break them. Their drone brains are blank.”

“Oh yeah. Sorry. We are not friends! Nothing personal, he is just dumb.”

“Heh. Right. Becky?”

Becky, comically, was the big treaded thing with the thick limbs. Her hands were super-articulated and could fold and unfold underneath a pair of strong claws. Her bottom half was from a forklift with retractable forks. “I don’t like mine. Too many of my parts were rusty.”

“Sorry, honey. Nobody ever noticed that leaky pipe. Like I told you, it wasn’t on purpose. We just never went back there. Lynn?”

Lynn was a humanoid above the waist, but with four tentacle-like extensions below with wheels that could extend below her feet and allow fast rolling movement. “Mine’s technically correct, but I’d still rather finish her. Why not let her talk? Be like me for awhile? What’s the harm?”

“Again, Lynn, there’s simply no time. That leaves Jacob.”

“Mine is perfect. Matches me in every way…except he still has all his legs!” The robot whipped its spherical, cyclops-like head around at Hank to glare with purpose.

“Jeez! Okay, little buddy, one second.” Ducking into the Jotunn, Hank cut loose the leg, and the suit’s massive hand let it fall with a clunk.

“Mom! He dropped it! It’s dinged up!”

Narrowing her gaze at Hank, Judy sighed. “Then swap it with one off your double, dear.”

“Oh, yeah!” The drone cried, assaulting the mindless copy with an imperfect leg and taking the good one for himself.

Tearing up again, Judy clasped her hands before her, stepping into the midst of her children. “Kids, I’m sorry, but it has to be this way now, okay?” A general sound of assent went up among the bizarre family. “You have to go outside and stay there. There’s a cave on the other side of the asteroid. You’ll know it when you see it. If you stay inside, nobody will ever find you. It was a gold mine, but they took all the gold a long time ago. Everybody activate your radios, or you won’t be able to hear each other outside, okay?”

Four times the kids clicked, four times they came in for a hug. Finally, the fourth in order, Jacob, the bug-bot that Hank had tried to kill, stopped and addressed the man he still considered a stranger. “You’re gonna be good to our mom, right? Keep the bad guys away?”

Blinking, Hank wasn’t sure what to say at first. Then he decided to go with the truth. “Kid, the bad guys got us both. Long as we play their game, though, we’re okay. At least until we can finally get away for good.”

Jacob focused tightly on Hank’s face, searching for something more than what was said. “Guess that’ll have to do for now. Bye, Mom.”

The humans put on their helmets and the kids exited the facility, walking to the other side of the asteroid. Hank looked at Judy. “Do I blast the dummies in here or…?”

Looking around, Judy plotted. “Get in your big suit, Hank. Tell them you crushed one in hand-to-hand combat here in the airlock, blasted two just inside the building, and caught the last as…as it ran out on the surface of the asteroid.”

“Right. So…which one goes where?”

“Don’t make me say the names. Just put on the suit and I’ll point, okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah…” She was losing her children and helping to simulate their murders. Of course that would make her cry, make any parent cry. Somehow, some way in this twisted world, she stayed human.

Hank wondered what this said about him.

A few minutes later, the deed was done. To the cleaning crew, it would look like Hank broke into the airlock and was detected instantly. Big Becky charged him, and he made short work of her using the Jotunn’s fists and plasma torch. The other three then charged, perhaps trying to get outside as both airlock doors were open after the outer door was hacked. Jacob and Thomas caught plasma, center of mass, while fleet little Lynn lost her legs to a plasma blast before her drone brain was crushed beneath the Jotunn’s heel.

And that was the most important part of all this: the drone brain had to be destroyed or this wouldn’t work. This way no data could be recovered with any equipment, and nobody would know they were actually blank, and Hank wasn’t told to preserve any parts of the drones. It was all too easy. At least for Hank, it was easy.

“You ready? We have to get past the inner edge of the belt before I can call the Crossbow. Learned the hard way I can’t go too fast through this stuff.” He indicated his shoulder, which still had a plume of sealant poking out.

“Oh, you’re compromised?”

“Not really. These Jotunns, so long as I have this helmet on, they have enough sealant to keep the vacuum off me.” Hank demonstrated by patting his chest with a clunk that reverberated through the stone of the asteroid and into Judy’s EVA.

“What about me? I won’t fit in there,” she said, concerned.

“Storage compartment. It won’t be comfortable, but you can stretch out once we’re back on the Crossbow.”

Judy looked back at the facility that had been her home for so many years. “And you’re sure I can’t go back for some things?”

“I wouldn’t. We’re already behind on time, and the less you come away with, the more it looks like an extraction. I grabbed you, forced you into that suit and we ran like hell.”

“Right. Right.” She stared wistfully. “Stuff me in that compartment, I guess. I don’t…I don’t think I can make myself get in.” She stood like a statue frozen in place.

Luckily, the Jotunn was designed so that the rear compartment could be loaded without the wearer exiting. They were quickly back in the Crossbow, on the way back to Earth. Hank would be back in his bunk while Judy would likely have to spend time acclimating to full Earth gravity with months of rehabilitation. It would be a longer trip, most of a day, as the emergency was ended, so no repeated nuclear blasts from the Orion drive to put them at half-light-speed. Still, nothing compared to a century before, when just going from Earth to Mars was like Columbus searching for India.

Judy sat for hours, unmoving, in the co-pilot seat. The Crossbow had only a tiny space for personnel, but could almost act like an efficiency home for two people at sixty-eight square feet. The rest of the interior, of course, housed the giant powered armor below them. Finally, she spoke. “What’s that song?”

Hank wasn’t even conscious of the music any longer, having completely checked out mentally after the stressful day. “Huh? Oh, it’s classical. Genre’s ‘orchestral.’ Here we go. ‘Gustav Holst’ is the artist…er, composer. Yeah. It’s called ‘Mars, the Bringer of War.’”

“Can you change it? It’s…assaultive.”

She was right. The crescendo of the movement was powerful, meant to signify the clashing of armies. Hank operated the interface, looking at options. “You like the orchestral stuff? Opera? Bluegrass? Death Metal? Honestly, all sounds the same to me.” This was an obvious lie.

“Techno?” she asked wanly.

“Techno it is. Got a whole playlist.” Hank wasn’t familiar with the genre, so he just tapped a random track by someone named “Mills” and let it go. Judy seemed to come alive, if just a little.

“Hank. When we’re back planetside, I’m not going to know anybody. You think…could we keep in touch?”

This was unexpected. His first instinct was to say no, but after what he’d witnessed, he knew he couldn’t just blow her off. “Your employer wouldn’t even tell me who they were. If we correspond, it could be trouble.”

“I know. It’s just…I don’t think I want to work for them any more.”

Hank scoffed. “That simple, huh? Just turn in your two weeks?”

“Yes. They’ll have all my work. I signed an NDA. My world isn’t all cloak and dagger, Hank. The worst thing they ever threatened me with was termination of my contract because they knew how passionate I was about my research.”

“And you completed that research, didn’t you?”

“I did. It’s done, they didn’t like how it turned out and, because I objected to their fix, it will be taken away from me and someone else will dumb down the technology, hardware or software, to make sure they stay obedient and without individualism. My contract will end before my rehabilitation, so, yeah, two weeks. Assuming they don’t cut ties to avoid paying for the rest of my rehab.”

The silence hung heavy in the air for what felt like an eternity. Hank knew he had to say something but, frankly, his interpersonal skills sucked. It’s why he was a solo act taking the dangerous assignments or, at least, what was supposed to be dangerous. He’d never admit that this run was anything else. Finally, he knew what to say. “I’m sorry about your kids.”

For some reason, this seemed to cheer her up, as she smiled a little, even as she teared up again. “Thanks. Me, too.”

They both laughed, and, for some reason, Hank felt the need to hold her. They were still basically strangers, and she was fragile from micro-gravity, so he held off. Plus, they were in bucket seats. Reaching over, he gave her hand a little squeeze, getting a smile in return. “You need to sleep. I’m still all charged up myself. Lucky for you, ‘cause, little sister, let me tell you… I snore.”

Judy laughed as Hank operated her chair, flattening it out into a cot.

It wasn’t the most violent job he’d ever been on. There was no real fighting. No Freebooters begging for their lives. It was just him and this fragile soul, and she was sharing with him a loss that nobody should ever have to live through.

Hank wondered if there was any other way to afford that homestead, if all this nasty was worth the payoff at the end. He wouldn’t sleep the whole way home, wondering at the future, but at least he could make sure that Judy got to where she needed to be. He’d succeeded in his mission, so far as anybody else knew, and maybe, just maybe, she’d see her kids again.

Someday.


Convoy Catastrophe
Jordan Campbell


My name is Gallo. I have no surname, but I do not need one. I am a Space Marine of the Galactic Confederation, Bremen Division, the only family I have ever known or needed. In one of my first missions, I received a Silver Helix for risking my life to rescue a space station full of hostages from a band of Ulvosairs. Ulvosairs are an entire race of shapeshifting aliens, most of whom make a living by piracy. The last time we fought them nearly killed me, but that was a while ago and it’s a long story.

“Gallo!”

I looked up from where I’d been cleaning my rifle and nodded. The leader of our unit, Asino, was standing on the bridge of our spaceship, Stella Vela. He was a tall man, with a face much longer than a human’s. A holographic projection of a star system was hovering in front of his face, projected from his gauntlet.

“Sir?”

“We’re heading to the Ursid Colonies.” Asino pushed a button on his gauntlet, and the hologram vanished with a flash of light. “We’ll be forming a squadron with a second ship once we get there. We’ll be answering to the command of Sergeant Taurus.”

As Space Marines for the Galactic Confederation, we operated as independently as possible. Our unit consisted of four soldiers—Asino, our leader; Cane, Asino’s right-hand man; Gatto, the dramatic demolition expert, and me. Marine Units would join forces on missions semi-frequently, especially when there were search-and-rescue missions to be resolved, but this was the first time I’d be serving under Sergeant Taurus.

From the pilot’s seat, Cane pressed several buttons and pulled a lever as our ship accelerated. Asino pressed a different button on his gauntlet, and a screen flashed over the dashboard. Cane pressed a button of his own, and the quickest route to the Ursid Colonies lit up on the screen.

I walked down the galley to stand next to Asino. Together, we watched the horizon—or what passed for the horizon when we were in space—as Cane shifted gears and our ship accelerated even more. Colors shifted as we moved: a mix of golds and greens, with flashes of palest pink, like being inside an aurora borealis.

“I’ve got a funny feeling,” I said, placing a hand on my stomach. “I’m not sure why.”

“This is your first mission to the Ursid Colonies,” Asino nodded. “It’s logical enough to be nervous when going into territory you’re unfamiliar with. But there’s no need to worry.”

“No, that’s not it…” I shook my head. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid, but I can’t help but feel that we might be walking into a trap. Has the Confederation got any word on Ulvosair activity?”

“Well, if you ask me, you worry too much.”

Far above our heads, Gatto reclined on rafters—how he balanced himself up there, in full armor, I still hadn’t figured out. Gatto rose on a beam less than six inches across, somersaulted down and landed perfectly on his feet. He pressed a finger to his helmet and his visor retracted; his green eyes gleamed against the holographic projection on the ship’s dashboard.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” Gatto said. “There hasn’t been a sighting of any Ulvosair ship in this part of the Confederation’s territory in over ten cycles. This is one of the regions they’ve tended to leave alone. As they say on Earth, this mission is going to be a piece of cake.”
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Arctodus was the largest of the Ursid Colonies, populated primarily by native factions, though some alien migrants made their homes in integrated neighborhoods: Martians and Venusians, some humans, and a few other stragglers from various star systems. The cities were made primarily of stone buildings, rather than metal, but they were intricately carved and, as I understood it, many of the structures were built into the ground, going into the planet’s crust, rather than scaling upwards towards the sky.

There are hundreds of planets that have united with the Galactic Confederation, but in all my travels—which admittedly have not been that many, compared to others—I never saw a landing bay like this. The tarmac was long and narrow and curved. It almost looked like a river, twisting and turning with the tides…or the air currents.

However oddly shaped it was, the landing bay was crowded, a dozen ships hovering in the air, waiting their turn for descent while Cane landed our ship, the Stella Vela. Most of them were merchant ships, but a second military spaceship was already in the landing bay—the one that Sergeant Taurus and his men used. It was sleeker than Stella Vela, blood-red, with larger gun turrets and five different depictions of the Confederation’s insignia.

Sergeant Taurus was waiting for us in front of his ship. He was huge, taller and broader in the shoulders than Asino, and wearing the heaviest armor I had ever seen. His head was almost perfectly round, with curved horns protruding from his temples. Behind him were three identical figures; I couldn’t see what they looked like, because they hadn’t lowered their visors, but their uniformity and discipline were quite unlike the more makeshift behavior of our unit.

“Sergeant Asino,” Sergeant Taurus said, his deep voice almost difficult to understand. “Cane, Gatto, good to see you again. Gallo, your reputation precedes you; it is nice to finally meet you.”

“Likewise, Taurus,” Asino said. “The mission briefing said we were to meet with Doctor Maritimus regarding…well, it’s a matter of intergalactic security, I was told.”

“Yes,” Taurus said. “Follow me. We have a driver to take us to Maritimus’s laboratory.”

He led us down the path—even the roads were made of polished stone—towards a vessel that was long and thin with many wheels. It did not look like a military vehicle, without armor or seats that lent themselves to allow us to assume offensive positions. There were wide open gaps where windows might have been, but now laid exposed.

The driver was a human woman. Not surprising, as there were humans in almost every corner of the Galactic Confederation. She had silver hair and wore a mask over her face. It wasn’t an ornate mask; it covered her eyes and nose and was lined with orange fur. It didn’t do much to truly conceal her identity. She didn’t say a word as she drove from the landing bay into the woods. Here, the roads weren’t paved. The path was earthen, heavily compacted from countless vehicles traveling across thousands of times.

The traveling was very slow. The massive vehicle was not made for high speeds. Taurus and his men stood at attention, while Cane bowed his head in contemplation. Gatto leapt up, balancing himself at the top of the vehicle. In time, we came to a particularly large building in an otherwise clear field. Stone walls a hundred feet high formed a rough semi-round cave, and on either side of the cave were two long, thin steel towers. Parked next to the eastern tower were several heavier vehicles and one smaller craft that looked like it would only fit a single rider.

We disembarked, the driver lingering behind us. Sergeant Taurus led us into the cave. I realized that just because the outside of the cave was stone did not mean the inside was. In front of the stone were tall panes made of glass, glowing neon-blue bars along every angle. When the eight of us had piled into the cave, a metal door slammed down, sealing us into an elevator. The ground shifted beneath our feet, and we descended into the bowels of the building.

The elevator chimed after a minute—on every planet I ever visited, the elevator always chimes the same way—and the metal door opened. Standing in front of us was an Ursid even taller than Sergeant Taurus, with snow-white fur. He wore a silver laboratory coat that clung to his massive frame.

“Ah, Doctor Maritimus,” Sergeant Taurus said, as the Ursid bowed to us in greeting. “You didn’t divulge the details of why you needed our services.”

“The nature of this business is rather delicate, but…it’s something that the Galactic Confederation needs to know. My brothers and I have finally done it!”

“Finally done what, Doctor?”

“The Ursid Colonies have developed many fine technologies,” Dr. Maritimus explained, leading us down the walkway, our boots sounding off hard against the metal platform. “The customizable gravitational fields that allow asteroids to be settled, the jetpacks the Galactic Confederation sources to its warriors. Some years ago, after a series of harsh floods, we decided to put our efforts into something…more sustainable. That’s why I’ve had you come here.”

We’d come to a room where two Ursids with dark brown fur stood on either side of a set of double doors. They were armed with long poles, the ends crackling with electricity. I’d seen similar weapons used by the Ulvosairs. Dr. Maritimus gave them a brief nod and they let us pass.

Sitting on top of the table was the strangest device I had ever seen. It was about three feet long, with coils of neon-orange and green glass on either end. It was separated into five slabs, the slabs themselves connected with a grid of hexagons…almost like a honeycomb. There were tiny microchips pressed all along one of the slabs. It pulsed with power.

“What is it?”

“We call it the Power Operating Regulator, Recurring Independent Geothermal Equilibrium,” Dr. Maritimus answered. “For short, we call it PORRIGE. It’s the culmination of decades of research and experimentation. It is revolutionary–a self-contained, self-replicating, self-sustained battery…and it creates more power than fusion.”

“That’s impossible,” Asino said. “Not even the best of the best scientists from Centaurus have managed that!”

“We have,” Dr. Maritimus said. “It’s a complicated process, to be sure, but we’ve done it…and we need your help to get the PORRIGE to its destination.”

“Why us?” Sergeant Taurus asked. “Surely there’s no shortage of capable soldiers among the Colonies.”

“The political realities being what they are with this technology make it…too valuable not to have a squadron of Marines accompany the convoy.” Dr. Maritimus pressed one massive paw against the table. “The PORRIGE is rather delicate, especially when exposed to extreme heat or cold, but under conditions that are just right, it will allow our galactic greenhouses to produce a continual supply of food, forever. If this technology can be replicated, think of what that might mean for the Confederation.”

Nobody spoke for a full minute. We just looked at each other and then back at the PORRIGE and then back at each other. Finally, Sergeant Taurus stepped forward.

“It will be done, Doctor.”
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It had taken longer than I would have liked to move the regulator, not because it was particularly heavy, but because Dr. Maritimus was meticulous about ensuring its safety. Finally, we had it placed inside a large box made of crystal, fitted with a panel that would create a vacuum within the box, enabling the PORRIGE to be suspended within its confines. In other words, nothing that could strike the box would transfer the energy of its blow to the PORRIGE itself.

We stood at attention while Sergeant Taurus directed us to stand in line. Our driver—the silent woman with silver hair and orange-furred mask—lingered, her gaze upon the PORRIGE.

“Gallo, you’re most comfortable with a rifle, so you’ll be towards the back,” Sergeant Taurus ordered. “You’re with Cane and me. Gatto, you fight with…is that it? Two knives?”

“That’s all I need,” Gatto said, a wide, thin grin spreading across his face. “Two knives, my dashing good looks, and grenades.”

“That will do,” Sergeant Taurus said, his eyes narrowing. “You’ll be assisted by Ziege, one of my men. Do take care not to get in his way.”

Armed with a Wierzchos shotgun, Ziege nodded without saying a word. Sergeant Taurus’s other marines were armed with Asmiov-Osjeavas submachine guns and Taurus put them in the middle of the formation. Cane clapped a hand on my shoulder as I took my position.

We set off and walked very slowly while the driver pressed forward. It would take a full day’s march to get to the coordinates Dr. Maritimus gave us. That was our mission, and we’d see it through.

It was slow going as we walked, and I noticed our driver kept shooting glances across the street, looking every which way but straight ahead. On either side of the path was a dense thicket of bushes. Berries the size of my fist bulged, ready to be harvested.

This place was beautiful, there was no question, but the tightness in my chest grew and frustrated me more. Moving the PORRIGE with a convoy’s protection made sense, but why couldn’t we fit it on a faster-moving vehicle? Was it that delicate?

I swore under my breath and tightened my grip on my rifle. Trepidation rushed over me. I was a Space Marine of the Galactic Confederation. I had my orders, and no matter the misgivings I might have had, orders were orders. I looked at my companions. Gatto, as always, had a spring in his step, walking as if he had no care in the world, but Asino’s shoulders were drawn together tightly. He was apprehensive, unsure…and for someone as steadfast, as stubborn as Asino, that was saying something. Cane seemed troubled, too—he lowered his visor and inhaled sharply. His people were known for having extremely refined senses. Cane held up a hand and I halted. Cane bared his teeth and let out a howl.

“Get down, now!”

There was a glimmer of light from the berry thicket, and the next thing I knew, Ziege had fallen to the ground, roaring in pain. A moment later, a louder bang thundered and slammed against my eardrums. My helmet was reinforced with hearing protection, but it was still enough to make us all jump. The driver leapt from the cab, rolling as she fell. The vehicle lurched, but the PORRIGE remained in place.

Bursting from the thicket were several humans, each with a mask, and armed with scoped rifles. Their tactics were awful. Two of the humans fired rapidly—too rapidly. Bullets flew over our heads and to the sides and into the earth. Ziege rose back to his feet, his helmet falling off, revealing a face of thick brown fur and long, silver horns. He snarled, drew a pistol from his holster and began to return fire.

Dodging out of the way, I kicked my heels together and slammed my hand down on a button on my chest plate. Flames erupted from my boots, and I rose above the fray. There were more gunmen than I had realized—at least a dozen enemies were firing from hidden positions, but they weren’t using the cover to their full advantage. They kept breaking cover and weren’t aiming. I raised my rifle to my shoulder, looked down the scope and fired twice, downing two of them. One of the gunmen rose to his feet and charged, firing blindly, but Gatto drew his knives and sprang. Gatto landed on the shoulders of the gunman. Blue blood sprayed out.

Blue blood…

His opponent was not human.

Asino charged, tearing the pin out of a gas grenade. He tossed it forward and it burst, sending out clouds of green smoke. It wasn’t a combat grenade, as the smoke was compressed dry ice, but it was more than enough to disorient enemies who were inexperienced in combat. Hovering high above, I watched as Asino slammed against one of the bandits and then kicked another so hard that he flew back into the thicket. Another bandit raised a submachine gun and began firing. I shouldered my rifle and shot him, center mass. He dropped, clutching at the hole in his chest, instantly cauterized.

As the dry ice smoke dissipated, half of the bandits were injured or dead, and the others were retreating. It was a violation of the Galactic Confederation’s laws of warfare to fire on a retreating enemy. I slammed the button on my chest plate and dropped, landing firmly on the ground.

“Anybody hurt?” Asino asked. “Ziege?”

“I…I shall survive,” Ziege pressed a hand to his side. At once, both of his companions rushed to him. One of them pressed a thick bandage to Ziege’s wound, the other wrapping medical tape around it so quickly I had to blink to clear my vision. There was more movement from the thicket, and I raised my rifle, ready to defend my fellows, but it wasn’t one of the bandits…it was our driver. Had she fled into the bushes when the fighting started?

She locked eyes with me and glanced at the surviving bandits and then back to me. With a terrible scream, she ripped a small sphere from her belt and smashed it against her hand. Bright light burst out and a second later, a great something pressed against me and knocked me backwards. The driver’s grenade had been light and force, but no fire or fragmentation. My vision cleared, and the driver was nowhere to be seen.

“The PORRIGE! What do you think you’re doing?” Taurus bellowed. I whipped my head around as our driver climbed on top of the rig the PORRIGE had been attached to. Our driver pressed a glowing white disc against the crystal box. There was a crackle of energy and they vanished into thin air.

“Teleporter!”

“She planned this,” I growled. I turned to the surviving bandits. They were injured, two of them clutching broken arms. Blue blood was smeared everywhere. Gatto was cleaning his blades.

One bandit grinned widely. With several of his teeth missing and a shiny burn on his face, spreading from the bottom of his furred mask to his jawline, he looked nothing short of deranged.

“I won’t waste any time.” Sergeant Taurus reached forward and seized the gunman by the throat, lifting him up into the air. “Who are you people? What do you want? Where did that witch go with the PORRIGE?”

“I ain’t talking.” The gunman twisted in Taurus’s grip. His whole body was narrower than Taurus’s head. Whether it was defiance or bravado or whether he genuinely didn’t understand the danger he was in, I’m not sure. Assaulting Marines of the Galactic Confederation using lethal means carried a harsh sentence. It didn’t matter how incompetent they were.

“A would-be band of pirates,” Asino said, yanking a stack of papers from the pockets of one of the fallen bandits. “You call yourselves…kavgad kradets? You’re nothing but a band of thieves!”

“It’s not theft.” The gunman scowled. “It’s destiny. This is our land, and it always has been. We thrive where others toil. We are the clever ones! We are the wily! We outsmarted your cult of scientists. The PORRIGE is ours. The gold it’s worth will fall on our people like rain.”

A member of a gang of thieves who was a true believer. That wasn’t good. He wasn’t quick-witted enough to realize that he had confirmed enough information that he and his companions would most likely spend the rest of their lives in prison. Sabotage the convoy and take the PORRIGE to the highest bidder? The PORRIGE was surely to be considered military equipment, and stealing or sabotaging it would carry a life sentence, if they weren’t executed outright.

“There’s a list of coordinates here.” Cane glanced at the papers Asino was holding. He pressed a button on his own gauntlet, and a holographic image of the planet projected up. He pressed a few more buttons, and a bright red dot indicated where we were. A bright yellow dot followed a moment later, further down the projection. “That’s us…and the yellow one is where the thieves took the PORRIGE. We need to move now.”
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The teleportation disc that the driver had used was very similar to one we had stored in Stella Vista. We hurried back to the landing bay, with Sergeant Taurus accompanying us. We’d left Ziege and Sergeant Taurus’s two other men with the captured bandit. A squad of Ursids had come to take them into custody. Ziege was hurt and we were all pissed. Cane was usually mild-mannered, but he slammed his fist against the buttons on the dashboard and yanked on levers so hard I was surprised they didn’t fall off.

Our ship accelerated. We cleared the landing bay and the forests in seconds. We flew over miles and miles of grass, more forests and a sea, moving so quickly that it was difficult to even discern where we were. Cane muttered something under his breath and slammed his fist against the dashboard.

There was a loud hum, as our ship was cloaked, so that our ship would be invisible when we finally pulled up to a stop. We halted so suddenly that I fell backwards, slamming against Asino, who was as unyielding as ever. Sergeant Taurus staggered, but he remained on his feet and Gatto somehow stayed perched on his support beam. Through the windows of the cockpit, we could see the PORRIGE, surrounded by bandits.

“There! There!”

It wasn’t a valley. It was too barren, with only small shrubs and patches of grass here and there. There were many pools of water that were not the right color, hot yellow and bright blue. The bandits raised their fists and rifles, firing haphazardly into the air. In the distance, an enormous jet of water erupted from the ground, towering up a thousand feet in the air.

“A geyser field,” Cane said. “Remember what Maritimus said? If that PORRIGE gets too hot…it could explode. And if it’s drawn off geothermal energy…”

“It’s a bomb,” I breathed. “If those geysers go up, the PORRIGE will blow up…and everyone will die.”

“Imagine if the Ulvosairs got their hands on it,” Asino said. “That sort of power source, or, for that matter, any other faction that opposes the Confederation…an unstoppable, unlimited power source for a weapon…”

Cane whispered something, and Gatto leapt down from his perch. His green eyes narrowed into slits before the visor of his helmet lowered over his face. Sergeant Taurus stomped towards the door of our ship and drew an electric club from his belt. He signaled for Cane.

We descended from the ship silently, none of us taking our firearms or blasters. The risk of hitting the PORRIGE was too much, at least in this environment. The bandits were chanting a war cry, but none of them seemed to have noticed us. The geyser’s mist helped to conceal us, and we landed as one and moved forward, the soil unstable and shifting under our boots.

There were five of us, and where there’d been only a handful of surviving bandits before our driver had teleported away, there were far more now, most of them armed with rifles. I was more worried about stray rounds hitting the PORRIGE than us.

“We can sell this to the Ulvosairs!” one of the bandits shouted, firing his rifle into the air. “Nothing will stop us!”

I slammed against one bandit, his mask shadowy gray, matching his hair. He yelped as I pressed my knife against his neck.

“In the name of the Galactic Confederation,” Sergeant Taurus shouted, holding his blade upwards, almost in a salute. “I hereby place all of you under arrest, for grand theft and the attempted murders of eight Galactic Marines. Surrender now, and the Confederation’s courts will show mercy.”

“We need no mercy!”

A bandit with a white-furred mask sprang at Sergeant Taurus. Taurus grunted and responded in kind. With a single swing of his blade, the bandit’s arm was severed at the shoulder. Blue blood sprayed over Sergeant Taurus, matting his fur. The remaining bandits, whether driven by bloodlust or rage or desperation, rushed at us. Some of them began firing their rifles. Bullets zipped by, scraping against stones and sand, but none of them hit their targets.

“Keep them away from the PORRIGE!”

A bandit holding two pistols marched forward, pulling the triggers with every step. I slammed the button on my chest plate and rose above the bandits. A few of them raised their guns, which left them wide open for Gatto to rush forward, his knives gleaming. He sliced and diced, ducking under legs and vaulting over shoulders, knocking the bandits to the ground. One bandit aimed his rifle at Gatto’s helmet, but Gatto grabbed the barrel of the gun and thrust it away. The bandit gasped as Gatto knocked him to the ground.

Four bandits rushed Gatto, shooting rapidly. Gatto leapt up, landing on one’s shoulders and then jumping to another. A golden-haired bandit wearing a jet-black mask lunged at Gatto, his rifle modified with a bayonet. Before he could run Gatto through, Cane slammed against the bandit, twisting the bayoneted rifle out of his hands and plunging it into his gut. The other bandits tried to swarm them both, but only one managed to hit Cane.

“LEAVE THEM ALONE!”

With a roar louder than gunfire, so loud that two bandits covered their ears, our commanding officer charged. Asino kicked one bandit in the skull so hard, his head rocked off, and the bandit’s body slumped to the ground. The bandit on top of Cane didn’t have time to scream. Yanking him off Cane, Asino flung the bandit across the geyser field. The thief bounced once, twice, three times against the ground, falling backwards into one of the hot springs. There was a splash, almost indiscernible above the terrible scream.

“No! Iona!” another bandit shouted, turning back to Asino. He fired rapidly, and at that range, even his poor marksmanship couldn’t miss. But it wasn’t enough to stop Asino. His armor was reinforced to the point where many conventional weapons were completely ineffective. The bandit’s gun ran empty, and he tried to eject the magazine and fit in a fresh one. He was dead before the empty magazine hit the ground.

The bandits regrouped, but realization sank in that they’d bitten off more than they could chew. They were doomed.

The silver-haired woman with the orange-furred mask and two more of the bandits had leapt back to the PORRIGE’s container. Several bullets had struck it in the commotion, but the crystal was more reinforced, and the rounds were embedded in the glass. It hadn’t shattered. One of the tethers securing it had been knocked out of place, but the remaining lines held firm, and the PORRIGE still pulsed with power. It was almost as if it had a heartbeat, as if it were alive.

“Gallo!”

Asino had three bandits on his back. They had abandoned their guns upon realizing just how useless they were. He tossed them off as he ran. Another leapt in front of him, and he seized the bandit, throwing him bodily across the field—right into a geyser hole. There were only a handful of the bandits left.

“Activate the teleporter! Activate the teleporter!”

The treacherous driver reached into her pocket and brought out a glowing disc. She slammed it down on the box we were standing on, which began shaking rapidly. Sergeant Taurus bellowed something profane and leapt up onto the box. It buckled under his weight, but the crystal did not break. A handful of bandits ran to grab the box, as well. Cane howled and raced towards us, cutting down two of the bandits. He leapt up, and I reached out to grab his hand.

This all happened in an instant, and just as I was pulling Cane up to the box the PORRIGE was in, the glowing disc flattened, and the electric blue color spread across the entire box. My grip began to slip, but then the box began to crackle with energy, and Cane and I slammed against the sides of the box. We clung to it as if by static or magnets. Everything turned white.

We were teleporting again.

[image: image-placeholder]

Teleportation on a terrestrial plane is not fun. Simultaneously, every force is amplified and reversed. Up becomes down, sky becomes ground, and that wasn’t factoring in the flashing lights and colors.

We landed, and the shock was twofold. The fall was about thirty feet, but it was also terribly cold. We were right in front of a massive crevice, with icy walls up on either side. Extreme heat was terribly dangerous for the PORRIGE. The same logic held for extreme cold. Beneath my fingertips, through my gauntlets, the crystal began to crack again. I stumbled off the side of the box, landing in a drift of snow. Cane poked his head out of another snowdrift. He had lost his helmet at one point during the teleportation, and already the tips of his ears were turning blue. I started to get up to help him, but something pressed against my back.

“Not a word from either of you,” Sergeant Taurus whispered. “Two of them are unconscious, but the rest are still able to fight.”

I’d lost my knife somewhere along the line, but I still had a pistol in a hip holster and several magazines. There were only four bandits who had traveled with us, with two remaining and ready to fight. But I could hear motors in the distance. Small ones, so not ships, but probably whatever vessels that the peoples of the Ursid Colonies used to get around.

“Can the Ulvosairs pick us up here?” one of the bandits asked. His mask was lined with red fur, standing out all the more against his pale skin. “This wasn’t the original rendezvous point.”

“It will be fine,” our driver said. This was the first time I’d heard her speak. She was younger than I would have thought. Her silver hair precluded old age, but from her evocation, she was quite young. “All things are happening according to plan.”

“What plan?” the red-furred bandit asked. “Half of us are dead!”

It was far more than just half. We’d killed or captured most of the bandits. I lifted my head slightly.

“Half of us couldn’t measure up,” the driver said. “But we’re the ones who matter now. The four of us and our brothers and sisters who are coming to join us.”

The red-furred bandit glanced at our bodies in the snow, and with Sergeant Taurus pressing down on my back and Cane on his side, turning bluer by the moment, we looked the part. “Three Marines are dead! The Confederation is going to have our hides! Silver Scalp, you’ve lost your mind!”

“The Ulvosairs will be here soon.” Silver Scalp smirked. “With the bounty they’ll give us for the PORRIGE, we’ll be set for life. They may even give us some extra for taking out three of those tyrants.”

I was a Space Marine…I fought to keep the peoples of the Galactic Confederation safe from all threats, foreign or domestic. Silver Scalp and her deranged followers…they were a threat. The motors from the upcoming vehicles grew louder. I slowly lowered my fingers towards my holster. Sergeant Taurus took his hand off my back and whispered so softly that it was almost indiscernible.“On my signal…”

Four vehicles were fast approaching, each of them with several bandits, waving torches and firing into the air. A bullet landed next to me and burned so hot that the surrounding snow crystalized into ice. The round wasn’t a metal bullet, but a ball of concentrated plasma. Even with the poor trigger discipline the bandits possessed, weapons like those made them far, far more dangerous.

“Open fire!” Sergeant Taurus bellowed. “Take them down! Now, now!”

I drew my pistol and aimed down the sights. I fired three rounds, and the red-furred bandit died with a scream, his rifle crushed underneath him. Cane, his ears and nose now coated with ice, howled and pulled a sphere from his belt. He threw the grenade as hard as he could, and it burst as it landed. A great flash of light knocked several of the bandits back, and one of the groups of reinforcements lost control of their vehicle and spun off, crashing against an ice wall.

More gunshots rang out and the balls of plasma rained down, crystallizing the snow where they fell. The snow, once pure white, became splattered with color as the intense heat and chemicals spread. Sergeant Taurus threw himself in front of another vehicle. It was smaller, and instead of wheels, it had skis.

I slammed the button on my chest plate and flames erupted from my boots. The fuel, spilled from the disabled vehicles, ignited and flames shot up. Most of the bandits jumped away, but two weren’t as quick as their fellows and they fell into the snow, screaming, fire burning their flesh.

“You!” Silver Scalp shrieked. “You damn Marines ruin everything!”

I hovered high above their heads. The last of the vehicles was filled with radios and a large disc. It was a tracking device. A homing beacon. It was the technology that was going to let the Ulvosairs, the terroristic space pirates, arrive and know where the PORRIGE was. It was practically gift-wrapped for them.

I emptied my magazine into the homing beacon and then reloaded and fired again, until I ran empty a second time. I dove down, allowing the flames from my boosters to scorch the ruined metal. One of the bandits, screaming obscenities, jumped up and grabbed my boot…and was completely engulfed in flames. He fell, screaming, and crashed down on the vehicle.

“Murderer!” Silver Scalp screamed.

I loaded a third magazine, just in time for two of the bandits to activate jetpacks of their own. Unlike their lack of skill with firearms, these two bandits, golden-haired and wearing black masks, were fairly skilled at flight. I rushed forward and they followed in hot pursuit. I fired several shots, but they dove down, out of the way, and my bullets struck the ice wall.

Beep…beep…beep…

I had gotten too high. The air was so cold, it was compromising my boosters. I dove down, the bandits following close behind. Sergeant Taurus and Cane were using two wrecked vehicles for cover, shooting and slashing at several of the bandits who had finally seemed to gain decent tactics. I flew even lower, the flames from my boosters creating ice. The bandits trying to pin down my friends were taken off-guard, and they slipped and stumbled. The bandits pursuing me couldn’t change course in time, and they crashed into their allies.

Silver Scalp managed to get back on top of the box containing the PORRIGE. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a third glowing disc. She was going to teleport again, and if she got away, with nobody able to intercept her, she’d be able to hand the PORRIGE over to the Ulvosairs. I pushed my boosters even further. The beeping warning alarm for the system grew louder and more rabid. I slammed into the box, just as Silver Scalp activated the teleporter.
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If I didn’t know better, I swear that we had landed right outside the laboratory where we had first set up the convoy. A moment later, I realized this wasn’t the case. About a quarter of a mile away from where we’d landed was a series of enormous glass buildings. The greenhouses? This was where we’d tried to take the PORRIGE in the first place. Several Ursids were walking towards us.

My boosters had been damaged in the teleporting and my helmet was cracked. I yanked it off and aimed my pistol forward. Silver Scalp was on her hands and knees, coughing and choking. Blue blood dribbled into a puddle from her nose and mouth.

“You’re under arrest,” I said, keeping my finger on the trigger. Silver Scalp was severely injured. Finally, there was very little risk. “It’s over, Silver Scalp.”

I doubted that was her real name. The Ursids were getting closer. Two of them were of a size with Dr. Maritimus, with coats to match, but two more were only about my height, with dark fur and lighter markings around their eyes.

“Your petty rules don’t frighten me,” Silver Scalp hissed. “And you’re too late. The Ulvosairs are already here. It’s only one ship…but that’s all I need.”

BOOM!

Louder than thunder, louder than gunfire, louder than a sonic boom. I glanced up, not taking my gun off Silver Scalp, and I said every bad word I knew. One of the Ulvosair ships had entered the airspace. The ship was larger than Stella Vista, but more haphazard, built from salvage. Most of it was black and gray, but there were bits of other colors from other ships attached to it. Huge, mismatched turrets, each large enough to destroy me to the point where there wouldn’t be a body left to bury, trained themselves on me.

“You’re out of your mind!” I shouted. “Selling that to the Ulvosairs…they will use it to power weapons systems! They’ll bring catastrophe! You’re risking the lives of millions! Billions!”

“This world is the catastrophe,” Silver Scalp snarled at me, and for the first time, I realized that it wasn’t a mask she wore, but that the orange fur was her true face. She bared sharp teeth at me, either not noticing or not caring that I still had my pistol fixed on her. The Ulvosairs’ ship was getting closer.

“Get back!” I screamed to the approaching Ursids. “Get to safety! Go, now!”

The Ulvosairs’ ship shifted with the turrets directed on my position. A golden circle near the cockpit formed a tractor beam to extract the PORRIGE. I glanced at the PORRIGE and saw the crystal box had broken in the most recent teleporting. Maybe I could sabotage the machine, at the risk of incurring the wrath of the Ursid Colonies. The Ursids were backing away, but it was too late. The Ulvosairs prepared to open fire on us.

“This is all your fault,” Silver Scalp snarled. “You had to butt in and ruin everything. You damned Marines are all the same, putting us under your boot so your masters can fleece us for their own ends.”

BOOOOOOM!

The explosion was louder than even the Ulvosairs’ ship entering Ursid airspace. I threw myself to the ground. When I didn’t get blown to pieces, I realized that the weapon firing wasn’t from the Ulvosairs. I glanced up and saw a familiar red spaceship, sleek as a bullet, firing upon the enemy ship. A moment later, there was a crackling, like static coming from every direction, and a thin green netting appeared around the red ship.

Its forcefield pulsing in every direction, the red ship rammed into the Ulvosairs’ ship. It exploded, with flaming hunks of metal raining down, but it had been knocked backward, and we were out of the range of debris.

“Nooooo!” Silver Scalp shrieked. “You’ve killed them! You’ve killed them! You’re going to pay for that! You’ll all pay for that!”

“You talk too much,” I said. I holstered my pistol and pulled out a restraining bolt from a packet on my belt. I pushed Silver Scalp to the ground and cuffed her hands behind her back.

“We’ll see what the courts have to say,” I said, rising. “There will be no plea.”

I turned around, just in time to see the red ship landing gingerly. This wasn’t an airfield or landing bay, and the ship wasn’t meant for mixed terrain. One of Sergeant Taurus’s men slid out of the door a moment later. He clapped me on the shoulder, just the way Cane would have. He glanced at Silver Scalp, but she didn’t have much to say outside of a slew of profanity.

“We didn’t have the chance to be properly introduced,” he said. “I’m Corporal Jarac. Was the PORRIGE secured?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It may have been damaged.” The four Ursids I’d tried to shelter away from the Ulvosairs returned. One of the dark-furred Ursids approached us, and introduced himself as Ornatus. He was smiling broadly.

“You’ve done it. We’re almost exactly where we should be. This is perfect,” Ornatus said. “We’ve been planning to adapt the greenhouses to the PORRIGE for months.”

Without waiting for me to reply, Ornatus and his fellows lifted the crystal box. Jarac and I immediately went to cover them as we marched the last quarter of a mile into the greenhouses. We finally made it, and the Ursids shepherded the PORRIGE into a room filled with electronic equipment. The Ursids roared in triumph as the entire PORRIGE glowed gold, almost like honey.

That left us to go back to the grounds and wait for our squad to regroup. Ornatus elected to accompany us. As we walked, I turned to Jarac. He looked similar to Ziege, but with lighter fur and straighter horns.

“You saved my life. You saved all our lives. If it hadn’t been for you showing up when you did…”

“I’m just glad I was able to help,” Jarac said. “Ziege’s going to be recuperating for a long time, but I couldn’t stand the waiting. What about all those bandits?”

“As for them?” Ornatus spoke up, as we neared Sergeant Taurus’s ship. Silver Scalp was still grunting and groaning, trying to break her bonds. Ornatus smiled, his grin nothing short of terrifying, his jaws large enough to engulf Silver Scalp’s head. “Well…I’m sure the Galactic Confederation has a prison that’s just right.”
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Ziege’s injury was severe but stabilized. Cane had suffered some mild frostbite, but he would heal. The PORRIGE had been successfully implanted in the greenhouses of the Ursid Colonies. The gang of bandits called kavgad kradets had been apprehended and completely extinguished. This was, by all counts, an extremely successful mission.

Cane embraced me like a brother as he reboarded Stella Vista. He took his seat at the dashboard while Asino took his place at the helm. Gatto bowed to me, theatrically, and then sprang up to the rafters to recline.

My name is Gallo. I have no surname, nor need for a surname. I serve in the Marines of the Galactic Confederation. I travel the stars to keep the peace.

And that’s just right for me.

THE END


Operation Ragnarok
Seth Taylor


It was only a few minutes after waking that Ivar began to suspect that he was dead.

Ivar the Boneless, son of Ragnar Lothbrok, awoke with the sun in his eyes and his arms and legs bound. For a moment, he assumed that he had drunk far too much mead and passed out on one of the beaches near his home. It had happened before. It took him a few moments to realize that could not be. The last place he had been was the city of Jorvik in the depths of winter, and yet the air was dry and warm on his naked skin. Naked? Perhaps his enemies to the south had captured him?

That seemed the most likely cause of his predicament, and Ivar started to subtly test his bonds. He quietly swore to Odin that everyone involved was going to die slowly and painfully. After only a few seconds, he gave up the effort. The bonds had no give to them, not even a little, and were made out of a material he had never seen before. Something beyond the means of even the wealthy Frankish lords. His eyes had finally adjusted to the sun’s bright light, and he could see a little of his surroundings.

Ivar was not outside at all, but instead in a room with walls the same color as a well-made sword. Who could have such wealth to make an entire room of metal? There was no furniture beyond the strange bed that he was strapped to, and no other features beyond the otherworldly light above him.

“Valhalla,” he breathed in awe. It could be no other place, but why was he bound?

There was the barest murmur of displaced air, and Ivar knew that he was no longer alone. He swiveled his head as far as it would go and was not surprised when we saw the feminine figure out of the corner of his eye. The bright light made it difficult for him to make out more than a silhouette, but that was enough. “Valkyrie,” breathed Ivar softly and reverently.

“That is correct, Ivar Ragnarsson, also called the Boneless.” Her Norse was strangely pronounced, but no worse than that of a Swede, and her voice was as clear as the winter air in the mountains.

“I am dead,” stated Ivar with iron certainty.

“Yes,” agreed the Valkyrie. “You died nobly in battle and have been brought to Valhalla, where you and the rest of the Einherjar will prepare to fight in the Ragnarok on the vast fields of Vigrior.”

“I do not remember dying in battle,” replied Ivar with a frown. “The last I remember is going to bed in the city of Jorvik.”

“It is common for the Einherjar to remember little of their past lives. You and your brothers conquered the whole of the island of Britain and ruled for many years before the Frankish lords to the south sent forth a great host.” As she talked, she moved from the edges of Ivar’s vision to where he could see her clearly. She looked as the tales said a Valkyrie should, preternaturally beautiful with flawless milky skin, ice-blue eyes, and braided, sun-golden hair. The female form perfected, but also a warrior. She wore armor that was metal-made liquid and carried a spear made of light. “You fought like a true son of Ragnar and killed many of your enemies before dying an honorable death.”

Ivar grunted in agreement; that sounded like something he would do. “Very well, Valkyrie. Now what? Will you bear me mead,” his eyes roamed her body, “and allow me to take you as a true hero?”

“The pleasures of Valhalla await you, honored hero, but first you must begin your preparations for Ragnarok. If one is to fight the battle of the gods, one must first gain the might to do so. Dwarves will craft your weapons and use their skills to increase the strength and speed of your body. This will take time and pain, which you must endure as an Einherjar if you wish to join your brothers in feasts of mead and roasted meat. You came to Valhalla because you died bravely in battle, but now you must earn the favor of the gods through your courage and skill in the trials to come.”

“As you say, Valkyrie,” assented Ivar. As a berserker, he was no stranger to pain, and a Scandinavian winter taught patience to the most intemperate of men. “I am ready to serve the All-Father.” The Valkyrie nodded, pleased, and moved to leave the room by the same mysterious means that she had entered. “Before you leave, Valkyrie, may you tell me your name, that I may distinguish you from your sisters?”

“You may call me Rota, Ivar, son of Ragnar.” The Valkyrie known as Rota walked to the edges of Ivar’s vision and vanished, leaving nothing but the ghost of her smile.

“Rota,” breathed Ivar, savoring the taste of the name. Ivar was sure that he could handle the ministrations of dwarves and even the horror of Ragnarok if he could spend but a night in her embrace. He was beginning to think that he should have died in battle sooner.
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“Are you sure this is going to work?” The Chancellor nervously straightened the collar of his shimmer silk tunic as he watched the subject named Ivar Ragnarsson on the holoscreen. The large man was thick with muscle, and his skin was covered in hair and scars in a way that modern fashion and medical science would not allow. He looked far too primitive to save a polity that spanned a thousand star systems.

“Theoretically, these Vikings have the appropriate levels of aggression, but will also be primitive enough to control with the right levers.” The leader of the Commune’s armed forces was trying to look far more confident than he felt. The garish uniform, with its panoply of medals, was not helping as much as it should have. “After being equipped with modern weapons and enhancements, they should be able to evenly match the Ursines.”

“You had similar arguments for the battle-bots and the genetic mutations and the cyborg strategists, and I don’t expect this to work any better,” the High Mathematician replied with a sniff that was as prim as the grey bun atop her head. “But at least with those, we did not create a whole new dimension with your failure. We spent a trillion credits to reach back into the depths of time and kidnap a bunch of barbarians. Compared to this, all of your other boondoggles seem well-thought-out and intelligent endeavors. These men are all likely illiterate, and you expect them to fight battles among the stars? Preposterous!”

Across several hundred holoscreens, images of a hundred different naked men were strapped to medical examination beds. They were all Caucasian, many blond and large, and all had the look of hard men accustomed to a life of toil and pain. Their nakedness revealed a host of scars and defects that could have been easily corrected by modern medical technology.

“Is a trillion credits really worth it, Over-Marshall?” whispered the Chancellor after a few minutes.

“That’s just the program’s initial startup and experimental costs for this first batch of subjects. Future runs will be progressively less expensive.”

“That’s not what I meant. They mostly look like savages.”

“Savages are what we need. For their time, many of them were ordinary. They were husbands and sons and fishermen and farmers. They were also explorers and warriors and conquerors and berserkers. I am betting a trillion credits that they have something that people of our time do not. Somewhere in our quest to unify the Earth and colonize the stars, we…lost something. During our millennia of social and genetic engineering, we have lost a vital spark that makes us effective warriors and defenders. We give the citizens of our Collective the finest in weaponry and genetic modification, and they still fold and run nearly every time. It’s not something wrong with our bodies or our technology, but our spirits. My experts and historians are unsure of what that is. Some say it’s military tradition; others, bloodlust, and insanity; others still, religion and superstition. What they do agree on is that these men from the past, these Vikings, will have that essential thing needed to fight and win.”

“You are giving them access to technology and power they cannot comprehend or control.” The High Mathematician’s eyes were narrowed as she watched a half-dozen mechanical arms descend from the ceiling above Ragnar and then plunge into his body to begin the extensive body modification process. The man bellowed in agony as the invasive army of nanobots and microscopic tubing drilled into him. “They will have the bodies of super soldiers, but the minds of barbarians.”

“Which will make them ideal Space Marines,” said the Over-Marshall with a faint smile.

“And just how do you propose to control these primitives? History is replete with barbarian mercenaries turning on their employers.” The High Mathematician smirked as she watched the alarm blossom across the Chancellor’s face. “Did not the Over-Marshall inform you of that, Chancellor?”

“We will not be their employers.” As he spoke, the Over-Marshall indicated a screen, where another robotic Valkyrie was welcoming an Einherjar into Valhalla. “We will be their gods.”
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Ivar the Boneless staggered into the Great Hall. He almost thought he would die again from the poisonous bites of the Dwarves’ metal serpents. Liquid fire and ice had cascaded through his body, and his very veins felt that they would leap from his flesh. After an eon, the pain had ended. Ivar found himself freed from his bonds, and the door before him that led deeper into Valhalla was open. Yet, as terrible as the agony was, Ivar could feel himself growing stronger and haler with every step that had brought him to the Great Hall, and before him was laid a feast worthy of the Einherjar.

Massive wooden tables groaned under the weight of slabs of roast meat and giant flagons of drink. There were piles of delicacies from the south and foodstuffs that could only have sprung from the land of Asgard itself. A hundred other doors led into the great feast hall, and through them staggered other Norsemen. Each looked as if he had just fought and lost a battle, much like Ivar himself. Some of the men were unknown to him; others he recognized as men that he had led into battle, and others still were his own kin.

“Bjorn!” Ivar roared as he caught sight of his brother, which was not difficult, as he was the largest man in the room. Even that great bear of a man could only muster a weak smile after the torments he had endured. Nevertheless, he hobbled over to sit at his brother’s side. Soon, Ivar found himself surrounded by the other sons of Ragnar. Brothers and half-brothers: Lodbrok, Hastien, and Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye, Halfdan and Ubbe, Eric and Agnar. Some of these men he had not talked with in years. It was good to see that they had all found their way to Odin’s Hall.

The feast was wonderful and befitting a host of true warriors, and the mead was truly brewed by the dwarves Fjalar and Galar themselves. Soon, a pleasant alcoholic haze enveloped Ivar and drove away all memory of the earlier pain. He did not even notice precisely when the Valkyries arrived, bearing yet more of the divine drink. Each was as beautiful as the last, yet unique in her own way. Some had hair the color of honey and warm brown eyes a man could drown in. Others had locks of midnight black and eyes like a spring in Ireland. Some few had the fiery red hair of a fox and eyes grey like the sea in winter. All had flawless skin and the perfect figures of true shield maidens.

Ivar wanted to take each and every one of them, as was his right as an Einherjar, but found himself curiously listless. His eyes roamed the room and lit upon his Rota. He beckoned to her, his movement slow and languid, and she came over to him, her icy blue eyes like beacons in the haze. He wished to tell her that he wanted to lay with her and show her why she was right to choose him, but he belatedly realized that he had drunk too much mead and fell into darkness.

***

The Over-Marshall resisted the urge to squirm as the Viking party finally ended. The Chancellor and the High Mathematician both had insisted on staying to observe the “theological controls” that he had devised. Now, he could feel their gazes burning holes through his uniform.

“As I think you can see, the first day of the program has been a smashing success,” he said, once the final Viking succumbed to the effects of the narcotics laced through their food and drink.

“For certain values of smashed,” muttered the High Mathematician. The banquet hall had been utterly trashed, and once the Vikings had all passed out, an army of robotic servitors descended on the room. Some started cleaning the mess, but the others dragged the unconscious barbarians back to their cells.

“I assure you that this is their conception of the afterlife. Feasting all night and battling all day. We have set the illusion that they are in their Valhalla. They will gladly go into battle for us with a bravery and ferocity that we cannot instill into our own citizens nor program into our robots.”

“I am surprised that you found anyone who is willing to be so close to savages such as these.” The Chancellor waved at the ranks of Valkyries.

“We didn’t. We had thought of using actresses, but our initial testing showed that any modern human developed panic and anxiety to the point of non-functionality when in close proximity to the subjects. Those are all repurposed pleasure bots.”

“That at least explains that item in the budget.” The disappointed look on the High Mathematician’s face said that she had been intending to use the purchase of a hundred pleasure bots to take down her rival later.

“They were the most human-like bots available,” explained the Over-Marshall.

“Very well,” said the Chancellor after watching the holoscreens for a few more minutes. “I have already let you take things this far. I might as well let your experiment play out. If it does not work, you will find yourself reassigned to the front. Clear?”

“Clear, Chancellor.” The Over-Marshall resisted the urge to loosen his collar, and the High Mathematician’s smile clearly indicated what she thought of his chances.
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The daily torment of Ivar and his fellows continued for weeks. Every morning, they would awake in their own stark, metal chamber and soon start writhing in pain as the metal serpents dug into their bodies, working the will of their maniacal masters. Every now and then, a Valkyrie would appear to whisper encouragement and comfort; sometimes even the Dwarves themselves would appear. They were short beings, as the legends said, and clothed from head to toe in silvery garments, with only shiny and oversized eyes exposed. The legends had never said anything about that. The Dwarves never said a thing, and their arrival was always shortly followed by blessed oblivion; however, the Norsemen would awake feeling as if their very flesh had been shredded from their bones and then sculpted back on again.

Eventually, the torture of the preparations would end, and the Einherjar would be released into the Great Hall, where the tables were piled with food and the mead of the gods flowed like water. They would eat and drink and recover from the exertions of the day and would eventually succumb to the mead—usually, before they could do much more than flirt with the Valkyries or exchange a few bawdy jokes with their comrades.

As their time in Valhalla grew long, they found the pains of the Dwarven ministrations to lessen, and their vigor and energy afterward were growing. They were able to lift more and move faster and jump higher. Old injuries and pains faded into nothing, and the older men found themselves feeling young once more, with thick muscle again swelling their arms and chests.

Soon, the feasts became marred with wrestling matches and other competitions, as the Norsemen tested their new strength and speed. The jokes grew louder and coarser, and impromptu bouts of song and sagas rang through the Great Hall. The Valkyries were pulled down onto laps and roughly fondled, their robes and mail partially removed by lusty hands. Yet, inevitably, the Vikings would end the night drowning in blackness.
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“It’s time to move to Stage Two,” reported the Over-Marshall, as he led the Chancellor on a tour through the facility. “The invasive components of the modifications are nearly finished. We will continue with nano-manipulation, as well as the food supplements indefinitely, to make sure that the subjects remain in peak physical condition. There are no more major modifications that we can do without compromising the subjects’…humanity.” The two stepped into the observation room above the Great Hall.

“Ah, yes, the savageness that will win us the war,” remarked the Chancellor with some skepticism, as he watched one of the Vikings dump a flagon of mead over a fellow’s head.

“Precisely. Additional cybernetic enhancements would require modifications at a neural level, along with extensive behavioral alterations. We have limited ourselves to using nanotech to improve healing rates and metabolism. Alloys were used to harden the skeletal components. Carbon tubing is woven through the musculature, and synthetic lubrication was put in the joints. Overall, the subjects’ physical performance has improved by…” The Over-Marshall impatiently gestured to the Technician at his side. “…On average, the subjects’ strength levels have increased by two hundred and sixty-eight percent, their running speed by a hundred and forty-six percent, their reaction times by a hundred fifty-four percent, their cellular regeneration rates by six hundred and seventy-three percent…”

The Technician was silenced by a dismissive wave of the Chancellor’s hand. “Spare me the details. I am well aware of what our medical technology can achieve. What I need to know is when the subjects will be ready for deployment. While you have been concentrating on upgrading these barbarians, the Ursines have taken three more systems. My patience grows thin.”

“A few more weeks, Chancellor. That’s all I ask.”
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Even as Ivar strode into the Great Hall, he felt that this night was going to be different from the others. The Dwarven treatments hardly hurt that day, and Ivar had never felt so strong and healthy, even as a young man. Fresh muscle sheathed his body, and the mere act of walking felt as if it would lift him into the air.

The Great Hall seemed to bow and stretch with energy as the Norsemen flooded into it for their nightly feast. Everyone seemed eager to test their new energy against their fellows. Impromptu wrestling and shoving matches broke out, and half a dozen men declared themselves champions before they even reached the tables. However, Bjorn Ironside silenced them all when he lifted four men above his head, two in each massive hand. Just as everyone sat down to the usual feasting and drinking, a sound like thunder split the hall, and a bright flash of lighting temporarily blinded them all.

When Ivar’s sight returned, he saw two figures standing at the head of the hall. One was an older man with iron-grey hair, an eye patch, a staff, and a worn traveling cloak. The uncovered eye was an ethereal blue that crackled with intelligence as the wrinkles on his face bespoke infinite wisdom. The other was a man in the prime of his youth, taller and broader even than Bjorn, and crowned with a mane of fiery red hair with a great, shaggy beard to match. He wore the finest set of armor that Ivar had ever seen, and carried a war hammer of such size that even his oak-like arms seemed unlikely to lift it. Ivar’s breath caught deep in his chest, and his heart beat faster.

“Odin and Thor,” breathed Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye slowly and reverently. He was the first to say so—his head worked faster than most—but not the last. Awed but quiet exclamations rustled through the Great Hall. The two gods paid them no more attention than they would have the stirrings of the autumn leaves. The murmurs ended abruptly when Odin, the Allfather, stepped forward and raised his staff into the air.

“Einherjar!” The god’s voice boomed and reverberated through the hall, even though he did not yell or shout. “Great warriors chosen from amongst the honorably slain: harken to me, the Allfather. For a month now, you have feasted in my halls, ate my food, and drank my mead as my dwarven artisans worked to give you the strength of trolls and the agility of the elven folk. This has all been for a great and glorious purpose, for soon, my brother, Thor, will lead you onto the vast fields of Vigrior to fight the forces of Surtr, the eldjotner, the Sons of Muspell themselves!” Odin’s words were greeted with a mighty roar that reverberated through the Great Hall like a rockslide. The god waited patiently for his warriors to quiet before continuing.

“Ragnarok is upon us, warriors! Our doom is at hand! Surtr’s armies are nearly as vast as the stars in the night sky or the grains of sand on the beaches. It will not be the work of one fight, one skirmish, or one battle to defeat them, but instead, we must destroy them again and again. Ordinary men are not suited to this task; that is why my Valkyries have brought you here. You, the greatest warriors that have ever lived!” Another surge of cheers washed through the assembled Norsemen, and Ivar found himself bellowing along with everyone else.

“Tomorrow, you will be given the finest of weapons of mithril and adamantine. Afterward, you shall depart for the fields of Vigrior. Tonight, you will drink and feast and wench in my hall until dawn; for my pledged warriors, there is no shortage of mead and meat. Join me, Einherjar, in celebrating our glorious battles to come!” Odin and his brother both hoisted flagons of mead into the air, and in an instant, a thousand fists joined them. Ragnarok was upon them. They were going to party like it was the end of the world.
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“We spent a trillion credits and precious resources so a bunch of barbarian psychopaths could have an orgy,” hissed the High Mathematician. “They have not undergone so much as a second in training with modern weapons.”

“That will start tomorrow…”

“While you have been indulging the sybaritic pleasures of these barbarians, we have lost another star system.”

“It’s ironic that time is the one resource we are short on. Nevertheless, the Chancellor has given me three weeks.”

“I will be denouncing you and your plan to Council the moment your pets fail to stop the Ursines.”

“Your lack of support has been noted. You can guarantee that I will return the kindness when my plan succeeds.”

***

Ivar started back into wakefulness and instinctively grasped for the warm body that should have been at his side, but his hand encountered nothing but cold, sterile stone. Rota the Valkyrie had been there when he had fallen asleep; Ivar was sure of it. Finally, the gorgeous Valkyrie had succumbed to his advances and given herself to him, and he had been sure that he would wake up beside her.

Almost as soon as he awoke, the door to Ivar’s chamber snapped open, and the empty hallway beyond beckoned him, a call which he obeyed. He expected the hallway to lead him into the Great Hall, as it had dozens of times before. Instead, Ivar was greeted with the sight of a vast field of stone and blue sky overhead.

For a moment, Ivar thought that he stood on the Field of Vigrior, and that the battle of Raganrok was at hand. It was not until he caught sight of Thor standing next to racks of weapons and armor that he surmised that the final battle was not yet here. The massive redhead studied Ivar as if he were a bug instead of one of the greatest warriors to ever live, then impassively waved him over to the ranks of marvelous weaponry. Many of the weapons were styles that he recognized: seaxes, great axes, atgeirs, and spears. Many more were completely unrecognizable to him. Perhaps Bjorn had seen their like on his voyages to the South? Some of the strange weapons looked interesting, and others seemed completely impractical. All of the weapons were made of an otherworldly metal that was the color of firelight reflecting off silver and had gold inlay fit for a high king. Most of them also seemed larger than a normal man could handle, but Ivar and the other Einherjar were hardly normal men anymore.

Ivar the Boneless reached for the weapon that he knew best, that had made him a legend in battle. The great axe was larger than the one his father had made for him, yet deceptively light, and he could tell by the way the sunlight glinted off the blade that it was sharp enough to cut stone. He experimentally whirled the axe over his head and around his body in a complex pattern that took full advantage of the reach and dexterity that had earned him his name. The armor was just as amazing. It was light as a feather and shaped itself to fit his enhanced physique. Ivar was joined by his fellows, and the air was filled with the sounds of blades cutting through the air and the admiring exclamations that followed. There was one scream when Olaf the Stoic accidentally cut his own foot off with one of the unnaturally sharp blades. He was carted off by white-suited dwarves to the derisive hoots of his comrades.

“I do not care how numerous Sutr’s armies are!” Bjorn Ironside swung a massive battle hammer through the air as if it weighed nothing. “With these weapons, we shall cut them down like grass.”

“Stay your foolish tongue, Son of Ragnar!” Thor’s voice boomed like the very thunder he commanded and echoed off the far walls of the practice yard. “Do not underestimate the Sons of Sutr. They are not weaklings who will quail before your weapons and strength. They are instead great beasts in the rough shape of men and fell warriors who live for combat and to taste the blood of their foes. Their weapons are the equal of the ones in your hands, and with their vast ships, they dominate the star-studded Field of Vigrior. Only the finest warriors in history could hope to stand before them, which is why you mewling quims are here, selected by Odin himself. I personally have my doubts.” Some of the assembled Norsemen looked angered at the god’s insult, but encountered a glower as powerful as a storm front.

“Fear not, Lord of Thunder,” said Ivar, as he waved Bjorn down from his anger. “We heed your words. What more can you tell us that will make us better warriors in the service of the Allfather?” Thor turned his glower to Ivar, and briefly, he felt like a mouse that had learned to speak and was about to be crushed for it.

“You are brave, Ivar son of Ragnar, but bravery alone will not carry the day. You and your men harken to me. I will tell you how to fight with these dwarf-forged weapons, for they have powers that are beyond your ken…”

Ivar paid attention to the god, as did the rest of the Norsemen, but he also felt a triumphant glow burning in his chest. The God of Thunder had just acknowledged him as the leader of the Einherjar. An honor that cemented his place in the afterlife. He swore that he would ensure that the god’s faith in him would not prove misplaced.
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The sagas had said that the Fields of Vigrior were vast, but not that they were fields of stars and darkness. They had also said nothing about the Aesir having massive longboats made of metal. Nothing like the sagas at all, but Ivar figured that when man tried to grapple with the divine, he was bound to get some details wrong.

Ivar tried to ignore the deep rumble of dwarven machines that transmitted through the floor and into his feet, and instead focused on his weaponry. Thor had shown the Norsemen that the marvelous weapons could be extended or shortened at will and that a force like an invisible hammer can be made to project out of a weapon’s head. They had only a few days of practice before the Aesir and Valkyries had marched them aboard four of the enormous craft and sent them to fight in battle. Ivar would have preferred more time to become familiar with his new arms, but Ragnarok waited for no man.

As large as the strange longboats were, it seemed they were hardly large enough for the two hundred and fifty men aboard them. Thor said that the enemies’ craft were similar and that the battle would take place in the same narrow corridors and cramped rooms when the Norsemen boarded. It was strange learning to fight in such conditions where walls stopped weapons in their natural arc and the ability to flank a foe was dependent on doorways. Ivar would have preferred to fight on a grassy field with the sun on his back and the wind in his face. However, it was good to get out of Valhalla and finally come to grips with the enemy. Provided they ever found them.

They had now spent weeks in the longboats, wandering the star fields of Vigrior. The men were getting restless from the cramped quarters, bland food, and boredom. Ivar was able, through a magical dwarven device, to converse with the men in the other three longboats and knew that conditions were the same there. He feared that if they did not find the Sons of Muspell soon, that there would be a mutiny before the final battle could ever be fought.
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“Captain! We have two Ursine Dreadnoughts on the scope! They have already spotted us and are headed this way!” Panic bubbled in the Sensor Operator’s voice and threatened to spread to the rest of the bridge’s personnel like a contagious disease. Ursine ships were incredibly fast and would have little trouble running down and annihilating the small fleet of Collective destroyers. What the Operator had just announced was effectively a death sentence.

“Everyone be calm!” commanded the Captain, though he seemed unsure of his own order. “This is why we have the new Space Marines aboard. Make it look like we are trying to escape; I know we can’t, but we must appear to try. They will run us down and board us. That is when we will counterattack.” Terror still threatened to overwhelm the room’s occupants, but they followed their orders as well as their trembling hands would allow them to. The blind panic would set in soon enough.

Instead of firing at the Destroyers, the Dreadnoughts closed the distance and matched velocities. Instead of easily crushing their enemies from behind their impenetrable shields, the aliens opted to bring their foes into knife-fighting range within their shield envelope. Once there, the Ursines either boarded the enemy ships or shot them apart at close range with far cruder weaponry than they could otherwise deploy.

The Captain’s knees turned liquid as the massive Ursine ships hurtled through the vacuum towards his own small command. He was sure that he was dead. The new Space Marines were supposed to be able to stop the aggressive aliens, but nothing else had before, and he had not even seen the new super soldiers. They had been kept to a completely separate part of the ship from him and his crew. The Captain gave himself into despair and sank to the deck when his ship shuddered as the enemy’s tractor beam locked on.

The analysts of The Collective were at a loss to explain why an advanced race like the Ursines would conduct war in such a manner. The Vikings riding in the bellies of the Collective Destroyers would have understood perfectly.
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“The enemy has been sighted! Prepare for glorious combat, Einherjar, for Ragnarok is nigh!” Thor’s voice boomed through the metal longboat, though the god was unseen, and the Norsemen answered with a raucous cheer. It took only a few minutes for the warriors to strap on their wonderfully light armor, grab their weapons and assemble in front of the portals that would lead to the enemy.

Ivar pushed his way to the front of the mass of eager Norsemen. Behind him, he felt the comforting presence of his brothers Bjorn and Sigurd. He had sent his other kinsmen to head the detachments in the other longboats, but those two he wanted at his back. Beneath his feet, the deck rumbled, as if there were a great storm and the metal doorway to the front was intimidating in its impassiveness. Ivar could hear some of the men behind him murmur nervously.

“Hold fast!” Ivar bellowed as the deck lurched violently. “Remember, you have been chosen by Valkyries! Blessed by Odin and trained by Thor! We sail the gulf of stars and wield weapons of mithril! There is no foe that we cannot best!” Ivar started pounding the butt of his axe against the deck in a rhythmic tattoo and was soon joined by others beating on their shields or breastplates. The thudding beat drove away doubts and fears and challenged the eldritch creatures that they would soon face.

There was a final, great thud that reverberated through the longboat, and Ivar surmised that it was the enemy’s vessel coming alongside. There was a moment of silence, and then the great steel door before the Norsemen started to slide open with a rumble and a hiss of escaping air. There was still no enemy there, only another strange, cramped corridor, but the gods had said that the minions of Sutr would be waiting at the end of it. As soon as the door was open just enough, Ivar twisted his way through it and charged down the corridor. He did not have to look to know that his brothers and every other one of the Einherjar followed him.

They did not go far before they saw the first of Muspellhiem’s twisted denizens. It looked vaguely like a bear that had been stuffed into battle armor and taught to walk upright like a man. Its claws were long and clever like a man’s fingers, and its face was capable of a confident sneer. It was eight feet tall, carried a sword, and had fur as black as the dark between the stars. The monster should have been utterly terrifying, and it probably would have been if it had not looked so confused at the Vikings’ charge.

“Blood for Odin!” bellowed Ivar as his axe carved a bloody path through the creature’s face. Orange blood splattered the metal walls. There were more of the beast’s brethren stacked up in the corridor behind it, and they seemed equally nonplussed as the column of bloodthirsty Norsemen crashed into them.

Ivar roared and bowled into the first several eldjotner that tried to stand before him. Surprise and fury made up for what he lacked in bulk, and three of the monsters fell in a tangle of hairy limbs. Sigurd and Bjorn entered the fray, their weapons singing through the air as they cut down the foes that Ivar had bowled over. Other Norsemen forced their way through the narrow corridor to throw themselves at the next rank of enemies. By the time Ivar had pulled himself back to his feet, a dozen fire giants laid dead on the floor, and the sulfur-like scent of their orange blood filled the air. One of Ivar’s comrades laid dead, as well, his hands wrapped around the neck of the beast that had killed him. Normally, Ivar was content in knowing that his dead friend would go to Valhalla in honor of his glorious death, but he was unsure of where those who died in the afterlife went. Ivar put theological musings aside for the moment and rejoined the charge along the corridor.

It was obvious when they entered the enemy’s own longboat. The metal walls changed from smooth, bright steel to a dark, pitted iron. The passage they were charging down split in two and closed doorways hinted at more rooms and halls that could be harboring the enemy. Ivar could see the forms of more fire giants moving down each of the passages. The beasts looked to be preparing a counterattack.

“Bjorn, take the left! Sigurd, stay here and make sure that every other man follows Bjorn, then join me in the right passage.” Ivar waited only a second to ensure that his instructions were being followed before charging toward the bear-like beings massing down the passageway. Speed and ferocity, it was the way that Ivar had defeated the armies of Britain. He did not intend to give his enemies a second to regroup.

These eldjotner were better prepared than the first group. Their weapons were out and ready, and more importantly, they did not look completely confused by the sight of a man sprinting toward them. Instead, they charged. They were packed two abreast in the corridor and stacked at least a dozen deep. With an ominous buzz like a nest of enraged bees, the swords of Ivar’s foes lit with a dull orange light. Ivar knew instinctively that even the wonderful dwarven armor that he wore would be useless before such blades.

Just before Ivar could impale himself on his enemies’ blades, he threw himself into a slide along the metal floor and triggered the secret weapon built into his dwarf-forged axe. Thor had called it Thunder’s Fist, and it did look as if a massive, yet invisible, fist sprang out of the head of Ivar’s axe and knocked the first rank of his foes onto their backs. The beasts bellowed in surprise and tried to scramble back to their feet, but Ivar was already upon them, his axe easily hacking through their armor.

The surviving monsters soon regained their footing and hurled themselves at Ivar in a slobbering fury. Ivar’s enemies were large and ferocious, but Ivar’s axe gave him enough reach to hold them at bay for just a few seconds. The first couple eldjotner fell under his axe, but then two rushed him at once. He swung his axe low and cut the legs out from under one of his opponents, but the other slammed into him.

He flew into the wall of the corridor and felt the air leave his lungs in a rush. His axe dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers. He was helpless as Sutr’s minion stalked toward him. Before the monster could drive its odd blade into Ivar’s exposed throat, a form leaped onto its back and drove a seax deep into the creature’s chest. The eldjotner fell in a gurgle of orange blood, and Ivar’s brother Sigurd took the time to spit on its corpse before he helped his brother stand.

“A son of Ragnar should not be lying about as battle rages,” chided Sigurd as other Norsemen joined the fight and slaughtered the remaining eldjotner.

Ivar took a moment to glower at the impudent grin on his brother’s face before countering. “Even a son of Ragnar gets tired after braving the armies of Muspellheim by himself. Where have you been?”

“I was doing as you ordered and ensuring that a sufficient force followed Bjorn. You ran off in a berserker rage. How could I keep up?” Ivar decided that he was better off retrieving his axe rather than conceding his brother’s point, Sigurd was too clever to bother arguing with. There was nothing left of the eldjotner other than corpses and a spreading pool of orange blood. The large monsters seemed ill-equipped to stand against Ivar and his warriors, but that was no reason to give them time to regroup.

“Come, fell warriors of the North,” bellowed Ivar as he brandished his newfound axe. “The minions of Sutr still yet hide from us. Onward for glory and the Allfather!”

The tide of Einherjar surged through the enemy craft. Several times the enemy tried to stand against them, but they fell to Norse blades. Some of Ivar’s companions did meet their end on the strange buzzing weapons of the enemy, but for every man that fell to the floor, a dozen of the enemy joined him. Despite the slaughter, the monsters never retreated or hid or surrendered. Every one of them stood and fought with blood in his eye and a weapon in his hand. Ivar could respect that.

Despite the courage of the eldjotner, the battle was soon over. The enemy’s longboat was clear of everything living other than Ivar and his men. Some of his men were less whole than others; his brother Bjorn had picked up another scar on his face to add to his collection. Others still were moaning and bleeding their life away on the deck. Ivar was deciding what to do with his wounded when the Valkyries appeared. They did not have their winged steeds, and instead, they were followed by strange carts of obvious dwarven make. The carts moved to the seriously wounded and drew them inside. Ivar allowed himself a smile when he saw his Rota among the Choosers of the Slain

The Valkyrie appeared calm, but for some reason, worry and panic hid behind her eyes instead of the battle lust that Ivar expected. It was but a fleeting thing, and he was inclined to attribute it to his own surging adrenaline and the still strange ways of the divine. Nevertheless, she was still beautiful, and he wanted nothing more than to take her into his arms and have her right there on top of the corpses of their enemies. It seemed the proper way to make love to a Valkyrie, but it was probably best not to take liberties with a Battle Maiden.

“You have done well, Ivar the Boneless,” declared Rota, her clear voice ringing through the metal halls. “The Allfather is pleased.”

“I am humbled to receive his praise,” replied Ivar, dipping his head, “and I stand ready to fulfill any other instructions he may have.”

“He bids you to bring your men back on board the Aesir’s long boat, where they will be met with a feast to celebrate this victory.”

“What of my wounded and my dead?”

“Your wounded will be healed and returned hale and hearty. Your dead will pass into Hel’s domain. Only Ragnarok will free them.”

“This was not the final battle,” mused Ivar. The victory had seemed too easy to justify the Sagas and Eddas written of it, despite the fire giants and star-spangled fields.

“No, Ivar Ragnarsson. This was but a first skirmish between scouting parties. The final battle will take many years and tens of thousands more of the honored dead of Midgard will arrive to fight it. Gather your men and celebrate your victory, for this is only the eve of a thousand battles that the Einherjar must fight.” Rota spun on her heel and marched away through the carnage to wherever it was that Valkyries resided, and she left before Ivar could ask if she wanted to join him in the celebrations.

Ivar’s eyes followed the mesmerizing sway of the blond Valkyrie’s hips. Even after one night together, Rota was still beyond his reach. There was something that kept her distant from him, though he knew not what. Maybe a thousand more battles would be enough to win him the glory of the gods and the love of a Valkyrie.
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“The subjects have proven to be one hundred percent effective. They boarded two Ursine Dreadnoughts and captured them both with minimal casualties. The Ursine casualty rate aboard the two ships was one hundred percent.” The elation in the Over-Marshall’s voice was unmistakable, and even the Chancellor looked pleased for the first time in years.

“They defeated a small skirmishing fleet, nothing more. The subjects will need to destroy and capture a thousand times that number of Ursines if we hope to make even the slightest dent in the enemy’s forces. Even the most generous models indicate that they will be spent as a fighting force long before then.” The High Mathematician looked like she had bitten into a sour fruit. Her credibility in the Council had taken a major blow, and she was expending political capital like water just to retain her position. Her argument was pro forma, and she knew it.

“Yes, but we have to remember this first batch of subjects was nothing more than a test run, a proof of concept. We will need to expand the program and bring even more warriors from the past to fight in the present, hundreds of thousands or millions more.”

“Is that wise?” asked the Chancellor. “Our forerunners deliberately weeded aggression and individuality out of our society for a reason. Introducing so many of the…unadjusted into the Collective could destroy it as utterly as the Ursines. Can you even ensure that you can keep control of your savages?”

“We will only take from those eras where the technology is significantly less advanced than our own. This will allow us to maintain control over them. It is thought by our historians that a specific alternate reality can be constructed for each group as we have with this one…”

“Wait, what? Each group?”

“Yes, by diversifying our warriors from across different cultures and eras, we will be able to better find an ideal combat mix for fighting and ultimately defeating the Ursines. I am interested in these warriors from feudal Japan…”


Oorah
Bruce Erling Strange
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I sat at the sickbay duty desk, scrolling through a university catalog on the desk’s holo-display. As a Hospital Corpsman, my daily duty station was in sickbay. If you aren’t familiar with the Navy or Naval ships, think of it like a hospital emergency room, only smaller, and instead of chipper nurses, you get salty sailors called Corpsmen.

A Corpsman’s duties aboard ship ran the gamut of orderly to nurse to paramedic. We had open sick call twice a day, where any sailor could report for diagnosis and treatment without authorization. A sailor could come at any time with authorization from their commander or any time in the case of a medical emergency. Typical emergencies came in the form of electrical burns or maybe a crushed hand or foot. We even dealt with a severed finger once when the cook got a new assistant. Someone may or may not have spread the rumor that the finger was never found, and it may have ended up being ground up and served.

Behind me, Hospitalman Apprentice Cervantes and the hologram of Lieutenant Commander Nelson droned through the discharge procedures of Marine Private First Class Delbert Samson, currently our only patient. Even though Apprentice Cervantes went through the same hospital corps school that I did, she wouldn’t rate the title of Corpsman until she reached an E-4 rank, thus earning the title of Hospital Corpsman Third Class. I am Hospital Corpsman Second Class Whitefeather, or just HM2 Whitefeather, since I’m an E-5. Confusing, I know, but that’s the Navy in a nutshell. And the reason there was a hologram of a doctor in sickbay instead of a real one was because as a frigate, the United Republic Spaceship Galveston didn’t rate her own ship’s doctor. Instead, we relied upon the doctors onboard the URSS Hospital Ship David Ray via interstellar holo-communication.

The hologram of the commander spoke with only a slight crackle. “Apprentice Cervantes, report on the patient’s most recent vitals and relay to me the significance of those readings.”

I liked the Commander. He respected even the most junior enlisted. Hospital Corpsman First Class Andal, the ranking Corpsman in sickbay, referred to Lieutenant Commander Nelson as a “teaching doctor.” Every situation was a teaching moment to the Commander, and I had to admit we were all better for it.

Technically, I should have been supervising HA Cervantes, but she was a bright kid. So I continued scrolling, trying to find something that would pique my interest. In the corner of the display, a number blinked lazily in red: twenty-five. Twenty-five days until my discharge. Twenty-five days to try and figure out what my next step in life would be. Surviving the hunger and violence of my homeworld and then getting off that rock as soon as I could had been like winning life’s lottery.

If I was completely honest with myself, I would have to say I did enjoy the discipline of the Navy, discipline being a concept I was used to. Members of our tribe, my father included, routinely volunteered for military service as soon as they came of age. Then they would return home and put that training to good use defending our hunting grounds from rival tribes. Not me, though. I had no desire to go back. I liked not having to worry about the threat of being stabbed or shot at every day.

But I was in my fifth year of a four-year enlistment, and I missed open air, the blue sky of day, the winking stars on a clear night. Turned out being out among the stars in a cramped ship with recycled air was not the same as watching them from the ground, even ground soaked with the blood of my people.

Who knows? I might have voluntarily re-enlisted after my fourth year if given the chance. But that decision was made for me. The Navy can, and frequently did, extend an enlistment for a critical rating in times of war or conflict. When I enlisted, I made the unfortunate choice of taking the recommendation of my recruiter and choosing to go to Hospital Corps school. I’m sure he got a big fat bonus for that. As bad luck would have it, Hospital Corpsman was a critical rating.

In fact, I would probably be Hospital Corpsman First Class Petty Officer Whitefeather instead of just second class had I bothered to take the exam. But I had no desire to be a lifer and wanted out of the Navy quickest. As for conflict, since the Zetalon Confederation’s impetus to join the United Republic was the fact that it had a pirate and rebel problem, the United Republic Navy had no shortage of conflict.

The hologram of the Commander addressed the patient directly and snapped me out of my musings. “Private Samson, the new concussion protocol, and in particular the experimental brain scanner, seems to have done very well. We shaved off recovery time by a good thirty percent.”

One word caught the Marine’s attention. “Experimental?”

“Of course. You didn’t think we’d experiment on Navy personnel? Having a Marine to test it on was perfect timing on your part.”

I broke in without taking my eyes off the screen. “The Lieutenant Commander is just messing with you, Samson. We tested that thing on three other jarheads before you. Apprentice Cervantes got the job of mopping up the puddles of the goo they turned into.”

Cervantes’s delayed laugh told everyone in the room she didn’t quite get the joke.

Life aboard ship, even one with the job of pirate interdiction, was much safer than home. The Galveston had only been in one major engagement that resulted in damage to the ship and casualties to the crew during my extended tour. Most of the pirate ships we had encountered tended to run or surrender when confronted. In that engagement, out of the dozens of missiles fired upon us, only one had made it through our point defense, piercing the ship’s hull. The seriously injured filled the sickbay to full capacity, occupying all six of the beds. We made “house calls” to those with less serious injuries who had been ordered to remain in their bunks. With only two corpsmen and two hospital apprentices, we didn’t get much sleep until we were able to rendezvous with a hospital ship to offload the seriously injured. That was an exciting time.

Then there were the Marines, the United Republic Space Marines. Frigates like the Galveston rated a single platoon of forty Marines. They were tasked with the brunt of the pirate hunting work. They had the fun job of boarding disabled vessels who thought they could outrun us or assaulting the occasional pirate base if we were fortunate enough to find one. Armed and armored with the best the United Republic had to offer, they were the tip of the spear, or at least they thought so. “Oorah,” as they would say.

Even so, we rarely dealt with the Marines since, until recently, they had their own Corpsman assigned to them. I say until recently, since just three months ago our Marine detachment fell into an ambush on what intel told us was a neutral mining station. They had been lying in wait on the station while the Galveston hid behind a nearby planetoid. The mission had been to capture a pirate lieutenant we had been tracking down for months. This particular group of pirates was the most effective out of all the rogue groups that plagued the Zetalon sector. The hope had been that said pirate would lead us to their main base of operations.

Not totally trusting the station, the Marines held the com station to prevent anyone from warning the pirates. The ship turned out to be a hijacked luxury yacht. When the Marines sprang their trap and boarded the vessel, the station’s crew turned on them. Caught between two enemy groups, the Marines suffered heavy casualties but were able to withdraw to their assault shuttle and escape. By the time the Galveston arrived, the pirate yacht had fled. After picking up the Marines and assessing their casualties, Andal and Commander Nelson urged Captain Stevenson not to pursue and make way towards the closest hospital ship, which happened to be the David Ray, to save the severely wounded. Before leaving, our Captain gave the station a chance to surrender, and when they refused, we left nothing but debris in our wake.

That was another time when sickbay was full, this time with injured Marines, at least until we made our rendezvous. I did get to meet the Commander in person that day.

But now, all the lesser injured Marines had already been discharged, with Samson being the only one left. He had suffered a severe concussion, but the Commander was confident that he would recover well enough onboard our ship and thus could rejoin his platoon.

With all the formalities of the discharge complete, the hologram tried to pat the Marine on the shoulder, but his arm just fuzzed as it passed through. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this new hologram stuff.”

With a snort, I said, “You miss the smell of bedpans, Commander?”

“Certainly not. I guess that would be a positive point for this new technology.” The Commander looked back to the Marine. “All right, Private Samson, do you have any questions before I discharge you?”

“Yes, sir. How are my platoon mates doing over there?”

The Commander pulled up a display only he could see. “Now you understand, in order for me to protect patient privacy, I can only give you general information?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s see. Duncan, Kyle, Gonzalez, and Watanabe have been moved out of ICU and are in good condition.”

“What about Sergeant Kyle’s leg, sir? Doc Bernsen and I worked really hard to try and save as much of it as we could.”

“So, you assisted your Corpsman in the battle?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, you did an excellent job with what you had to work with. With the combination of the suit’s healing med-gel and your ministrations, we were able to save the leg to just above the knee, and as you probably know, this will allow for a fully combat-capable prosthetic. I imagine he’ll be back in the unit within a few months.”

“And Doc Bernsen?”

“I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news there regarding your Corpsman. As you know, he took the brunt of the blast that injured you both.”

“All I remember was him knocking me to the deck. Then I woke up in here.”

The hologram bent down, as if moving an unseen chair, and sat down seemingly in the air in front of the Marine. “Corpsman Bernsen is in a coma. He not only saved you by knocking you down, but also jumped on top of Sergeant Kyle. He took the brunt of the blast on himself. We had the devil of a time separating him from his armor.”

“Yes, sir.”

Turning in my chair, I interjected. “The best we could do was seal him in a bath of med-gel, suit and all, as we waited for your arrival.”

Samson stared at me, and I looked away.

“Private Samson, I will tell you this. Your Corpsman…”

“He was not just my Corpsman, sir. He was…is…my friend. My platoon, they’re my family, sir.”

With a nod of understanding, the hologram continued, “Corpsman Bernsen is receiving the best care imaginable. And being in a coma is the best thing for him right now. His body needs time to heal.”

The solemnity of the moment was broken by the entry of HM1 Andal. “Looks like I’m just in time.” The petty officer held two bundles, one under each arm. One bundle looked like a set of Marine fatigues and the other, inexplicably, was a battle helmet. “Good morning, Commander. It’s my understanding that PFC Samson here will be discharged today?”

Attention still on the Marine, the Commander said, “Chin up, Private Samson, and Hooyah.”

“Thank you, sir. And…um…it’s Private First Class Samson, not just Private, sir. And it’s ‘Oorah.’”

“I don’t think I’ll ever understand the Marines.” The hologram tried patting the PFC on the leg, then with an exasperated sigh, stood up. “Good morning, Petty Officer Andal. You are in fact correct. Your staff and I were just finishing up.” Then to the Marine, “PFC Samson, you are officially discharged. However, your platoon commander is a sergeant, correct?”

Samson answered, “Yes, sir. Captain Rivers died early in our deployment and hasn’t been replaced.”

The hologram nodded. “I will be sending over orders to your sergeant with the recommendation that you be put on light duty for the next few weeks.”

Andal broke in. “Would light duty preclude combat in an emergency sir? Because we have a situation, and I was ordered to get Samson back to his unit soonest.”

“Honestly, I must say, the new treatment has worked wonders and there should be no reason to keep Samson on light duty if the situation requires it. But I had hoped to further document PFC Samson’s post-treatment with a calmer baseline than combat would dictate.”

“Sooo…”

“Yes, Petty Officer Andal, PFC Samson is released as combat ready. But! If at all possible, I would prefer him to be kept out of the thick of any engagement.”

“Perfect.” Andal tossed the fatigues to the Marine. “Report to your platoon as soon as you’re dressed.” Samson started to undo his hospital gown. “Use the screen! We don’t want to see your junk.”

“With that, I will take my leave. Gentlemen.” With a salute, the hologram winked out.

“What’s with the helmet?” I asked.

Andal set the helmet down on the desk. “This, Petty Officer Second Class Whitefeather, is for you.”

Cervantes interjected, “Looks damaged.”

“Eh, just a scratch.”

“Wow, a huge chunk of the armor plate is missing.” Cervantes picked it up and examined it closer. “What’s on the back? A caduceus?”

Andal snatched the battle-worn helmet and set it back in front of me. “Just a scratch. The armorer checked it out and gave it a pass. And the caduceus marks it as a Corpsman’s helmet.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Andal, what did you do and why do you keep putting that thing in front of me?”

“That’s Petty Officer First Class Andal to you, and I didn’t do anything, really. Besides, you are a Corpsman, are you not? That made you the logical choice for the mission, and the Captain and Master Sergeant agreed.”

“Nope.” I pushed the swivel chair back from the desk, crossing my arms. “Nope. I joined the Navy and not the Marines for a reason. I avoided Corpsman Fleet Marine Hospital school for a reason.”

“What reason is that? I’ve read your service jacket and I’ve seen your tribe tats. They are legit. You’ve seen combat. A lot of combat.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t combat. It was survival. And as soon as I was old enough, I snuck off to the nearest recruiter to get off that planet.”

“Well, you have exactly twenty minutes to get your butt in gear and report to the armorer with that helmet. He’ll need to fit you into your combat battle armor.”

“Combat armor!” I shot up out of the chair, and I might have screeched that a little too loud. “Andal, I have twenty-five days left. Twenty-five. You can’t do this to me.”

“Too late. It’s done. Orders have been cut. Which is why your wrist com is blinking. As for your twenty-five days. The ship has already altered course, and you won’t be discharged any time soon. A mining ship stumbled upon a damaged and stranded luxury yacht with pirate markings not far from here. It appears our escaped pirate lieutenant is stranded. And we’re on our way to get him.”

“I don’t have combat medical training.” I really, really didn’t want to do this.

“Meh. The suits do most of the work for you: med-gel, anesthetics, tourniquets. The armorer collected the Marine Corpsman’s gear, including his backup kit. You’ll need to check that out, too.”

“Bernsen. Their Corpsman’s name was Bernsen. And…” I cut off what I was about to say when the privacy screen PFC Samson was using was ripped aside.

The young Marine stalked up to us. “Joel Bernsen is his name, not was. You heard the Commander. He’s going to be fine.” His eyes locked on the helmet. “Is that…?” The Marine scooped it up. Then, as he stalked out of the sickbay, he said, “Nope, not gonna happen.”
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One nice thing about a Marine battle suit is you never needed a chair. Just pop a squat in a comfortable position, give the right command, the armor frame locked in place and the mag-boots locked to the deck. Myself and twenty-nine Marines all sat in such a manner as we listened to Master Sergeant Watts give us a mission briefing in the frigate’s launch bay.

I fingered the scar on my borrowed battle helm as I listened wondering if there was enough armor left to stop a bullet or shrapnel. After a heated argument between Chief Kelly, the ship’s armorer, and PFC Samson, one in which Master Sergeant Watts had to intervene, the PFC gave up the helmet of his friend. Turned out the scar covered the Marine Corps globe and anchor. Every Marine battle helmet had a globe and anchor emblem affixed to their battle helmets. As a Fleet Marine Corpsman, Bernsen had earned the right to wear the logo. I had not.

Soon after liberating Bernsen’s helmet, Chief Kelly had me in a battle suit running diagnostics and going through the basics of its operation. The Marine battle suits consisted of a powered exoskeleton fit over the standard Space Navy environment suits and fitted with one-inch-thick titanium ceramic alloy armor plating, which could withstand most medium and small arms rounds. As further protection, each plated piece was also coated with an energy dampening enamel, painted in a mottled black and gray camouflage.

Chief Kelly spent most of the time going over the operation of the combat helmet, which was basically the brains of the suit. Each helm contained a tiny holo-emitter, which functioned as a heads-up display, or HUD. The HUD was designed to display information without compromising the wearer’s vision. Officers and senior non-coms had extra communication abilities and administrative privileges and could override any Marine’s suit under their command. As the assigned Corpsman, I had those same privileges and could use them in the case of a medical emergency. However, an officer had the ability to override the Corpsman if necessary. Each incident, of course, would be flagged in the battle log for review after each action.

Before releasing me for the mission briefing, the Chief left me with, “You just pay attention to that HUD. It will orient itself according to your position and give you recommendations according to your duties and orders. Although the HUD is completely customizable, I recommend you not change anything. Corpsman Bernsen was a squared away sailor and knew his stuff.”

My head was still spinning after that run through, but I did get the gist of the mission. We would board the assault shuttle and wait while the Galveston approached the pirate vessel. When in range, the shuttle would be launched at the pirate ship, pierce the hull, the Marines would board, then take the ship. The assault force was arranged into two squads, and each squad was broken down into three fire teams each. One squad commanded by Staff Sergeant Haley would secure the breaching area. The second squad, commanded by Master Sergeant Watts, would take engineering and thus ensure control of the ship. Then the Marines would work forward, eliminating pirates on the way to the ship’s helm. I would hang back during the initial assault, ready to be called upon.

After the briefing, as we queued up to enter the assault shuttle, Master Sergeant Watts addressed each Marine as they boarded. PFC Samson stood at his side. As I approached, the sergeant pulled me out.

“Are we going to have a problem, Corpsman?”

I glanced at Samson, who just shrugged. Although, I had never dealt with a Marine sergeant, I had dealt with plenty of Navy Chief Petty Officers. I knew better than to answer right way. I stood at attention and locked my eyes on a spot on the shuttle’s door frame and stared straight ahead.

We stood there for a moment as he stared me down. “What makes you think you can replace our Corpsman?”

“This wasn’t my idea, Sergeant Watts…” I didn’t get to finish, because suddenly he was in my face.

“That’s Master Sergeant Watts, Corpsman. Got it?”

“Got it, Master Sergeant.” I kept my eyes forward. You don’t spend five years in the Navy without someone getting in your face. He backed off a bit.

I continued, “Believe me, Master Sergeant. I’d rather be anywhere else. But I do know my job.”

“We’ll see about that. What I need from you are three things. One, keep my Marines alive. Two, keep my Marines fighting. Three, that rifle on your back is to be used. I expect you to fight. Got it?”

“Got it, Master Sergeant.”

“Your service history shows you are proficient with the rifle and expert with the pistol.”

“Yes, Master Sergeant. Before I joined the Navy, I carried a sidearm for as long as I can remember.” I patted the ancient M97 sidearm holstered to my chest armor. It sat right next to a field medic laser cutter, and underneath that was a row of rifle magazines.

The Master Sergeant nodded. “PFC Samson will be assigned to you for the duration of the Op. You stick with him and follow his lead.” He tapped the side of my helmet. “You pay attention to your helmet’s HUD. Practice while we wait on board during approach. You need to be familiar with all my Marines. Got it?”

“Got it, Master Sergeant.” This echoed the instructions of Chief Kelly.

With that, he released me to enter the shuttle. Latches lined the shuttle bay’s bulkhead, which, when attached to our armor, would secure us in place for the breach. My HUD directed me to my spot.

Samson stood next to me.

I started pulling the magazine bags off the front my chest to put them away and make room for more bandages and med-gel.

Samson shook his head at me. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Keep the kit as Doc had it. Besides, Master Sergeant will get in your face about it when he sees it. Rifleman first.”

I reached for another mag, but he stopped me.

“Look, Doc wasn’t just my brother, he was my friend. He knew what he was doing. Keep your kit the way he arranged it. This should be a quick boarding. We’ve done these a hundred times. Most likely you won’t need the gel or the bandages, but if you do, they’ll be right there in your bag.”

“I’m not a rifleman. I’m a Corpsman.”

“Today you’re a Marine, whether you or I like it or not, and it’s my job to keep you alive.”

I couldn’t help myself, as the resentment boiled up inside me. I didn’t want to be here. I answered, “Like you kept your last Corpsman alive?”

He didn’t respond.

I gave up on rearranging the chest gear. Locking my suit in a sitting position, I laid the med kit in my lap. I pulled up the recommended kit inventory in my HUD, comparing it to the kit’s contents. Everything in the kit matched the recommended inventory except for one item. I pulled out a box of crayons and gave Samson a confused look.

All he did was snort and look away.

The Master Sergeant walked up and down the bay for a final inspection. When he got to me, he switched to a private channel and got in my face. “What are your three duties?” There was an edge to his voice.

I answered, “Keep your Marines alive, keep them fighting, and fight.” Did he hear my conversation with Samson? “Listen, Sarge, I…”

He cut me off. “Master Sergeant.”

“Master Sergeant…” This time I was cut off by a klaxon.

The pilot’s channel overrode all others. “Approaching target.”

The Master Sergeant shoved me back, and the restraints on the bulkhead snapped on to my suit, effectively immobilizing me. Yup, he was listening.

The Master Sergeant switched to the main channel, and we all heard his order. “Last checks and then secure yourselves!”

The rest of the platoon answered, “Oorah!”

So much for familiarizing myself with the HUD.

We felt the shuttle shoot out of the Galveston’s launch bay and felt the impact as the shuttle’s tungsten carbonite nose pierced the pirate ship’s hull. The nose of the shuttle split open, securing the assault ship to the hull and creating an airtight seal. With a pop, our restraints were loosed, and Marines poured out of the bay. Samson held me back until we got the order to move out.

Almost immediately, updates on the squad’s health flashed on my HUD: adrenaline spikes, pulse counts, blood pressure. It was too much.

PFC Samson started forward. When I didn’t follow, he grabbed my arm.

“Wait! It’s too much, I can’t…”

“Talk to it. Tell the computer what you want. That’s how Doc used to do it.”

“Suit, reduce alert levels.” Immediately, the scrolling stopped. Still there were too many windows open. How did Bernsen keep track of it all? I rearranged virtual windows in the HUD, setting some to only pop up on condition red.

“Corpsman, we gotta go!” I followed him out. The pilot shut and secured the entrance to the shuttle behind us.

As planned, the shuttle pierced the ship’s hull into a large storage area. Pallets of stacked provisions and supplies scattered across the bay, making it into a maze. An overlay of the area popped up on my HUD, and I could see the green dots of second squad clearing the bay. Bright red dots, presumably pirates, appeared and soon turned a darker red with an “x” over them.

We bore to the right, heading for the aft of the ship, passing through a large kitchen, then out into a corridor. Several doors along the corridor had been blasted open and presumably cleared with grenades, as evidenced by the mangled corpses within. This craft hadn’t been in civilian hands in a long time, and even though there was a chance there still may be hostages, the priority was to secure the area around the breaching point and ensure our forces couldn’t be split by any opposing force.

The corridor terminated aft at the entry to engineering. Marines stacked to either side of a locked hatch as one Marine, my HUD showed him to be Corporal Lakey, sprayed breaching gel around the frame. Samson pulled me to the side and motioned for me to crouch with my back to the hatch and put my head down. He did the same along the opposite bulkhead.

There was a flash, and the hatch fell inward. Two Marines tossed in flash bangs, and the rest rushed in CQB. In my HUD, one Marine’s status flashed red, then subsided to yellow. Lance Corporal Dawkins. All others remained a steady green.

“I got a yellow.”

Samson motioned for me to sit tight.

A call came from engineering. “Clear!”

Then we got the call. “Corpsman!”

Samson motioned me forward.

Four bodies laid on the ground, blood pooling underneath them. Clean kills. Two Marines, PFCs Jackson and Sandoval, stood over a fifth pirate with a wound to the abdomen sitting against a bulkhead. The pirates’ hands pressed tight against the bleeding wound. I could see a blood smear down the wall behind him, where he must have slid down.

Master Sergeant Watts motioned for me to come over. “Get this man stable. We need a prisoner. Got it?”

I nodded and moved towards the prisoner. Then the Master Sergeant’s visage filled my screen, blocking my view, and on a private channel, he growled, “Verbal acknowledgment, Corpsman.”

“Got it, Master Sergeant.” His face vanished, and I could see again. Neat trick. Leave it to a Marine Sergeant to figure out a way to virtually get in your face. I slapped a vitals patch to the prisoner’s forehead. My HUD scrolled triage protocol instructions for a hostile prisoner. To the PFCs, “Has the prisoner been checked for weapons and traps?”

PFC Jackson answered, “He had a boot knife, nothing else.”

I turned to Samson. “Help me lay him down.” We got him on his back, and then I rolled him on his side. The man grunted in pain. “Hold him.” The exit wound needed to be tended to first. Using my cutter, I sliced the shirt up and away from the wound. It was baseball-sized and oozing blood. A patch should do it. Samson had already plucked one out of the bag and was handing it to me. I slapped on the patch and activated it, which did three things: the edges adhered to the skin, med-gel sealed the wound, and a local anesthetic would ease the pain.

We rolled him back over. “What’s your name?”

“Screw you.” So much for patient management.

“I need to look at that wound. I need you to move your hands away.” Another more vulgar answer this time. “Fine.” I issued the command for a stronger sedative, and the forehead patch did its work. The pirate went limp.

The Master Sergeant was giving commands behind me. Without looking up, I interrupted him as I cut away the front of the prisoner’s shirt. “No. Dawkins stays.” There was only a heartbeat of a pause, and in the corner of my HUD, I could see the colored blips of squad members rearranging as the Master Sergeant changed his move orders.

I expected the gut wound to be nasty. There was a lot of blood, but as I moved the wounded pirate’s hands away, I could see the blood pooling on the abdomen, but it wasn’t from the gut wound. The man’s right hand was practically blown away. Only the pinky was left, and when the grip of his left hand slackened, blood started pumping out of the mangled wrist. Crap. My HUD flashed with the man’s rapidly dropping blood pressure. I slid a tourniquet up and over the elbow and engaged it. With a hiss, it tightened, and the blood slowed to a trickle.

My HUD was telling me the hand wound was priority over the gut. Apparently, the patch to the back had done its job. Now I had options. Recommended procedure was to carefully bandage and try to save the remaining hand. Screw that, he’s a pirate. Plus, the Master Sergeant had engaged his plan of attack, and the Marines would be back in combat soon.

Placing the arm flat on the deck, I used the laser on my cutting tool and made a clean slice at the wrist joint.

In a surprised tone, PFC Samson said, “You just cut off his hand.”

“What hand? Besides, he’s a pirate, who cares?” Cut finished, I attached a limb cup to the stump and engaged it, sealing the wound. “There, that should give him a clean stump so he can attach a pirate hook or something.”

“Hook?” Samson gave me a confused look.

“Pirate hook? You know, like in the holos?” Apparently, that didn’t register. “Never mind.” The gut wound just needed a patch and done.

I looked up. Jackson and Sandoval’s fireteam had been replaced by Lance Corporal Dawkins’s team. They were all a bit salty. Dawkins’s indicator was already back to a pale green. I examined him.

As I tilted his head, Dawkins said, “It’s nothing. A round just sliced the suit.”

Sure enough, a faint gray line slashed across the side of the Marine’s neck where the suit had repaired itself. The discoloration was intentional to the suit’s design. The repair gel inside the suit’s skin was designed to be a lighter color to help with medical diagnoses on the field and repair in the armory.

I placed a hand on each side of the Marine’s neck in a quick palpation. No abnormalities. At the same time, I had pulled up the Lance Corporal’s suit log on my HUD, and it showed the repair, but no medical administration.

“Swallow.”

“What?”

“Do it.”

He swallowed.

I was tempted to have him pull the helmet so I could perform a more thorough check, but we were still in combat, so I checked that.

“You were lucky, Lance Corporal.”

“Not so lucky. Now I’m stuck on prisoner duty.”

“Keep your chin down next time. Besides, he ain’t going anywhere. That patch will keep him sedated for hours.”

“Corpsman, time to move.” This from Samson.

I took one look around engineering. Engineering Specialist Cho had jacked into the ship’s mainframe, hands busily engaging menus and buttons only he could see. I scanned the command channel. Cho had updated it with: Engineering controlled, helm locked out, gravity, life control, and power all green.

Samson and I stacked at the door, and then just like that, we were back in the fight.

When we reached the storage area, a fire team of four Marines guarded the sealed entrance to the shuttle.

“Corpsman to the helm.” This from the Master Sergeant.

We picked up our pace, heading down a grimy hallway towards the helm. More blasted doors and corpses.

When we reached the end of the corridor, we could see the hatch to the helm was still closed, but to the right, an entry had been made, presumably with blast gel. PFC Dorman stood outside the entrance and stopped us.

Samson pointed to the makeshift entrance. “What gives?”

The PFC replied, “Sergeant Haley didn’t like the readings he was getting from the main hatch, so we made our own hole. Good thing, too, the door was rigged to blow outwards. The sergeant is spraying goop on the explosives.”

“Goop?” I asked.

“Gelled Osillium Ordinance Paste. Keeps explosives from going boom.”

Funny guy.

Then something went boom.

The hatch to the helm flew outwards, back down the corridor, narrowly missing Samson. My senses were momentarily dulled as my helm blacked out, protecting me from the flash and bang. Then I could hear cursing mixed with groans on the med channel.

Before the inevitable call of “Corpsman!” I pushed Dorman aside and rushed in.

Sergeant Haley laid on his back twitching. Immediately burn and concussion trauma options were highlighted in my HUD. The sergeant’s left side was blackened by the blast.

As I knelt before him, I asked, “SITREP?”

Master Sergeant Watts answered, “The sergeant was applying goop…”

Sergeant Haley cut in, pain in his voice. “Something reacted with the gel and the charge detonated.”

The sergeant’s suit had been burned away, exposing cracked and burned skin between the armor plates on the sergeant’s left side. Blood started to ooze all over the burned area. Treatment was clear. “Master Sergeant, I’m going to have to put him under before I apply the burn gel.”

“Can it be avoided?”

“He’ll pass out from the pain, anyway. We treat burns like these a lot aboard ship. We’ll need to peel off those armor plates and then OOC, order of care, calls for med-gel to cover the burns. The gel will stop any bleeding, apply local anesthetic, and antibiotics. But if there are any exposed nerves, which I’m sure there will be, he’s going to feel like he was just dipped in acid. Best to put him out.”

The Master Sergeant knelt at the wounded sergeant’s side. “Haley, the doc is about to put you out. Give me a quick report on what you think happened.”

“Yeah, they figured out some way for the charge to detonate upon contact with the gel, which is supposed to be impossible. May have been some sort of temperature sensor.”

“Got it. Corpsman, get to work.”

With his uninjured arm, Haley grasped the Master Sergeant. “Anyone else hurt? The PFC was guarding the door.”

I answered, “He was clear.”

The sergeant nodded. “I’m ready.” But then he started cursing and banging his good hand on the deck.

I looked to the Master Sergeant, who was actually grinning. “He just spent a month’s pay on a new tattoo on that arm.” Then with a shrug, “I told him that thing was ugly.”

I issued a command, and the sergeant’s suit administered an anesthetic, rendering him unconscious. Samson and I removed the armor plates. The crackling sound of the skin peeling off with the armor was not pleasant. I treated the wounded area. Done, I addressed the Master Sergeant. “Recommend moving Sergeant Haley to the shuttle. I’ll need to grab a stretcher first.”

“There’s one in the shuttle. Take Samson, then get back soonest. Got it?”

“Got it, Master Sergeant.”

When we reached the shuttle, the fire team guarding it stopped us.

Samson spoke up. “We need the stretcher from the shuttle.”

Corporal Evans said, “Dawkins just took it down to engineering.”

“I didn’t authorize that,” I said. Then, “Why is there only one stretcher?”

The Corporal shrugged.

Samson and I headed back to engineering.

Just as we entered the kitchen, a hand extended down from a ceiling vent and something dropped down at our feet. My helmet display went black for a split second and the outside sound muted. Flash bang? Our suits negated the effect as bodies began to drop down on top of us. I staggered forward as a body hit me from behind, but the suit kept me upright. I drew my handgun. Something hit me from behind. I spun around. Instinctively, my left hand raised to protect my head and I punched the handgun forward, right into the face of a pirate just inches away. He had been raising some sort of huge wrench. The punch staggered him back into the line of fire of another pirate, whose shotgun had been leveled at my back. I put two rounds in staggered pirate and then emptied the rest of the magazine in shotgun pirate. Then the lack of training began to tell. I dropped the empty magazine fumbling at my side for a fresh reload.

Samson yelled, “Corpsman! Rounds down range!”

“I’m out!”

“Stow that handgun, you idiot, and use the rifle!”

Doh. Two bodies already laid at the private’s feet, and he was busily putting rounds through the kitchen hatchway as more pirates tried to rush in.

I began to fire. We alternated, keeping their heads down. There was chaos over the coms. Apparently, a large group of pirates had been stowed in a smuggling compartment and had taken the storage area, effectively splitting our force.

Private Samson updated the sergeant. “Four dropped on us in the kitchen, Master Sergeant. My best guess is they were headed for engineering. We’re holding them out of the kitchen for now, but we’ll need…gah!” He cut off as a pirate round penetrated the crook of his arm between the armor plates. His status flashed red in my HUD.

“You’re hit.” I let the rifle dangle on its sling and grabbed for the med bag. Samson was able to squeeze off a few more rounds before his supporting arm went limp and his rifle dropped.

“Keep firing or they’ll rush us!”

Which is exactly what happened.

Four pirates rushed through the hatch, taking cover. Keeping their heads down, they raised their mismatched weapons over their ducking heads, indiscriminately firing in our direction. Rounds pinged off our armor. Samson smashed open the door to a walk-in freezer and we both took up firing positions from inside. Unable to steady his rifle, Samson knelt and pulled his sidearm and emptied magazine after magazine. His left hand was still functional so with his left forearm braced on his bent thigh he was able to reload, if awkwardly.

While our concentration was on keeping their heads down, a huge pirate lumbered through the kitchen hatch clad in mismatched red painted battle plate blasting a shotgun from the hip. A chunk of the wall above my head disintegrated from the blast. Recognizing an armored enemy, my HUD immediately highlighted possible weak points. I tried for the faceplate, but the beast’s head was down, and my rounds just bounced off. He lumbered forward faster. The other pirates jumped out from cover to rush us. Samson went for an exposed area at the knee and managed to put the big guy down. Suddenly exposed, the others behind ducked back into cover, but not before I dropped one.

The massive pirate started to rise. Closer now, I couldn’t miss. My first few rounds cracked the helmet’s visor, knocking his head back. My following rounds penetrated his exposed throat and up underneath the helmet. Blood ran in a sheet down his chest.

Then I took a hit to my helmet. Stunned, I exposed myself to more fire and took several hits center mass. The armor absorbed the impact, but the concentrated fire caused me to topple over out into the room.

Then the Master Sergeant’s voice came over the com. “Watch your six!”

With his good arm, Samson grabbed my leg and pulled me back inside the freezer. There was a whoosh from behind, and then a thump thump as two M9 grenades detonated among the pirates. Dawkins’s fire team advanced past our room like black armor-clad avenging angels, pouring fire down range, finishing off the rest of the pirates in the kitchen and then taking firing positions outside in the storage bay.

“Thanks for that.” Samson’s only answer was a grunt. Samson’s vitals flashed red in my HUD. “Let me see the arm.” Sure enough, a round had seemingly ricocheted up the PFC’s armored forearm, right through the unarmored joint, penetrating the suit. The suit had sealed itself and the wound, but the injury wouldn’t allow Samson the use of the arm. It recommended painkillers and him to be pulled out of combat.

“Screw that noise. Override. I need to get back in there.”

“You can’t even hold up your rifle, much less reload.”

With a grunt, the Marine used his good arm to fix the injured one into a firing position, then locked the servo, immobilizing the limb. “There. I can reload with my other arm, and I can still rotate with my shoulder.” He showed me, and I could see the pain in his face. I authorized a localized numbing agent for the arm and changed his status from red to yellow, and just like that, he was back in the fight.

My HUD flashed red as one of the advancing Marines went down. Dawkins again. “Corpsman!”

Samson rushed forward to take his place outside the kitchen. I pulled the injured and cursing Dawkins into the room. Upon examination, I couldn’t find an entry wound, but my HUD showed his high pulse rate and a slight drop in blood pressure. His left leg bounced up and down and he rhythmically banged the deck with his fists.

“Where were you hit?”

He slapped the armor on his right thigh.

“Override armor security, Lance Corporal Dawkins, medical emergency authorization HM3 Jacob Whitefeather.” I felt a click, then I was able to pull the armor plate up, then out. Blood started to ooze from the corporal’s thigh. A good three-by-two section of the muscle was torn apart in a chewed-up mess. The suit had too much damage to repair itself or seal the wound. Oozing was better than spurting, telling me there was no artery damage. I double-checked the corporal’s suit log. No tourniquet had been applied, although with the damage to the suit, I wasn’t sure that would even be possible.

“Can you roll on your left side?” I helped him roll over and popped off the rear armor plate. No visible damage, suit a consistent black, no visible repair. I checked the back of the plate: nothing.

Then I checked the back of the foreplate. Embedded in the plate was a mangled round. I couldn’t even tell the caliber or type of round. I plucked it out and stuffed it in a pouch.

“Corporal, this is going to hurt.” The Marine just gritted his teeth, but didn’t look away. I did my best to palpate the thigh without exacerbating the injury, but I needed to know if the artery or femur were damaged. “All right, can you lift your leg?” He couldn’t, so I helped, earning me a colorful string of curses.

From what I could gather, the round somehow got under the armored thigh plate, glanced off the femur, then stuck to the back of the plate. Maybe a ricochet from the deck? I’d probably never know.

Crazy.

“All right, I’m going to dress this and try and fit the plate back on. No open fracture to the femur and the bleeding is not arterial.” I spoke to him as I worked, spraying the wound with med-gel, then applying a hemostatic bandage. The leg plate armor locked in place with a click. The Marine’s blood pressure stabilized. His pulse was still high, but that was to be expected.

“You done, Doc?”

Momentarily taken aback by the moniker, “Um, yes.”

“Help me up. I can walk with the suit’s help.” He took a few stuttering steps before he got the cadence of the assisted suit.

“Is the pain manageable?”

“Don’t feel a thing, Doc.”

“Liar.” I marked him from red to yellow. “Okay, you’re with me.”

With a muttered, “Oorah,” he limped beside me to join the rest of his fire team.

Samson was updating the Master Sergeant. “Kitchen is clear. Engineering is still ours.”

The Master Sergeant acknowledged the report. “Got it. Stand by for orders.”

I knelt behind cover next to Samson. The overlay of the storage bay showed the red dots of the pirates. They held the bulk of the area. Two lines of green dots showed the Marines holding either end of the bay. Almost every Marine in the platoon showed compromised armor on my HUD, but the pirates’ red dots were steadily winking out.

Then my HUD flashed red. It was the Sergeant Haley, vitals rapidly dropping.

I yelled over the com, “Master Sergeant, we need to get Sergeant Haley to the ship!”

The Master Sergeant pinged me on a private channel. “Are my wounded able to fight?”

“Yes, Master Sergeant.” I highlighted their wounds and the medical remediation on the HUD. “But…” I didn’t get to finish.

“Time to pony up, Whitefeather.”

“I think you mean cowboy up, Master Sergeant, and…” The channel clicked off. “That’s not really my thing.”

Our HUDs emptied of everything except the Master Sergeant’s battle plan.

I looked over to a grinning Samson. He tapped the scarred globe and anchor on my battle helm.

The Master Sergeant gave the order. “Go!”

Cho, still in engineering, reversed the vent blowers, sucking all the oxygen out of the air. The pirates without environment suits began to panic and increased their rate of fire.

Then Cho cut power to the ship’s gravity, and the pirates who had been firing suddenly found themselves pushed out of cover.

Finally, Cho cut power to the overhead lighting, blinding the pirates, but to us Marines, they were outlined red on our HUDs. I lifted my rifle.

“Oorah.”


Remembrance Day
Mariam Ehme


He knelt on the floor, facing the back wall of his bedroom, and opened the doors of the small shrine placed against the wall. Lighting two small candles, he placed them in their proper places in the corners of the shrine’s base, where they could shine on the photos and portraits placed inside. Running his hand along the top of the frames, he wiped the nonexistent dust off and traced his finger along the faces of the lost, standing forever unchanged in their sharp uniforms, chanting their names. “Fitzy. Noodles. Spider. Tact. Me.” He paused, letting the tears trickle down his face silently. Outside, in the streets, the locals were ramping up the happy celebrations of Victory Days, with parties, parades and dancing which would go on for days. Although it had been a long time since he’d been on his home planet, and he did not keep most of the traditional holidays, Remembrance Day was the one he kept wherever he was.

He bowed to the pictures, bowed to the sketches he had made of his ancestors, and chanted the long-known prayer suitable for the day of remembering the dead. He never spoke his home language except for his prayers on this day. Every year, he wondered if he would remember them again, but his mouth tripped out the words in the right cadence even when his mind didn’t remember all of them.

He had been just a half-grown kid when his late father’s shipping business imploded in a bitter dispute between his older brothers, and he had escaped into anonymity before he could become a casualty in the family feud, or a pawn to be manipulated. An old friend of his grandfather’s had taken him on as a deckhand for a while, to get him clear of the few systems where his brothers might look for him and to build him a new identity. He had shed his old name and old life like a lizard sheds its skin, then joined the Marines of Space Force to get even further away from his old home. Walking into the recruiting camp, he’d been a mix of scared and hopeful to start a new life. He had met Fitzy in boot camp, as Fitzy was sneaking under a fence coming back from town, lipstick kisses smudged on his neck. Fitzy always had an eye for a pretty girl, and they always seemed to have an eye out for him, too, no matter where he went.

In boot camp, he’d been assigned to the Odds’n’Ends Company, because there weren’t enough people of a single language group to make up a full company for training. Everyone spoke some dialect of Galactic, so it mostly worked, except when it didn’t. He’d quietly translate when he could, and the drill sergeants quickly figured out that he had much more of an education than the average boot. On Graduation Day, when the assignments were announced, he had been shocked to learn he was going to Officer School. Later, in the Captain’s office, he had asked to be reassigned, back into Infantry. “Sir, I just want to be a Marine in Space Force. I don’t want to be an officer behind a desk!”

“Private Ehck, I need your brains and the skills you have in languages and logistics. That’s hard to teach, but I can teach you to be a Marine officer. Don’t worry, you won’t be behind a desk most of the time!”

And he hadn’t been. He’d met Noodles after Intel training, and they had been a great pair, working hard information puzzles across five languages and several systems. Tracking the bad guys in the field and making a difference every day. But he lost Noodles to a stupid transport accident about the same time as Fitzy’s patrol got caught in a firefight and Fitzy’s famous luck ran out. Two systems apart, and he was caught in the middle, unable to attend either funeral.

Spider had been his right-hand admin when he’d had command of a company, saving his behind more than once in the maze of paperwork. He’d also been the one to take the sniper’s bullet which had been meant for him.

Tact had been a fellow officer and a great friend. He had lent him one of his admins from his company’s staff after Spider’s loss, and he had continued on, but it wasn’t the same. Nobody could out-admin Spider! When Tact’s company had gotten caught in an ambush and needed deliverance, he brought his men in, confident that they could get everyone out fine.

The losses from that fight were still bitter in his mouth and down into the pits of his bones. Too many faces and names, lost and blurred by the years, poured across his mind.

He finished his chanting, bowing again to the memories and the pain. “I miss you all, more than I could ever say.” He blew out the candles and shut the doors. Bowing, he rested his forehead on the floor, and counted breaths to center himself in the here and now. His servant quietly stepped into the room behind him.

“Sir, it’s almost time to leave for the first party.”

“Thank you, Vix, I’ll be ready to get dressed in a few minutes.”

“Yes, Sir.” Vix quietly began to lay out his clothes for the night.

After the war ended in that sector of space, he’d been offered a transfer to another sector or an early retirement. He chose to retire. He’d ended up here, on this planet far from home or any place he had ever served, starting a new life. The Space Force had a small resupply and repair depot here, so he had access to medical when he needed it. He’d worked in various jobs, and finally found a niche in import and export which suited him. But it did mean that on Remembrance Day, when he most wanted to be alone with the memories of friends lost, he was at a Victory Day party or three, making connections and hunting business deals. His valet, Vix, had laid out the appropriate clothes for the evening, in carefully chosen neutral colors, not pledging allegiance to any of the powerful houses by wearing their colors. He dressed carefully, knotting his tie with care, remembering with a flash his grandfather teaching him how to tie it in various ways. The local variation was nothing that grandpa would have known to tie, but it still made him smile.

He hoped that the memories would let him sleep tonight. The dream from two nights ago had been one of the oddest he’d ever had, to say the least.

Every year, before Remembrance Day, he had dreams and nightmares of those he had lost, but this year the dreams had been unusually quiet, until two nights ago.

He had fallen asleep and woken up walking into a pub. The place was filled with all kinds of people, noisily chatting, and waving him down from a table in the back was Fitzy. “Hey, Freshy Fysh! You finally made it!” And he pulled out a seat between him and Noodles. Spider was sitting across the table, sipping on something, next to an older lady and a man in a blue uniform whom he didn’t recognize.

Tact walked up and said to the man, “This is our friend Fysh Ehck we’ve been telling you about.” The man just nodded at him, and motioned for him to take a seat while the older lady looked him over, up and down with a slight smile. He sat down at the table, not quite knowing what to say. Except for Spider and Tact, his friends hadn’t actually known each other in life, so what were they doing all together here?

Tact was the first to start talking “Look, buddy, we don’t have much time, and transmissions are limited, so I’m going to get right to the point.”

“I’m really sorry I couldn’t rescue you,” he began.

“That’s not why you are here. Listen up and be sharp about it. You’ve got to stop living half-dead and get back to living fully. It’s time to find a wife.”

“Wait! What?” Stunned, he looked around the table, slightly confused. This dream was not like the other ones.

Spider spoke up next. “You need joy and a plan for the future that does not involve just living a half-life, working too much, while waiting to die and be honorably buried in your Marines uniform.”

Fitzy nodded. “Good-time girls are fun for a while, but they are right: you need to settle down, buddy.”

“I do not need the complications of a relationship with a woman in my life at this time.” He spat the words bitterly at them.

Noodles leaned over, put his hand on his shoulder, and looked him in the eyes like old times. “Listen, old friend. They are right and you know it.”

“A wife-quality woman who would marry an Outsider with baggage like me is basically impossible to find. It’s not even worth trying! Stop pestering me,” he protested.

The man in the blue uniform from across the table spoke up then. “He’ll do fine,” he said quietly, and the older lady nodded in agreement. “Yes, he will suit our dear girl quite well.”.

Confused, he looked around the table at all of them, and then startled awake, drenched in sweat. The rest of the night, he slept lightly, tossing and turning, hoping not to dream again.
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“Vix, are these all the ones I should attend?” he asked as he flicked through the stack of invitations on the table by the door.

“Yes, Sir, those are the most advantageous ones.”

While he usually had a good grasp of the local political sphere, he really relied on Vix during the holiday season for his keen understanding of local family politics and connections.

He quickly committed the addresses to memory and left the stack of cards by the door. Most were within easy walking distance. He could party hop from one to the next, and then take a cab to the last one at the villa by the river. Throwing his cloak over his shoulder, he set off to the first party a few blocks away in a nest of apartment buildings.

It was local custom to invite a certain number and mix of people to Victory Day dinners, to create a harmonious balance at the dinner table and ensure the best luck possible for the next year. His status as an Outsider meant that he was invited to many different parties, as it was thought to bring luck to the house and “fresh air” to the dinner conversation. He was perfectly happy to attend a Victory Day dinner party if it helped him make another connection, and if not, the food was usually good.

The sun had set, and the night was getting cool fast. A mist was beginning to rise from the river, mixing with the smoke from the fireworks and making a thickening fog. It softened the edges of the old town, obscuring the street signs and building numbers. He had been hoping for a clear night, as the gloom brought back too many bad memories.
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Elsie sat at her dressing table and studied herself in the mirror, smoothing the last strands of her hair into place, and practiced putting on a gracious smile. She hoped that her well-trained manners and winning smile would hide her internal annoyance at spending the first night of Victory Day attending parties with her grandfather. “It’s an honor to be on Grandfather’s arm at the parties,” she preached to herself in the mirror, as if that would make things easier, when she fully expected to spend the entire night stuck listening to drunk old men talk for hours about boring topics, or worse, “the old days during the war.” She would much rather be out with her cousins and friends at parties she would enjoy attending. Even having to help her mother and Aunt Kotia host the family party tonight would have been more fun than being with Grandfather all night, she thought stubbornly.

There was a light tap on the door. “Come in,” she said, and turned toward the door, expecting her mother or aunt to come in and check on her progress. To her surprise, her grandfather came in, walking stiffly with a cane in one hand and a jewel box in his other. He was wearing his blue dress uniform with both the foreign and homeland dress medals on his chest. They clanked slightly with each shuffling step. “I brought you this to wear tonight. You are old enough now to wear family jewels when out representing us, and it’s time you had your own to wear.” He placed the box gently on the table in front of her and laid the key on top. “Your grandmother ordered it before she passed away, expecting to give it to you on your next birthday, but of course…” His voice drifted off.

She picked up the key, carefully turned it in the lock and lifted the lid. Inside the box laid a delicate gold necklace which glinted in the light. Tendrils of gold vines swirled around flowers made of small blue stones. Earrings with the same motif laid in the middle, encircled by gold bangles engraved with vines. “Oh!” She was speechless with delight as her fingers traced the intricate designs in the metal.

Her grandfather sat down in the chair next to her dressing table “Uff, my bones always complain about the weather on nights like this. Don’t worry, dear, I won’t keep you all night. You’ll have time to spend at a party later with your friends.” He shifted slightly in the chair, leaned over and patted her hand gently. “I just need to go to two parties tonight. Then we’ll come home, and you can go where you please.”

She carefully lifted the necklace out of the box, placed it around her neck, doing up the clasp in the back. The gold was cool to the touch around her neck, but warmed up quickly against her skin. She took out the earrings she had been wearing and put in the new ones, before slipping the bangles over her hands to rest on her wrists. Admiring herself in the mirror, she paused. “Thank you, Grandpa. I know how much Gramma would love to have seen me in these tonight.”

Her grandfather smiled wistfully. “I’m very proud to have you on my arm tonight. It’s not every night I get to go out with a beautiful young woman on my arm!” He laughed and then looked very serious. “And all too soon, you’ll be gone and off living someplace else.”

Elsie looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean? There are no marriage prospects for me right now. Mother hasn’t even been looking for another arranged match after Oxgan broke off the engagement.”

“Ah! But I’ve seen auspicious signs lately, which tell me that the ancestors have heard my prayers and are sending a good husband for you. I am confident that you’ll be married soon, and he’ll be a good match.”

“You’d better not say anything about that to Mother,” Elsie warned. “You know what she thinks about praying to the ancestors!”

Grandfather just grimaced, rubbed his knees, and suddenly looked very old and frail. Elsie had never seen him look like this, and she wondered how long he would be there. She knew that he missed Grandma very much, and that he had planned to go first. Fate had taken his wife before him, and he was lost without the woman who had been the light of his life for so many years.

“Which parties are we going to tonight?” she asked as she stood up, carefully arranging her dress so she could slip on her shoes.

“Eh? “Oh, let’s see.” He pulled a piece of paper out of a small pocket in his coat cuff. “Reyes family party and the Simlees, at their riverside villa. I need to visit with my old friend Timban tonight.”

She sighed and hoped that her grandfather hadn’t heard it. Her family had been trying to marry her off for years, with no success. There had been a few suitors when she was young, but she had wanted to finish her education first, and her loving father had indulged her request. Then, just before graduation, he had perished in a training accident while working with new trainees in the Mountain Patrol.

After the time for mourning passed, her mother and aunts had arranged a match with one of Timban’s great-nephews, Oxgan. All seemed set and preparations for the wedding were being finalized. She wasn’t in love with him, but that wasn’t expected for an arranged marriage. One day, a month before the wedding, his mother and several servants had appeared at their front door and announced that there had been an abrupt change of plans. The wedding was off! They were returning all the engagement gifts she had given him and wanted their gifts to her back immediately.

Elsie and her family had been very shocked and asked the reason why the engagement was canceled. All the Simlee family would say was that they had decided to proceed in a different direction and no further details would be given.

Rumors swirled for months afterwards. Some rumors said that the wedding was canceled because she was infertile or had genetic issues due to her grandfather’s Outsider blood. Other rumors said that her education had made her an unmarriageable harpy, while other rumors pinned the blame on Oxgan, and said that he demanded a love match, not an arranged marriage, and his mother had finally given into his demands.

Whatever the real cause of the broken engagement, she had no desire to run into Oxgan or his mother at an extended family party anytime soon. Maybe she could leave Grandfather with his friend, and then she could hide in the garden for an hour or so while the two old men sat and kept company with the memories of old battles and absent friends.

She held out her hand to her grandfather to help him up from the low chair. “Well, we’d best be getting started if we’re going to make it to both parties. I know how much the Reyes family will love to hear you tell stories about your friend Jos during the war.”

He chuckled, and then was quiet. “There once were so many of us, but now it is just Timban and myself left of the Marines who came to help repel the invasion. Soon there will be no one left to tell the old stories, no one left who remembers what that first Victory Day was like.”

“We’ll have the recordings, Grandpa, all the video stories and the written histories…”

Her grandfather waved those off with a hand. “Those only tell half the tale. They don’t tell the heart truth of what happened, the things which happened that are too hard to speak of.” He sighed.

They walked slowly through the hallways, toward the back of the house where Grandfather’s car was waiting in the back driveway. The drive at the front of the house was rapidly filling with cars for Aunt Kotia’s party.

“How were you matched with Grandma?”

“Ha! Matches weren’t made then as they are now. Things were simpler then. The civil war followed by the invasion had turned a lot of things upside down in society. I was a captain in the Space Marines, an outsider. A nobody with a lot of troops to feed. She was the pretty, dark-eyed daughter of the owner of a bakery. I would come every week to pay the bill, and she would be there with her father behind the counter. I would practice the few words that I knew in her dialect, and she would try to say a few words to me in Galactic. I always tried to make her laugh, because it was the happiest sound I had ever heard. Finally, after a few months, her father asked me if I was leaving the planet soon or staying. It was pretty obvious at that point that the Marines would be garrisoned here for a long time to keep the peace. I said I was going to stay, and her father asked me if I wanted to come to dinner, so I did. After dinner, she and I talked, and by the time I went home that night, I knew I wanted to marry her. I asked Legal what it would take to marry a local woman, and then a week later, I asked her father for permission.”

She looked at him,. astonished “That was all it took? No matchmakers, no auspicious dates or star charts? No elaborate engagement gifts and wedding plans?”

“No, it was more complicated than that, because the Legal office always complicates things. But finally, after a few months, we were married.”

“And lived happily ever after!” She smiled at him.

“We were married for fifty-five years.” He patted her arm “That’s a lot of time for a wide range of emotion far beyond happy, my dear. I wasn’t always the ideal husband. We were from two very different cultural backgrounds, and times after the war weren’t easy. But we made it through, raised eight children, and built a family and a business from the rubble of the past.”

They were at the back door now. He stepped carefully down the steps, holding firmly to her arm for balance. “Ah, Jerge, the car looks lovely tonight. Please help Miss Elsie in first. We’ll be going to the Reyes house first, and then Timban’s house.”

“Very good, Sir.”
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Fysh was not having a good night. “I probably should have just stayed home. It would have been a better use of my time!” he grumbled as he left party number three.

Party number one had been a washout. The event was obviously winding down by the time he got there, because all the food was gone and the dishes were being cleared away. “Oh, I’m so sorry, but didn’t you get the updated time? I sent it out a few days ago,” explained the hostess. No, he had not, and so had missed the event by a good three hours.

So he left for the next party, hoping to meet a prospective new contact there with good connections, who was visiting from another city. But he got turned around in the dense fog and had trouble finding the street and house in the gloom. By the time he arrived, the man was drunk and incapable of productive conversation, or of remembering anything the next morning, for that matter. He ate a plate of food from the buffet, and discussed the updated harvest forecast with a shop owner he knew, and then made his polite goodbyes to the host and hostess.

He had high hopes for party number three, but as he was saying his polite greetings to the host, the one person he was hoping to talk to was just saying their goodbyes. “Ah, well, there might be someone else to talk to,” he said hopefully. And then he entered the dining room.

The clerk at the port, whom he had had difficulties with all year long, was holding court at the table with his tales of busting import/export scams. To be polite, Fysh had quietly gotten a drink and a nibble of food on a plate and slipped out onto the balcony with a few other guests. The clerk was definitely not sober, so Fysh had high hopes of being unnoticed by him.

He waited on the balcony until he noticed that his hosts were preoccupied, then slipped out the door, and took the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator. “The sooner I can get out of this building, the better,” he thought, as he touched his weapons to make sure that he had them at the ready. Although he ran his business on the straight and level, not everyone did, and he was always falling under suspicion because of them.

Thankfully, he was alone in the stairwell, but his knees began to complain about the fifth flight of stairs. He wasn’t as young as he had once been, and his body was telling him that fact clearly. The darkening gloom of the foggy night wasn’t helping his mood or his knees. He stopped, listening, but he was still alone on the stairs. He started down again, while running through his mental list of parties left to attend, and seriously contemplated going straight home.

Finally, he reached the lobby and exited the building, breathing a small sigh of relief when he stepped out onto the street. Quickly, he made the decision to head to the last party and skip the rest. “They are my main supplier, and they’ll be offended if I don’t come tonight. Best just to go and be there for as short a time as politely possible, and then head home.”

The main street was just a few blocks away. He started walking towards where he knew a hire car was usually waiting. He would take it to the party on the other side of town.
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As they drove across town, Elsie thought about how much she had always loved visiting the Reyes family house, especially as a child. Grandfather’s friend Jos and his wife Melli had always made her feel welcome and part of their big family. She had so many happy memories of running with her cousins through their garden with his grandchildren while Jos and her grandfather talked. The candy jar on the visitors’ table by the front door was always full of sweet red candy, and Jos would never forget to give them a few pieces for later.

Jos and Melli were gone now, both passed since Victory Day last year. Their eldest son Vict had asked Grandfather to come if he was able. Every year, Grandfather and Jos had always told the funny stories of their adventures in the Space Marines like a comedy team, making the family roar with laughter. Elsie wasn’t sure how it would be this year, or if Grandpa could do it alone.

Vict was waiting out in front of the house with a big smile on his face as he opened Elsie’s car door. “You two made it just in time! The show is just about to start.”

“What show?” She looked between Vict and Grandfather as he steadied himself with his cane.

“This year, with Jos gone, they thought it best to start telling the family stories themselves. I wrote them down and they gathered more details from old recordings, and this year is the first performance. I can’t wait to see it!”

Vict led them through the house to the back patio, where the whole family was gathered around a makeshift stage. After much laughter and good teasing, Grandfather was given the seat of honor, and the show began. They had gathered all the favorite stories, and a few Elsie had not heard before.

There was the time Jos had eaten so much gooeygum fruit that he got sick, and it stained his skin blue for weeks. There was the tale of how Jos and Melli met, and she decided that he was the guy for her, but he thought that she was too good for him, so he tried to talk her into marrying someone else. Then there was the time Jos and Grandpa got a truck so stuck in the mud, that they never got it out no matter what they tried. Finally, in midsummer, when everything had dried, they spent nearly a week digging it out, only to discover that the engine was ruined.

Everyone laughed and laughed as different family members took turns telling different favorite stories, and Elsie was happy to see Grandfather enjoying himself. He had not smiled or laughed so much in such a long time. Afterwards, they ate dinner with the family and left reluctantly. Elsie really wanted to stay, but Grandfather had an appointment with Timban.

Vict walked them to the car door and passed her a handful of candy from the dish in the hallway. “Here you go, Elsie. Dad wouldn’t let you leave without them!”

“Thank you, Vict. Thank you for everything. Tonight really meant a lot to him,” she whispered.

Vict just nodded and helped her into the car. “Seeing him here tonight meant a lot to us, too. Thank you for coming.”

He closed her door gently, and then stood waving goodbye in the driveway, illuminated by the house lights. A dense fog had risen off the river while they had been inside. “Jerge, take us to the Simlee’s, and be careful on the river road tonight.”

The river road was a beautiful drive during the day, but could be treacherous on a dark and foggy night. There usually was not much traffic on the road, but tonight with the big party at the Simlee’s, there was a bit of a delay as they waited behind other cars to pull into the main entrance of the house. They were finally directed by the house staff to turn in, and they pulled forward to the entrance with two other cars.

Grandfather patted her hand. “You’ll be fine, dear. Most everyone has forgotten about the engagement drama already.” She wished she had his confidence.

The house valets opened her door and Grandfather’s at the same time, and she gathered up her coat along with her courage, ready to face the gossips over the broken engagement.

The valet helped her grandfather around the side of the car to where she waited. “We’ll just take the stairs one at a time, to admire the view. Doesn’t the house look splendid all lit up?” she asked him as she took his arm.

A man had gotten out of the car in front of them, and as he passed them, bowed slightly in greeting, then stopped and came back toward them. “Sir? Is that a Space Marine’s marksmanship badge?” he asked.

Grandfather squinted against the lights. “Yes, Fourth Battalion, Infantry. First over in Sector Nine and then stationed here with the garrison until I retired. Why? Did you serve?”

“Forty-Sixth Battalion, Intel. I was stationed in Sector Eight and retired here five years ago. I have not met very many other Marines here.”

“No, there aren’t many left any more…” Grandfather straightened to look the stranger in the eye and extended his hand in greeting. “Pleased to meet you. I am Teo Vantas, and this is my granddaughter, Elsie Vantas.”

The stranger took his hand and gave a slight bow. “Fysh Ehck. Very pleased to meet you, sir, and Miss Elsie.”

He looked up at the grand set of stairs to the front door of the house. “Sir, may I take your other arm to help you up the stairs? They are very steep.”

“That would be very kind of you, Mr. Ehck. I would appreciate the help.”

Mr. Ehck took Grandfather’s other arm, and they started up the stairs slowly. Elsie thought that Grandfather really should have asked for the back entrance without the steps, but she knew he was too proud to admit that he couldn’t manage them. She decided to pass the time by interrogating their helper. “Now that you are retired from the Marines, what do you do for a living, Mr. Ehck?”

“Import and Export. I find buyers for different local products, mainly spices, and arrange all the export shipping details. Then I buy and import technology products that we don’t have the knowledge or components to produce here. It keeps me busy, and out of mischief.” He winked at her over Grandfather’s head. She smiled back at him.

They had finally reached the front door, and the doorman opened it for them. “Ah! My friend! You have finally come!” Timban greeted Grandfather with a kiss on each cheek and a big hug. He also had married a local girl when he retired from the Marines, but jolly old Timban had picked the only daughter of a spice plantation owner and had done very well as a result.

“Timban!” Grandfather hugged him back. “We were delayed by the fog, but we are here now.”

“Miss Elsie, it is so good to see you again.” Timban gave her a light hug. He was younger than Grandfather, and still strong. He took Grandfather’s arm and steadied him. “Come, my old friend, we have things to talk about, and old friends to remember tonight.”

Grandfather turned to Elsie. “My dear, we’ll be in Timban’s library. Go have a good time at the party and I’ll see you in an hour or so. If you need me, just ask a servant to get me.”

“Yes, Grandfather. I’ll try my best.”

As the two older men walked off together, talking and enjoying each other’s company, Elsie wondered why she had been dragged along to this party to just be abandoned at the front door. She looked for Mr. Ehck, but he was proceeding down the reception line and was in the middle of greeting one of the many Simlee uncles. She decided to head in the opposite direction and avoid any family complications.

The Simlee villa was a wonderful old house, and tonight its large ground floor ballrooms were filled with people. Elsie hoped that she could find at least one person she wanted to talk to while she waited for Grandfather and Timban to finish their visit. It usually took an hour or more. Tonight, she was betting it would be more. She wandered toward the back of the main ballroom, in search of a glass of something to drink and maybe a soft place to sit.

She found the buffet table, and a drink, and was just pondering where to sit when she felt a touch on her arm. “Elsie?”

She turned to find her voice teacher standing at her elbow. “Misses Franks! I didn’t expect to find you here!”

“But of course I’d be here!” The older lady waved her hands at the thriving party behind her. “Where else would I be? Plus, I’m extended family, so attendance is required! Come sit with me and tell me what you have been doing lately.” She guided Elsie to an alcove at the back of the room. They had just sat down and had begun to chat when there was a trill of music from the other end of the room, and a large brightly decorated canopy with a couple underneath it paraded into the middle of the room and stopped. Misses Franks looked over. “Well, someone in the family is making a big entrance with their new spouse. I wonder who?”

“Ladies and Gentlemen, it is our great pleasure to announce the recent wedding of Oxgan Simlee and Syvania Gylmet. Please give a cheer for the new couple!” The crowd erupted in applause and cheers. Waiters appeared with large trays full of celebratory drinks and desserts to wish the new couple well. The band began playing a happy cheerful tune.

Elsie turned very pale, and she felt that she was going to faint. Misses Franks stood there, aghast. “Oooh, that was a very quiet wedding, and the bride looks rather visibly pregnant, imagine that! The nerve of that boy!” she exclaimed. She turned and saw the look on Elsie’s face.

She sat down and wrapped an arm around Elsie’s shoulders as she held back tears. “My dear, we’re going to get you out of here, somewhere where you can have a good cry in peace and quiet. Let’s see…I know just the place!” And she scooped an arm under Elsie’s shoulders and, supporting her, they made a quick escape behind a curtain down a service hallway and out the door into the back gardens.

As they left the house, the fresh night air and quiet instantly made Elsie feel better, although she desperately wanted to have a good cry. She had not loved Oxgan, but the broken engagement, the nasty rumors, the lies… She was so tired of being passed over, of being unmarriageable, undesirable.

Misses Franks was leading her to a large glass greenhouse, which was empty except for the plants. “Here…” She opened the door and checked inside. “You won’t be bothered here by anyone, and you can have some privacy.”

“Thank you, Misses Franks. Please tell Grandfather where I’m at. I can’t go back in that house tonight.”

“I will, and you will need this.” She pressed a handkerchief into Elsie’s hand.

Elsie slipped inside and closed the door, thankful for the silence. She wandered among the plants in the dim light, admiring the blooming flowers. Underneath a large potted tree in the back, she found several comfy chairs and a sofa. She sank into the sofa, grateful for a place to sit. Suddenly, she could not hold back the tears anymore, and she began to sob uncontrollably into the arm of the sofa.
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Fysh had been in the middle of working his way through one of the ballrooms, greeting those he knew, when he heard the announcement and the cheers. The noise level increased to the point where conversation became impossible, and he suddenly realized just how exhausted and bone-deep weary he was. He desperately wished to go home, but he could not leave so soon without causing major offense.

He made his way to the back of the ballroom, to the doors which led out onto the balconies overlooking the gardens. On a nicer night, the gardens and the balconies would have been filled with people, but tonight, with the cold damp fog, everyone was staying inside where it was warm.

He wandered on the garden paths along the edge of the balcony, thankful for the silence, but as the cold dampness sank through his thin clothes, he realized he was not dressed warmly enough to be outside for long. The path suddenly ended at a door to a greenhouse, which looked to be heated, since it was filled with tropical plants. Hoping against all the bad luck he’d had that night, he tried the door, and it swung open in his hand. Inviting warmth beckoned him inside. He slipped in and softly closed the door behind him. Wandering to the back of the building, he was suddenly stopped by a woman’s voice softly crying, “I just want…” And then she burst into sobs.

He turned to leave, but then decided he would just make sure that she was not being abused or coerced. He came closer and was startled to discover it was Elsie, Teo Vantas’s granddaughter, alone and crying on a sofa. Her handkerchief was soaked through, and her grandfather was nowhere to be seen.

Perplexed, he stood there for several minutes trying to figure out what to do. He probably should just leave quietly, but she was obviously in need of a clean handkerchief, and at least he could give her that.

“Excuse me, Miss Elsie, would you like a clean handkerchief?” He held out his spare handkerchief to her.

She started. “Mr. Ehck! I, uh, I didn’t see you there…” Her hands hurriedly wiped her tear-streaked face.

“I just came in, looking for a place to sit where it was quiet and warm. You seem very upset.”

“Yes, it’s been a very upsetting night.” She cautiously took the handkerchief from him and wiped her face.

“Can I get you a glass of water?”

“That would be very nice.”

He went to the small tea stand in the corner and got two cups from the cupboard. “Would you like the kitty cat mug, or the mug with trucks on it?” he asked, holding up the two options.

“Cats, please.”

He filled both cups with water from the faucet and walked back to the sofa. Handing her one, he sat down in a chair, and breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, it is so good to sit down!”

They sipped water in silence for several minutes before he asked, “Where is your grandfather? I’m surprised that you are alone out here all by yourself.”

“I couldn’t stay in the house after the marriage announcement, and fled here so I could be alone. He and I were engaged before he broke it off, without saying why.” She looked like she could start crying again. “The gossip has been terrible the last few months.”

“Ah, yes, the gossip never stops in this town, does it?” He put his mug down on the side table. “They always are making up stories about one person or another. Sometimes I’m tempted to make up funny stories about nonexistent people just to see how far the gossip will spread. Shall I tell you a few?”

She took a deep breath and seemed a bit calmer. “Yes, please! The funnier, the better. I could use a good laugh right now.”

“Well, have you heard the one about the man who…” Fysh began to spin the wildest, funniest, craziest stories he could think of, just to see her smile and laugh again.

They spent an hour or two together, neither one paying attention to time. She told him of Jos’s family’s skits and shared the candy with him. He told her about his misadventures of the dinner parties that night. “And after all of that, I almost didn’t come here tonight, but I’m glad I did.” He picked up her hand. “It’s been very lovely talking with you, and I’d like to do it again sometime.” He looked deep into her eyes, and she was just about to agree when she heard:

“Well, here I was worried you were feeling lonely without me, but I see you’ve been having a good time.”

She spun around, dropping Fysh’s hand and stared at her grandfather standing by the flowers. How long he had been standing there behind them, she didn’t know. She couldn’t tell if he was upset or pleased.

She stood, nervously rubbing her bracelets. “Grandfather, Mr. Ehck was just keeping me company and telling me funny stories to pass the time while I waited for you.”

Her grandfather smiled, and his eyes twinkled with a smidgen of mischief. “Mr. Ehck, would you be free for a small family dinner with Elsie and myself sometime this week? I would love to get to know you better.”

“I’m free any night this week, sir. What date would work best for you?”

“Thursday at six? Do you know where our house is?”

“Yes, sir. I would be very happy to come to dinner, Sir.” He bowed formally to Grandfather.

Grandfather bowed back, slightly less formally. “It isn’t often that I get to hear my granddaughter laugh so freely, and I want to hear that more often.” He smiled warmly at both of them.

She turned to Fysh, gave him a small smile and offered her hand in farewell. “Thank you, Mr. Ehck, for a truly lovely chat this evening. I look forward to seeing you at dinner in a few days.”

He took her small hand in his much larger one, and bowed, meeting her gaze. “It was a pleasure, Miss Vantas. I look forward to having dinner with you soon.” He stood up and let go of her hand reluctantly.

Grandfather cleared his throat and offered his arm to Elsie. “Probably time to be getting home, my dear. I’m up way past my bedtime.”

She took his arm, and they walked slowly back to the house. At the doorway, she looked back at Fysh and smiled, and he grinned back. It had been a lovely evening, after all. Maybe Grandfather was right, and the ancestors had heard his prayers to send her a good husband.
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“Do you realize that it’s five years to the day that we met?” Elsie asked her husband as he knelt to help her to put on her shoes.

“Hmm, is it? It’s been a busy five years.” He smiled up at her and placed a hand on her stomach. Their third child kicked against his hand, letting him know that it knew he was there. Just a few more weeks and they would finally be able to meet the new baby. Elsie hoped that it would be a girl, but another boy would be fine, too.

He helped her to her feet and kissed her forehead. “Are you ready? Grandfather is here. It’s time to do the blessing on the house.”

The renovation of the house had been finished just in time. She would be very happy to be living in the proper house again, not the guest lodge with a new baby and two very active little boys. She was thankful to have a good nanny to help with Teo, who was nearly four, and Sebast, who had just turned two a few weeks ago. They had far more energy than she had ever thought little boys could have! She was so glad that Fysh had time to wrestle and play with the boys each night. They loved playing with their daddy.

They came slowly down the stairs, Elsie taking each step carefully. “Where are Teo and Sebast?”

“With Grandfather in the courtyard, trying to impress him with how tall they are now.”

She stood in the open front door to see her grandfather, leaning on his cane, having an earnest conversation with Teo, his namesake, while Sebast was trying to do somersaults on the side lawn.

“How did we get so blessed, Fysh? Do you ever think that this can’t possibly be my real life? That it must be a dream?”

“Every day, my love. Every day.”


To the Color
Wally Waltner


The aiguillettes of Gunnery Sergeant Kyson Devereux’s ceremonial concert dress uniform swung from side to side as he strode with purpose in the orbital command barracks of the United Terran Republic Marine Corps. He was making a beeline for the Commandant’s wing and his CO’s office.

Kyson was fuming, his face nearly matching his scarlet jacket. He had, until two hours ago, been performing at a White House state diplomatic reception—a sweet chamber music gig that didn’t come around very often. He hadn’t even gotten halfway through the first set when he was tapped on the shoulder by another member of his section with orders to report back to the director without delay.

He stomped into the conductor’s office of “The President’s Own” UTR Marine Band, startling the administrative clerk on duty as Kyson breezed past his desk.

Standing up, the clerk called out, “Gunny, the Colonel—”

“—Is supposedly expecting me, Lance Corporal,” Kyson broke in, steel in his voice. “Do you think it’s a good idea to delay me any further?”

“Gunny, she’s not alone. She’s got a two-star from MCIA and a half-bird from MARSOC with her.”

That got Kyson’s attention. He turned back to the clerk and gave him an incredulous look. “Intelligence and Special Ops? Are you sure?”

“Affirmative, Gunny. Colonel Nelson wanted me to ensure you were aware before you did anything…brash.”

Kyson took a deep, calming breath. “Thank you, Lance Corporal. I built up a pretty big head of steam there.”

“You had, Gunny. I’ll let the colonel know you’re here.”

Devereaux stood in front of the inner office door for a moment, collecting his thoughts. The situation made little sense. The UTR Marine Band was among the oldest professional musical organizations in the world, its lineage going back almost a millennium to the original United States Marine Band. Earning a spot in The President’s Own was exceedingly difficult and was an exclusive duty. For anyone not part of the Commandant’s Office to even interact with the band beyond joint participation in ceremonial functions was highly irregular.

And yet, here he was, summoned by the Directorate of Marine Corps Intelligence for God knows what.

Kyson pressed the door comm unit. “Gunnery Sergeant Devereaux, reporting as ordered, Colonel.”

The door slid open, and Colonel Lavilla Nelson replied, “Enter, Gunny.”

He took three steps inside, snapped to attention and saluted, then acknowledged the three officers. “Sir, Ladies.”

The major general nodded in acceptance. “As you were, Gunnery Sergeant, and have a seat. May I address you as Gunny?”

That took Kyson by surprise. He wasn’t the type to get hung up on Marines using the informal version of his title, but it was a bit grating on the ear from someone he’d only just met, flag officer or not. He certainly didn’t have to ask; Kyson suspected the general was testing him.

“It is the general’s prerogative to address me as he prefers, sir. Most Marines call me Gunny when appropriate.”

The general nodded, satisfied with the reply. “Of course, Gunny. Introductions are in order; I am Rubèn Aldana, Director of UTR Marine Corps Intelligence. This is Lieutenant Colonel Ndidi Okorie, commanding the Eighth Marine Raider Battalion. One of 8MRB’s special operations teams is being dispatched under my flag for a sensitive deployment, but it’s missing a key capability, and that is why we are having this conversation.”

Kyson considered his response carefully. “General, you are aware of the specifics of my assignment?”

“Oh, I am, Gunny. I had to cash in more than a few chits to even arrive at this point. I did so because I’m convinced you are the correct fit for the gap my team has.”

“With respect, sir…I’m a trumpet player.”

“And an outstanding one, as I understand it, even by Marine Band standards. But you are more than ‘a trumpet player,’ and we both know it. You, unlike most Marine Band members, enlisted and started your military music career in a Marine field band before you won your audition to the President’s Own. That means you’re a Marine in every sense of the word.”

“General, you have the entirety of the field bands to choose Marines from,” Colonel Nelson interjected. “Why my solo trumpet, sir?”

“First, I’ve seen Gunny’s ratings. They all exceed MARSOC requirements: intelligence, marksmanship and fitness. That narrows the field considerably. Second, Gunnery Sergeant Devereaux has an advanced degree in xenomusicology, which is a particular need for this mission profile.”

Kyson demurred. “Of what possible use will xenomusicology be to a special operations team?”

“I can’t discuss it here, Gunny,” General Aldana replied, then turned his head to address Colonel Nelson. “Apologies, Colonel, but you’re not cleared.”

“In fairness, I don’t think I want to know,” she declared flatly, clearly irritated with the whole situation.

General Aldana continued. “I appreciate how odd these circumstances are, so I will lay my reasoning out for you openly. At the end of the day, I have authorization from the Joint Chiefs to temporarily assign you to my command as a special operations capability specialist, and as of now, you are so assigned. Mission briefing is at Forward Staging Base Callisto in one week.”

Lieutenant Colonel Okorie slid a thin, black coin-sized device across the table to Kyson and spoke for the first time. “Gunny, this is a TS-encrypted commdisc, encoded to my staff and your ops team, using your biometric credentials on file. Surrender your standard-issue disc and do not bring ANY other communications devices with you. Your ship leaves at 0600 UTC; I’ll have the details sent to your secure commdisc. Don’t worry about kitting out here; we’ll handle that after the briefing.” She turned to Colonel Nelson. “This operation is classified Top Secret and held under a Special Access Program. You are prohibited from discussing any aspect of this assignment with anyone other than myself or General Aldana. The records will show that Gunnery Sergeant Devereaux is on emergency leave. Gunny, same for you until you join the ops team on FSB Callisto. Are we clear?”

Kyson considered pressing the matter further, but it was clear they were going to win. He reached out to claim the secure commdisc, reached above his left ear to feel for his cochlear port, and slotted the commdisc into it. Leaving the standard-issue disc on the table, he answered, “Understood, Colonel Okorie.”

Everyone stood as General Aldana and LTC Okorie took their leave. Colonel Nelson sighed, looking over at Kyson. “I told you to get your Master’s in conducting, you know.”

Kyson chuckled. “You did, ma’am.”
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In true espionage movie fashion, Kyson’s transport to FSB Callisto was a civilian contractor’s supply ship, with makeshift quarters near the hold. His orders were to minimize crew contact, so he kept to himself, took meals back to his bunk, and used his hygiene kit for cleaning. He brought along his backup trumpet, but kept it stowed, keeping his mouthpiece so he could buzz to keep his chops up. Thankfully, Kyson had not been ordered to remove his datadisc from his cochlear port, allowing him to access his music library, so he had things to listen to and buzz along with. There was something about having big military band pieces like Holst’s Hammersmith hitting your auditory nerve with crystal clarity that was immensely satisfying.

By the time the supply ship arrived at FSB Callisto, Kyson’s frustration at the situation had somewhat subsided and was replaced by curiosity, particularly after reviewing the briefing materials in his secure commdisc. Once disembarked, he went to his assigned quarters, had a real shower, and changed into the cammies provided for him.

He arrived early for the briefing, and yet most of the special operations team he had been attached to were there and chatting amongst themselves. The secure commdisc had provided profiles for the entire team, and he had reviewed them all during the trip in. Surveying the room as he entered, he noted that neither the team leader nor team chief were there yet.

“At ease,” Kyson announced as he walked in. “Gunnery Sergeant Kyson Deveraux. Please call me Gunny.”

“Good day, Gunny!” a tall, lanky Staff Sergeant replied assertively. “Staff Sergeant Gil McKenna; pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m the Alpha element leader, and this”—gesturing to a burly, blond Marine—“is Staff Sergeant Terry Taggart, the Bravo element leader. Still trying to figure out how we earned ourselves a personal bugler, but—”

“Attennnn-TION!” was called out suddenly as Lieutenant Colonel Okorie, Captain Vasylyna Øster and Master Sergeant Jesse Dobbs entered the room. Everyone snapped to attention.

“As you were, and find a seat, Raiders,” the colonel said brusquely as she made her way to the lectern at the front of the room.

“Right then, let’s begin. In twenty standard days’ time, the UTR is hosting a diplomatic conference between the Krallax Protectorates and the Venarian Alliance at Sanctuary Station orbiting Gliese 273b. As you may be aware, Sanctuary Station is a UTR-controlled base that serves as both a trading hub and diplomatic mission for both the Krallax and the Venarii. They are currently on war footing, but there have been no open hostilities yet. The main point of contention is the Wolf 1061 system, where a Krallax colony seeks independence from the Protectorates. Because the system borders Alliance space, the Krallax claim the Venarii are fomenting rebellion. The Venarii deny any direct involvement, but they have provided non-military aid to the colony in the past. If war breaks out between them, UTR colonies will be caught in the crossfire. Hence our interest in brokering negotiations between the two.

“An element of the diplomatic conference is cultural exchange. On the opening evening of the conference, a concert will be performed by a Venarii music group. The closest translation we have to a name is ‘Chorus of the Gods.’ I know nothing about Venarii music, but we have retained Gunnery Sergeant Devereaux for this operation for his background in xenomusicology. Gunny, anything you would like to add here?”

Kyson stood. “Yes, ma’am. At a high level, music in Venarii society serves many of the same functions as they do for us: entertainment, ceremony, expression of ideas that shape their cultural and social norms. I won’t bore you with the theory behind Venarii music. The Venarii auditory capacity is more precise than ours and can hear a wider range of the sound spectrum, hence much of the nuance of Venarii music is lost on our natural ear. We’re dependent on our cochlear ports to capture what our natural ear can’t. From what I have gathered, Chorus of the Gods is a contemporary group that is young but rising in popularity, both in Venarii and Krallax circles, which likely influenced their being offered to give this concert. However, members of the group have been vocal supporters of self-determination for the Wolf 1061 colony in their social media, so this concert may also be perceived as a jab at the Protectorate government.” He paused to give the colonel a chance to come back in.

“Thank you, Gunny, and an astute observation supported by our SIGINT. MCIA is concerned enough about what they are hearing to authorize this operation. You will be covertly embedding with Solar Sentries, a mercenary company we’ve partnered with before. They are providing a Horizon-class cruiser as transport with two lances of Osprey escorts and a hauler shuttle. Solar Sentries has, under our direction, taken on a security contract with the management of Chorus of the Gods to provide secure transport of the group and its gear to and from Sanctuary Station, which is how you will infiltrate.

“Your team will function as personal security to Chorus of the Gods, and from that vantage point, you will recon the conference, assess any threats you identify, and if necessary, you are authorized to engage in preemptive counter-terror tactics to protect the station and its inhabitants. Any questions?”

One of the corporal CSO’s piped up. “Basically, we’re going to be bodyguards for an alien boyband?” A few snickers came out, then stopped abruptly when they realized their team leader was glaring at them.

“Regardless of the circumstances,” Captain Øster growled, “you will treat this like any other SR op. Sanctuary Station is our house, and if either the Krallax or the Venarii want to take advantage of our hospitality, in our house, we’re going to teach them some goddamned manners! Are we clear, Raiders?”

“RAH!” the team barked in acknowledgment.

“Outstanding! Anything else?”

This time McKenna spoke up. “Is the garrison at Sanctuary read in regarding our presence?”

“Station command only, Staff Sergeant.”

Another CSO asked, “Since we are presenting as privateers, are we retaining military courtesies?”

Master Sergeant Dobbs replied, “Unless ordered otherwise, yes. A reminder, Raiders: that means while shipboard, our team leader is ‘Major’ Øster.” Dobbs paused for a moment, then continued. “Let’s talk about kit. Solar Sentries will issue you their version of cammies and powered fullerene skinsuits. They’re not heavy armor, but they will stop pretty much any handheld weapon short of plasma bolts and RPGs; they also have auto-deploy hoods and a built-in HUD. They use Havoc G-400 pulse pistols and the Banshee M-950 phaser carbine. They let their crews carry their personal knives, so you’re good to stick with Ka-Bars. Everything else is on you. We will have training cycles while inbound to Luyten’s Star to familiarize yourself with the non-standard kit.”

Lieutenant Colonel Okorie stood up. “The Solar Sentries cruiser Griffon’s Beak departs for the Venarii homeworld in six hours. Spiritus Invictus, Raiders. Dismissed.”
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It took nine days total to arrive at the Venarii homeworld: three days using sublight drive to reach the edge of the Sol system Pinchdrive Exclusion Zone, one day in pinchspace to jump from Sol to Luyten’s Star, and another five days to arrive at their destination. The Raider team took the hauler shuttle to land at a spaceport on the outskirts of the Venarii capital city. Two cargo vans awaited them there to take the team to a warehouse ten clicks further out from the spaceport, which served as their meeting point with their contact.

Captain Øster subvocalized orders into the teams’ secure commdiscs enroute to the warehouse. “Raiders, Prime One. Alpha and Bravo elements will disembark, but remain with the vehicles. Prime Two and Prime Three will speak with their representatives. Alpha One, acknowledge.”

“Alpha One, wilco, over.”

“Roger, Alpha One. Bravo One, acknowledge.”

“Bravo One, wilco, over.”

“Roger, Bravo One, out.”

The team unloaded from the cargo vans, while Jesse and Kyson moved toward the building. There were two Venarii standing at the main entrance observing their approach. They looked to be typical for the species; the average Venarii stood around one meter tall and just as wide, shaped like something resembling a curled-up armadillo. Their six limbs were proportionally positioned in such a way that tumbling was their preferred means of locomotion. All of their limbs had four-digit “hands” with opposable thumbs, and were completely multidexterous. They also had multiple “faces” that allowed them to see and hear in multiple directions, particularly useful when tumbling at high speeds. One of them made their way inside, and returned a few seconds later with a third, who then tumbled out to meet the approaching men.

“Greetings, valued professionals!” the Venarii said through his translator. “This one is Z’z’ll’frox, advocate for the youngfolk of GodChorus. I hope you are adjusting to weightiness of homeworld?”

Dobbs grinned. “We’re doing fine, notable employer. We came prepared for the environment.” The fullerene skinsuits the team were wearing underneath their uniforms were flight capable in single-g environments. Here, the gravity was almost 1.9g, so they were limited to leaping tall buildings in a single bound. Any discomfort the near-double gravity would impact on the human body was effectively neutralized. “I am Jesse Dobbs, and this is Kyson Devereaux, representing Solar Sentries, and we lead the professionals behind us.”

“Very excellent! Please make your way inside. I must leave to acquire shipping canisters for music-making equipment. This should have been done sooner, please forgive me. Our timetable will be impacted, but not critically so, please advise your shipfolk. Youngfolk and my assistants inside. Do not allow anyone access to youngfolk. Nether assistants nor youngfolk should leave building until this one returns. Deter interlopers via angry words first, only resort to hurting and killing if needed to save youngfolk and yourfolk. Should be back before greylight time.”

Dobbs took a moment to parse the imperfect translator cant in his head. “Understood, Z’z’ll’frox. We will secure the area until you return at dusk, then we’ll help load your equipment for transport.”

“Most wonderful! We will speak again upon our return.” The three Venarii rolled to another vehicle and drove back towards the city.

Dobbs then turned to the assembled team. “To repeat: secure the area. No one inside leaves, no one outside enters the building. Proportional force only as necessary for self-defense and area control. Alpha Element, you have overwatch; take station on the roof and launch a recon drone for additional visibility. Bravo Element, you have perimeter and entrances. Prime will meet our new charges inside. Element leads, take charge of your teams.”
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Kyson had goosebumps on top of his goosebumps. He had heard recordings of Venarii choral music, both the traditional acapella religious compositions, which he described as “Gregorian chant done with whale song,” and more contemporary pieces that included electronic instrumentation. But hearing the Venarii musicians practice live, with the support of his cochlear port, was a night and day difference.

He couldn’t help but sing along, to himself.

Apparently not quietly enough. One of the Venarii musicians spoke after the song ended. They weren’t wearing translators, but Kyson had picked up enough Venarii in his studies that he was pretty sure they were expressing surprise that a human could follow the tune.

Kyson turned to one of the Venarii handlers with a translator. “I didn’t realize that you could hear me singing along. I hope I did not cause offense.”

The handler, Ch’t’angsk’wrd, replied, “Not upset, surprised and happy they are! Did not know humans could sing like us!”

“Well, we can’t produce the same complexity of song you can. There are a small number of singers on Earth that can do polyphonic singing, and even then, because we only have one set of vocal cords, they can only produce specific overtone harmonies. With my trumpet, I can do what we call multiphonics—”

The Venarii musician interrupted, repeating the sound of, “Trump-et?”

“Oh! I’m sorry. The trumpet is an instrument I play. It’s a series of tubes made of metal, with mechanisms called valves to switch between shorter and longer tubes, which changes the pitch. The sound is produced by pushing air through my lips on one end, and the instrument shapes the sound.” Kyson paused to allow Ch’t’angsk’wrd to translate to the musicians, who seemed to be listening with rapt attention. They spoke excitedly to Ch’t’angsk’wrd in reply.

The Venarii relayed to him, “Nothing we have like this, Kyson. What does your trumpet sound like?”

“I left my trumpet on the ship, but I’ll be happy to play for you on our way to Sanctuary Station.”

As Ch’t’angsk’wrd was translating back to the musicians, Kyson heard Gil break in to his secure commdisc. “Raiders, Alpha One. We have visual contact with ground vehicle on approach from north road, three Venarii inside, over.”

“Bravo Group Two, Bravo One. Move to engage vehicle outside of gates, over.”

“Bravo Group Two, wilco, over.”

Ch’t’angsk’wrd spoke up. “Why do your heads chitter?”

Crap! They can hear our commdiscs?

Kyson said with urgency, “Communication from our teammates outside.” He glanced over to Jesse. “Should we go take a look?”

“Affirmative. We’ll be back shortly, gentlebeings.”

They moved quickly to the front door. As they exited, they heard in their commdiscs, “Raiders, Prime One, going silent, Prime Two leads. Out.” The captain was muting her commdisc for opsec while she stayed with the Venarii musicians and handlers.

“Hood up!” Kyson and Jesse said simultaneously once they were outside, and the fullerene skinsuit’s head covering deployed. As they ran toward the gate, Kyson pulled up his HUD and zoomed in on the gate. The new Venarii arrivals had gotten out of their car and had their hands open to show they were unarmed. So far, Bravo Team Two and the Venarii were just talking, and Bravo Team Two were keeping cool.

“Raiders, Alpha One. Recon drone has eyes on two vehicles and two aircraft converging at speed on this position, same approach as first vehicle. New contacts appear to have official government markings and emergency lighting. Will clear hill in less than thirty secs, over.”

Upon hearing that, Jesse hit the brakes on his run. “Bravo Team Two, Prime Two, prepare to fall back to the warehouse. Do not engage with any Venarii government unit. I say again, do not engage with any Venarii government unit, over.”

“Prime Two, roger wilco,” came the response and Bravo Team Two began walking backwards.

The new vehicles and aircraft came into view, and the first group of Venarii piled back into their vehicle and fled. “Funny how no matter the culture, police cars are police cars,” quipped Kyson.

Jesse frowned. “True, but this doesn’t make any sense.” He activated his commdisc. “Alpha One, Prime Two. Send the recon drone after that chase, over.”

“Prime Two, wilco. Bird is on the move, over.”

“Roger, out.” Dobbs started a new call. “Bravo Team Two, Prime Two, rendezvous at cargo van for debrief, over.”

“Bravo Team Two, roger wilco, over.”

“Roger, out.”

A few seconds later, everyone could hear an explosion coming from the direction of the fleeing vehicle.

“Prime Two, Alpha One, over.”

Jesse looked over at Kyson, glowering. “Go ahead, Alpha One, over.”

“Video feed from recon drone shows pursuing aircraft firing beam weapon on fleeing ground vehicle. Target down, status of occupants unknown, over.”

“Roger, Alpha One. Recall the recon drone, over.”

“Roger wilco, Prime Two, over,”

“Roger, out.”

Kyson looked over in the direction of the chase, where a column of black smoke was now rising slowly into the air. “What the hell just happened?”
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The debrief of Bravo Team Two was short, but helpful. The Venarii who approached didn’t have translators but the CSOs were sharp enough to be recording, so the recording could be run through translation after the fact. If the translation was accurate, these Venarii were both fans of Chorus of the Gods and part of an activist group supporting the independence movement on the Wolf 1061 colony. They had suspicions that Z’z’ll’frox was a Venarii government agent and may not have the Chorus’s best interests at heart. It was difficult, from the context, to determine if the assertion was conspiracy theory or a credible warning.

As anticipated, Z’z’ll’frox returned a short time before sunset with two large cargo containers of equipment. When briefed about the events that transpired in their absence (leaving key details out, naturally), Z’z’ll’frox seemed unconcerned, saying they could have been criminal fugitives looking for a place to lay low, and that the authorities probably did what was necessary.

Soon after, the entire group and their equipment were brought back to the spaceport and loaded into the hauler shuttle, which launched a few hours later to dock with the Griffon’s Beak. Equipment was secured in the cargo bay, and quarters were assigned to the new arrivals.

Kyson had just about fallen asleep in his rack when his secure commdisc buzzed. Dobbs’ voice rang in his head. “NCO’s and Element leads report to XO’s ready room immediately.”

When everyone had gathered, the ship’s executive officer, Commander Bryce Hannigan, began. “We have a situation. My comms tech informed me a few minutes ago that an unauthorized, encrypted transmission piggybacked on our signal traffic with Venarii orbital control as we left orbit. My tech was able to isolate the signal, but the encryption is nothing we’ve seen before. We were wondering if you’d like to take a crack at it.”

McKenna piped up. “I’m happy to look at it. I likely have access to some algorithms you don’t. It’ll take a bit, though. By your leave, Top, I’ll get a secure terminal set up and see if I can decipher this signal.”

Dobbs nodded. “Granted, McKenna. Report to me and the XO when you have a result. I want to know what that message said before we leave the Pinch Exclusion Zone.”

“Understood, Top.” McKenna got up and left the ready room.

Vasylyna continued the conversation. “In the meantime, let’s talk through our next actions. For the moment, we’ll assume the rogue signal originated from one of the Venarii, and most likely Z’z’ll’frox.”

“I mean, it’s not unreasonable to think that if you’re sending a music group to interstellar peace talks, you want to send a minder along with them,” Taggart observed. “I just don’t understand the cloak and dagger BS. You notice that the handlers have translators, but not the Chorus?”

“From the context of the encounter, those Venarii believed that one, Z is a government agent, two, the Chorus doesn’t know Z is a government agent, and three, the Chorus is in danger,” Hannigan stated.

“Which could be dismissed as fanboyish exuberance if it weren’t for the fact that they were subsequently blown up,” Kyson retorted.

“You’re assuming correlation, Kyson,” a bemused Øster asserted.

“With respect, ma’am, I’m assuming Occam’s Razor.”

“That’s not how Occam’s Razor works,” interjected Dobbs, “but before this breaks down any further, let’s give Gil a chance to crack that signal. The content of that message may help fill the gaps we have. Kyson, you were starting to get on good with the Chorus. See if they’ll open up to you at all…did you really bring your trumpet?”

“My secondary one, yes. Gotta keep in practice somehow.” Kyson grinned.

“As long as you’re not sounding Reveille, I don’t care. Top needs his beauty sleep, after all.”

The whole room cracked up at that.
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Kyson spent almost every waking moment with the Chorus over the next couple of days as they flew to the edge of the system. As a musical experience, it was amazing. To hear a small number of beings produce such complex harmonies, yet such pure sound, was mind-blowing. The things he could discern listening live compared to recordings was immense.

As an academic exercise, it was enlightening to listen to things live, and then be able to ask questions. Kyson scribbled down pages of notes, attempts to transcribe what he was hearing into modern notation, and Q&A from the Chorus members as translated by Ch’t’angsk’wrd. This was enough original research to kick off a doctoral dissertation, easily.

Kyson chose not to let on that he could understand some of the basic Venarii language, as he wasn’t sure if Ch’t’angsk’wrd, being associated with Z’z’ll’frox, could also be a government plant. So far, Ch’t’angsk’wrd had faithfully translated what he could understand. Kyson was far from fluent, and if Ch’t’angsk’wrd chose to deceive him, there was only a small chance Kyson would detect it.

When Kyson got his trumpet out for the first time, he played one of his favorite things: Chuck Magione’s Feels So Good. The Chorus reacted with great enthusiasm; the tone and timbre of the trumpet was a new sound to them, and they loved it.

As promised, Kyson performed a variety of pieces for the Chorus: classical, jazz, and neo-jazz, as well as modern and popular tunes from many of the UTR’s various cultures.

They were about a day out from the Venarii Pinch Exclusion Zone when Kyson got word that Gil had made progress on the encrypted message. He reported to Hannigan’s ready room for the update.

“The biggest challenge with alien decryption is that most of our algorithms aren’t designed for alien alphabets. You have to find a ‘near match’ and tweak it based on our knowledge of the linguistic structures of the species in question,” Gil explained as he introduced the briefing. “Finding a workable near-match is the hard part, and for this one, I had to drag out a three-hundred-year-old YKS key.”

Dobbs blinked. “Wait…the old yak herder binaries? No way.”

“It makes sense, in a weird way,” Kyson said. “Tuvan throat-singing is part of ancient Mongolian culture. Since the Venarii language leverages their multiple voice boxes, it’s plausible some of those tonal and phonetic keys would have been worked into the YKS protocols by the pre-Republic Sino-Russian alliance.”

McKenna paused, his mouth twitching. “That…is a thing that would have saved me a couple of sleepless nights, had I known that at the start of this.”

Kyson shrugged. “Sorry, would have shared if I’d realized it would help.”

“Oh, well,” Gil sighed. “Regardless, it worked. Well, 72.43% confidence, according to the models. But it was enough of a breakthrough that I could make tweaks to get to 95.28% confidence. There’s a chance we may be mistranslating, so I don’t think I can get any higher than that.”

“Can we please proceed to the part where you tell us what you think the message says, Staff Sergeant?” asked a perturbed Øster.

McKenna flushed red. “Of course, Major, getting on with it. The message, translated, reads: ‘Musicians and material now in transit. Relay to consul delay of half-standard rotation period. Will need assistance getting material in place for concert to preserve timetable. Plan is still achievable.’”

Øster thought for a moment. “I keep wanting to hear materiel-with-an-e instead of material-with-an-a. Any reason the translation picked that word instead of ‘equipment’ or even ‘stuff’?”

“Hard to say, ma’am,” Gil replied. “That’s the kind of thing that an algorithm will have context challenges on.”

Dobbs interjected, “I seem to recall some wise advice about not presuming correlation.”

Øster smiled and bowed her head.“Touché, Master Sergeant.”

“They still tried to sneak a signal past us, and that’s not cool. Are we going to call them on it?” Taggart inquired.

“Negative, Terry,” she replied, shaking her head. “Let them think they got their signal through unawares. Also, if they are up to something, if we tip them off, they’d likely abort, which could scuttle the concert and land us in hot water with the diplomats.”

Dobbs leaned forward on his seat. “We need to get a closer look at their material, materiel…their stuff.”

“I concur,” Taggart agreed. “The message indicated that they were expecting their folks to do the offloading and logistics once we got to Sanctuary Station. They’ll likely politely but firmly decline any offer to help.”

“Unless they didn’t have a choice…” Kyson pondered. “Major, can we send a message to Sanctuary Station Command?”

Øster looked wryly at Kyson. “Tell me what you have in mind, Gunny…”
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“QUARANTINED? Outraged, this one is!” Z’z’ll’frox bellowed at the viewscreen monitor.

“My sincerest apologies, esteemed advocate,” said Colonel Bruce Christian, commander of Sanctuary Station, his command post visible behind him. “But for your safety, the safety of the Chorus, and the Venarii consulate, we cannot have you board until the quarantine lifts in six standard hours. Even then, we will need to have you and the other Venarii on board submit to an enhanced medical screening, again, for your safety. I won’t allow an outbreak of Zeta-29 Influenza to derail the conference.”

“Concert to begin in twelve of your hours! We cannot be ready if we cannot begin unloading and setup for six hours!”

“Z’z’ll’frox, if I may…” Commander Hannigan turned to the Venarii. “Our entire company, as a condition of their employment with us, is given the full preventative treatments for Zeta-29 Influenza so as not to succumb to the illness, nor spread it to others. I can send the Colonel our medical documentation. My crew probably can’t set up your equipment, but we can stage it for you, so when you come on board, you can still be ready on time. Colonel, would that be agreeable to you?”

“Once we verify your records, absolutely, Commander.”

“How about you, esteemed advocate? I won’t even charge you extra.”

Z’z’ll’frox stewed for a few seconds. “Accept, I shall. Only unload the equipment containers and transport them to the promenade stage in the station, this one says specifically. GodChorus equipment sensitive! Do not attempt extracting from containers!”

The commander bowed slightly. “Of course, Z’z’ll’frox. Now, we are going to be tractored into one of the Sanctuary Station landing bays. To preserve the quarantine, I must ask that you, your handlers, and the Chorus remain in your quarters until we are given the all-clear sign by Station Command.”

Three of Z’z’ll’frox’s hands were balled into fists and shaking. “Comply, we will. Speak to revered ambassador, I will!” The Venarii rolled away in a huff.

Hannigan waited thirty seconds before turning to one of his regular crew. “I want guards posted on all the Venarii quarters. If anyone tries to leave, kindly remind them they are still under quarantine.” The mercenary saluted and went off to fulfill his orders.

Hannigan turned to Øster. “There’s your window, Vasylyna. You’ve got six hours.”
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The Raiders took charge of getting the cargo containers unloaded and taken to the opposite side of the docking bay, where they could work unseen. The containers had physical and electronic locks; it took a little bit of finagling, but both were circumvented without damaging either. One of the Bravo Team CSOs had picked up those skills for self-enriching purposes before joining the Corps and putting those skills to better use.

“Huh…these containers are climate controlled,” Terry mused.

“Yep,” Jesse agreed. “Looks like they run wire behind the packing material, or insulation or whatever it is. It’s cool to the touch.”

“If the equipment’s sensitive, it makes sense, I suppose.” Terry and his team were inspecting the contents of the container, scanning it with handheld multi-trometers.

Jesse and Kyson walked over to the other container, where Gil’s team was running scans on that container’s equipment.

Jesse wrinkled his nose as he entered. “What’s that smell?”

“The insulation,” Gil called from the other side of the container. “You stop noticing after a minute.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t notice this smell in the other container. Did you, Gunny?”

Kyson shook his head. “Negative, Top.”

“Interesting… I wonder why they’re different.” Jesse pressed his hand against the wall; like the previous container, it was cool to the touch, and the material was thick and spongy. “Let’s take samples of both container materials and bring it back to the ship.”

Gil nodded. “Roger wilco, Top. I’ll relay to Bravo.”

Dobbs continued his inspection. “Look here, it uses the same climate control system. This panel looks like a match to the other one.” The metal panel had what appeared to be a keypad and a display screen with a complex set of lines and shapes.

“This pattern looks familiar, but I’m blanking on where I recall it from,” Kyson grumbled, frustrated.

“It’s the same pattern on the other container, Gunny,” Dobbs stated.

Kyson frowned. “That’s not what I mean, Top. I’ve seen this before, I know it.”

The team’s commdiscs buzzed. “Raiders, Prime One, your window is closing. Seal up and take the containers to the designated area, then return to escort the Chorus on board. Out.”
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Kitted out with their fullerene skinsuits and sidearms, the Raiders escorted the Chorus and their handlers onto the station and took them to their dressing room. Along the way, they passed through the promenade. Some Venarii consulate workers were setting up the equipment they had delivered. The cargo container walls had been disassembled and had been reconfigured into a platform, with cushioned chairs configured for the Venarii body.

“Looks like a nice view,” Jesse said. “I wonder who gets to sit there?”

“I figure the Venarii ambassador and other VIPs,” offered Terry.

None of the Venarii with translators were responding. Kyson cleared his throat and leaned over to one of the Chorus members. He said softly, <<Ambassador goes on highchair, yes?>> Without a second set of vocal chords, Kyson was going to sound like a toddler, but hoped he’d get his meaning across.

The Chorus member looked surprised, smiled, and waved their top-limb hand in an up-and-down motion, indicating “yes.” Kyson made eye contact with Jesse and nodded affirmation. He also looked to gauge a reaction from any of the handlers, who Kyson was pretty sure would have heard him no matter how soft he spoke.

The group made it back to the dressing room, then the Raiders returned to the Promenade. Dobbs spoke through his commdisc. “Raiders, Prime Two. Pair up and cover exits. Over.”

Kyson, Gil and Terry acknowledged in turn. “Roger Wilco, over.”

“Roger, out.”

The Promenade was steadily filling with audience members from the station, and from both consulates. Among the last to arrive were the Venarii Ambassador and their senior attaches.

Kyson, standing next to Jesse, drank in the anticipatory energy. Even though he’d heard the Chorus practice over the past few days, he was excited to see how they would be received here. Even so, he also felt a nagging in the back of his mind. We’re missing something…

His commdisc cut in. “Raiders, Prime One, Priority—”

At the same time, the Chorus emerged on the stage and the hall filled with applause.

“—analysis of the packing materials shows that separately they are inert, but when combined the chemical reaction creates a toxin deadly to Venarii—”

The applause was still going, but beginning to die down.

Two things clicked in Kyson’s head at that instant. The pattern on the climate control panel was notation—Venarii notation that he’d studied in his xenomusicology coursework. And it matched the first phrase of the Chorus’s opening number. And if the climate control panel was configured to respond to that phrase…

Oh, shit.

He cut in. “Raiders, Prime Three, Immediate, it’s on a tonal trigger! I say again, tonal trigger! We must keep the Chorus from starting!”

Kyson deployed his hood and sprinted toward the sound booth in the back of the hall.

The Chorus began their song. It was beautiful.

Kyson saw the panic in the face of the Venarii at the sound booth. Their top limb reached behind them and pulled out a phaser pistol.

Before Kyson could draw his sidearm, a pulse pistol shot rang out, and the Venarii, stunned, collapsed to the ground. He glanced over to see Terry closing on the booth, his Havoc G-400 in his hand.

The Chorus was halfway through the trigger phrase. Shouts were starting to come from the audience.

Kyson leaped to the sound booth and swiftly assessed it. He knew his way around Terran audio equipment, but these devices were foreign to him.

Making a snap decision, he pulled his Havoc G-400, thumbed the setting to max and shot the control panel. The device shorted out, and a loud pulse of feedback came through the speakers before they cut out, replaced by the screams of the panicking audience.

He’d interrupted the trigger phrase with two notes to spare.

He heard in his commdisc, “Raiders, Prime One, get eyes on Z’z’ll’frox, over!”

“Raiders, Alpha One, Target is fleeing to landing bay, Alpha Groups in pursuit, over!”

“Alpha One, Prime One, I am dispatching Solar Sentries regulars to cut target off.”

“Roger, Prime One, we— AAAAGH!”

Another voice came on. “Raiders, Alpha Group Two, we are under fire, I say again, we are under fire! Alpha One down, need medic!”

By the time Kyson and Jesse had caught up to Alpha Group, the firefight was over. The Solar Sentries regulars had arrived, engaged and taken down Z’z’ll’frox.

Øster was kneeling over the fallen Gil McKenna, whose entire upper half was blackened and charred. “Bastard had a plasma pistol. Ambushed him.”
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“So it was a false flag?” General Aldana asked.

“That is our interpretation of events, sir,” replied Captain Øster. “Whether Z’z’ll’frox was under orders or a rogue agent, I do not know.”

“That’s cold-blooded, though, to attempt an assassination of your own leaders to move on a border system. The Ambassador is shaken up, of course. They have resigned their post and have petitioned for sanctuary with the UTR. They’ll come back with you on the Griffon’s Beak.”

“Understood, General. You’ll have my full report, but I do want to say this: without Gunnery Sergeant Devereaux, this would have been a Charlie Foxtrot. I’m grateful that you got him for this op. Any chance he’d consider joining 8RB full-time?”

“I would say it’s unlikely, but you can ask him yourself, if you want.”
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As a Marine trumpeter, bugle calls are a part of life. First Call, The Adjutant’s Call, Fix Bayonets, To the Color…and Taps.

The United Terran Republic Marine Corps laid Gil McKenna to rest at Arlington National Cemetery. Kyson Devereaux was honored to play Taps for him.

Some things were more important than playing a state reception at the White House.


Si Vis Pacem, Para
Scott Slack


Cadet Alexander “Alec” Green sat in the briefing as the next task was laid out for him and the other cadets. He’d heard rumors, but every story was a little different from the last. The briefing was better than he’d feared, and worse than he hoped: solo landnav over the course of three days, followed by four days of exercises in squads. Reduced rations, little sleep, and ample stress. Alec couldn’t imagine Tyran putting fifteen-year-old boys through a trial like this, but Sala expected a lot of its boys. Alec was glad to have left Tyran in his past, though not without bitter loss.

The prospect of the exercise left Alec a little nervous, not because he was afraid of the exercise itself. What he feared was failing. Two years he’d worked hard to become a Salan, and three months he’d worked to become a cavalryman. He didn’t want to lose it all now. He knew that in reality, he wouldn’t fail at becoming a Salan, and it would take two failures to get washed out of the cavalry, but he hadn’t thrown himself into becoming Salan only to fail in his chosen specialty. But if he succeeded, he would finally earn his trooper’s boots, the tall leather boots worn by their instructors and troopers, and begin training for their graduation parade, a pleasure ride compared to combat training. And from that point, they would be addressed as troopers, and no longer as cadets.

They were dismissed from the briefing, and marched on foot to the central quartermaster, who issued them their necessary gear. They wouldn’t carry much: only two days’ worth of rations for the first three days, though they would carry a lot of water. And as for clothes, their packing list had many changes of underwear and socks, and only one spare uniform, all rolled up into small bundles then sealed in self-compressing bags. Each trooper-to-be was issued a single magazine loaded with ten rounds of ammo to deal with hostile wildlife. If they used it, they would have to bring back an identifiable chunk of the animal, or the spent case. Failing that, their gear would be thoroughly inspected through the time-honored method of the toss. Beyond that, each cadet was issued OWLs, the night-vision goggles mated with a heads-up display, a sealed navigation unit for emergencies, and a radio. Finally, each one was given plenty of feed for their mule. The mules would eat better than the cadets.

They marched to the stable and began packing their equipment, as well as cleaning and preparing their mules before saddling them. Cassius was well-behaved, and let Alec prepare him without incident. Alec didn’t talk to him this time. Nerves had him thinking more than speaking.

Alec began arranging his equipment on his saddle. It was both an art and a science. They’d spent some time learning to ride one mule while leading another, which allowed them to carry a very heavy loadout, but today it was just one mule per cadet. The most important items stayed with Alec in the pack attached to his body armor. If Cassius got spooked, Alec would at least have food, water, ammo, and a medkit. That would get him through a lot while he walked out of the wilderness. In reality, if he lost Cassius, he would track him down rather than walk away. Incidents decades ago had resulted in cadets wearing trackers into the field after a few cadets had gotten lost and died in training. But Alec could only ping Cassius’s tracker three times without being disqualified. There were many ways to fail this test, and few to pass.

“Come on, Cassius. We’ve got work to do,” Alec said. Cassius chuffed in reply as Alec led him from the stable, reins in his left hand, and his cavalry carbine slung at his side, held in place by his right hand.

“Prepare to mount!” The command came. Alec pulled on his carbine’s sling to move it from his side to his back. Otherwise, he might mount his mule with his carbine stuck under his thigh, an unpleasant experience, not to mention a dangerous one, and took six steps forward with Cassius. Alec grabbed the front of the saddle; there were working saddles with a horn to grab up front, but the Army didn’t use them, preferring a cushioned light saddle without protrusions that might hurt the rider if they had to duck low, and stuck his booted foot into the stirrup. It was a different design from the typical Tyran stirrup. The strap hole was oriented so the leather would lie flat against the horse both with and without a rider, and the tread was deeper and cushioned. Finally, it had a minimal leather cage to protect the rider’s toes.

“Mount!”

Alec swung into the saddle and let his carbine fall back to his side. He sat tall and light in the saddle, giving Cassius a few nudges to keep him in place.

“Forward, harch!” the sergeant called. Alec gently goaded Cassius with his heels, and Cassius moved forward, exactly as they’d trained. They still used bugle calls for ceremonies, like parades, but in the field, the human voice sufficed.

The squadron marched to the entrance of Training Area Five. It was a wide-open field, but not far in the distance loomed the hills and forest that covered so much of Sala. It was this sort of terrain that made equine cavalry practical, despite the rapid advances in technology following Last Contact and the Freyan Independence Wars. At least, that was the theory. Alec had seen the parades of tanks and artillery at the annual Unity Day Parade in Tyran, before he’d left under…hasty circumstances.

“When I call your name, come forward and take your map,” a staff sergeant mounted on a horse ordered.

One by one, each cadet’s name was called, and they rode up to the sergeant. It was a far cry from the start of training. Each cadet rode precisely and easily to the sergeant’s side, snatching the map from his hand without slowing, then returning to his or her place in the ranks. It was not a fancy display, and anyone who had never been through this training would likely never notice it, but Alec felt a sense of pride watching it and then doing it himself.

Alec opened his map and began looking at his route. It wasn’t the most complicated, except as he began looking at the topography and elevation, he realized it would take him straight through dense forest and hills. That would make it more challenging, but completely doable, if he took it seriously.

Alec gently goaded Cassius forward to the flag visible half a kilometer away, marking the start of his course. The other cadets moved to their starting points. None of them had been truly alone in months, and now it was each cadet and his mule on their own.

“See you on the other side,” Williams told Alec as their paths crossed.

“Try not to fall off,” Alec replied with a grin.

Williams gave a single bark of laughter. “You, too,” he said.

Alec arrived at his start point and double-checked the number on the flag versus the number on his map. The number was right, but just in case, he pulled out his cavalry binoculars, a ruggedized version of infantry binoculars, and checked the adjacent flag numbers versus the map. It would not surprise him greatly if they’d pulled a dirty trick like putting the flags in the wrong place versus the map. It looked fine, but he was suspicious. He turned on the compass bearing in his OWLs and looked back towards the camp. He spotted the top of the commando rappelling tower, and shot a bearing on it. He looked at his map, and oriented it to the north, before laying his physical compass on it. His map and bearing agreed. The flag was at thirty-eight degrees relative to the rappelling tower. That meant he could start the ride confident that he was in the right place. He was the last one to start, he noticed. Verifying the map had cost him just a little time, but suspicion had rarely failed him.

“All right, Cassius, let’s go,” Alec said, turning on a timer on his watch. Cassius chuffed once, and away they went at a trot.

The first part was open terrain, making for easy progress, but that didn’t last. Alec slowed Cassius to a walk as they approached the thick vegetation at the edge of the woods. Alec hadn’t yet figured out why the edges of forests were so thick. The woods that formed the rear edge of his backyard at home were the same way, especially in summer, but he had noticed that breaking through the thick brush was the hardest part. Once inside, it wasn’t so bad.

Alec dismounted, and carefully led Cassius through a thinner section of brush. The sunlight dimmed under the canopy, and Alec noted his position on the map. He remounted, and they resumed at a walk. Alec checked his watch and hit the lap timer. In infantry school, he’d learned to use pace beads to measure distance. On a mule, he only needed to know time and gait and he could do the numbers. By now, he knew Cassius’s pace exactly.

“Let’s trot,” Alec said, prodding Cassius with his heels. Cassius moved into a trot, and Alec posted into it, rising on his feet to let his legs absorb the shock rather than bouncing up and down on the saddle and killing both his back and Cassius’ in the process. It required a lot of core and leg strength. Weighted squats were a large part of the PT at cav school, making a hard abdomen and muscled legs hallmarks of Salan cavalrymen.

Another hour passed, and Alec was getting close to the first waypoint. He slowed Cassius to a walk, then halted him. He checked his timer and the map. If he’d kept to a straight line, then the marker should be very close. He dismounted, and quickly tied Cassius’s reins to a low branch. It wouldn’t hold forever. Cassius had slipped out of simple ties before.

Alec’s riding boots made little sound on the earth as he began to search for the waypoint. The first waypoint was a survey marker, a brass disk sunken into the ground. There had been multiple land surveys of Sala since it had become independent, and even a few before that. He had to mark down the marker’s ID code, as well as the survey that had marked it. Between the two, it would be very difficult to guess and get it right.

“Come on, where is it?” Alec muttered. He walked back and forth in a grid, searching for it, and not finding it. “This isn’t going to work if I can’t find it,” he said.

He turned to walk to Cassius. He pulled a bottle of water from his saddle and twisted it open. He took a swallow of water as he deliberated. He could have gotten his numbers wrong, or his direction. If he’d gotten his initial bearing wrong, then he might just be screwed. He’d gone at least ten kilometers already. He sighed, closed his eyes, and rested his forehead on the right side of his saddle. He didn’t want to fail after coming this far. He pondered moving on. He didn’t have to get every single point to pass, but the chances of finding any other points if he couldn’t find the first one were close to zero.

“Eyes open, situational awareness,” his mental voice said, sounding like Captain Tresckow.

He opened his eyes, still looking straight down. He was looking straight at a brass plate sunken into the ground. His eyes widened, and he wasn’t certain if he should shout for joy or curse his stupidity. He chose instead to be dumbfounded that he had stopped on the exact spot. He pulled out his notepad and wrote down the marker’s code and survey.

“Well, that was lucky, in several ways,” he told Cassius. “Now let’s get you some water. Map says there’s a stream near here.”

Alec untied Cassius’s reins from the branch and remounted. He made sure his gear was secure; he’d lost almost an entire bottle’s worth of water to a poorly sealed cap coming loose during a long trot once before, and checking his compass bearing, set out again. The next point and a veterinary stop were nearby. Alec expected Cassius’s heartrate would fall to within the threshold quickly. He’d had several minutes to rest while Alec had searched for the first point.

They stopped briefly for water and moved on. The veterinary check didn’t take long, and the survey marker was easy to find. Frequent exercise had made both Alec and Cassius strong and tough.

The rest of the first day was uneventful. Alec had made good time and found all of his planned points. He chose a spot to bed down near his final marker of the day. A known starting point would make it easier to resume navigation. He tied Cassius near some good forage, and pulled his brush from his pack and brushed the mule down. He almost couldn’t believe how dusty a mule could get. After he finished brushing Cassius down, he briefly brushed the dust from his boots and half-chaps. His upper body was not so dusty, but his breeches and boots spent most of their time covered in dust. He couldn’t do anything about the breeches, but he could at least keep his boots somewhat clean.

One perk of this exercise was they’d let each cadet pick their preferred ration packs. Alec dined that night on a burrito filled with smoked brisket, rice, beans, and an odd fruit and vinegar sauce. It was surprisingly good. He picked up the single-use cup that was filled with a vitamin-spiked fruit juice, reconstituted with water from one of his bottles. It had started as a long bag, but after he’d filled it, it had turned into a tall cup made of edible, if not tasty starches. After he was done, it would eventually crumble into dust, if he chose not to eat it.

Alec shredded the bottle into pieces, put a chunk into his mouth, and hid the rest under a bush. He took off his helmet and let his OWLs hang from his neck. It was very dark out, with only the scant light of Freya’s moon Hildisvini making it through the forest canopy. It always took Alec a moment to adjust from the artificial light of his OWLs to the darkness. He shivered, not from the cold, but from the sudden feeling of being all alone. Cassius chuffed again, and Alec turned to look at him, feeling less alone.

“Sorry, forgot that you’re here with me. Easy to forget, since you don’t talk much,” Alec said. Cassius chuffed again. “Thanks, big guy,” he said, wrapping an arm around Cassius’s neck in a hug. “Sleep well.”

Alec walked over to his shelter, a simple canvas tent with lightweight memory plastic inserts providing structure, and a wide mesh net for ventilation and vision. He pulled off his gloves, spread his thick wool blanket dyed in an old-fashioned digital camouflage pattern on the shelter’s lightly cushioned floor, and slid into the tent, fully dressed, his boots still on his feet, and fell asleep. He awoke briefly in the night, feeling not entirely comfortable. He sleepily squirmed in his shelter and removed his chaps and boots to an immediate sense of relief. His socks followed, and he wriggled his toes against the blanket, feeling much better.

Alec woke the next morning as the sky brightened. His eyes opened, and he was instantly awake as if the morning bugle were playing reveille. He checked his watch and groaned. He hadn’t planned to wake up for another hour. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. He pulled yesterday’s dirty socks from his boots and moved them into his pack, then slipped on a fresh pair, keeping his bare feet off the ground as he did. A bit of dirt or debris inside a sock or boot could lead to an entire day of discomfort.

Alec quickly had his boots and half-chaps back on, and he grabbed a chocolate bar from the ration pack. It was average quality chocolate, which still made it better than Tyran chocolate, and he ate it quickly before he began packing his gear and breaking camp. He felt sluggish compared to most days, but reduced sleep would do that. With luck, he could make it far enough by dark to sleep early.

Alec pulled the ripcord to roll up his shelter. The memory materials in the tent floor and ceiling weren’t strong enough to roll it up with a person inside, but it would rapidly roll up into a package compact enough to fit into the cargo pockets of the combat trouser, pockets the combat breech lacked. Lacking big enough pockets, Alec slipped it into his pack before donning the pack again. He woke up Cassius, and fitted his feed bag, filling it with some wet hay. While Cassius ate, Alec finished packing and saddling Cassius, and disposing of the last scraps of trash from his bivouac. That done, he did his best to obfuscate the traces of his presence, paying particular attention to where his shelter had lain. It wasn’t perfect, and if he hadn’t needed to wait for Cassius to eat and digest, he wouldn’t have bothered. A trained tracker could still have spotted his leftover sign.

Alec did a few pushups while he waited. He didn’t enjoy them, but they were something to do, and he’d come too far from his scrawny, underfed Tyran physique to lose his athletic performance now. He moved from pushups to squats. He didn’t have any weights to squat with, but something was better than nothing.

When Cassius finished his meal, Alec put away the feedbag, loosed Cassius, and the two of them set off again.

Alec had already found two points that day when an unexpected challenge presented itself.

“Where…where’s the bridge?” Alec asked. “It should be right here. Oh, this is bad. What do I do now?” He dismounted and walked to the riverbank. There was concrete on the bank, and he found some post holes drilled into it. “There was a bridge, and they removed it. This is part of the test.” Alec paused and thought for a moment. “I hate these people,” he declared, remounting Cassius, who made a little noise. “No, not you. I hate the people who created this test. I like you,” he told Cassius, smiling.

Alec pondered his course of action. He could turn left or right and hope for a bridge, or he could look for a spot to ford the river. It wasn’t a particularly broad or deep river, so there was probably a spot where he could ford. There were other bridges on the map, but there was no guarantee those bridges were still in place. He could swim Cassius across. He knew it could be done, but would Cassius do it? He might be obedient for a mule, but that was still for a mule, so he might swim, or he might not. And Alec had never swum him before, so he wasn’t sure if he would swim well enough for it to be safe.

Alec pondered the instructors and the test. The test had to be possible to pass, and they also probably tried to give each cadet an equally hard set of obstacles to deal with. Giving one cadet an extra hard test to get rid of him was not out of the question, but Alec was pretty sure he wouldn’t be the target of that. So there was probably another bridge or maybe a fordable segment of river, and he had just been given a route that would take him to the removed bridge. He thought about it; a ford would make the most sense. It would be a harder test that way, and more realistic. Bridges were attractive targets, and in a war, Sala would demolish lots of bridges to prevent Tyran advancing. It was an easy way to direct the enemy where you wanted him, and where you could kill him. But they had spent a long time teaching the cadets how to ford a river safely. So there had to be a ford somewhere, and hopefully it was close.

Alec looked upstream and downstream, and checked his map. He chose to go upstream. If they got swept downstream, they would at least be swept closer to the next point, if they could make it to the other side of the river.

Cassius walked alongside the river. Alec watched the river, looking for a shallower portion he could ford. Twenty minutes later, he saw a shallower section. He stopped Cassius and dismounted. It looked good. He looked around for deadwood, and picked up a piece about as tall as he was. He stuck it in the water. The water near the bank was about three-quarters as deep as he was tall. This was doable. It would get deeper the further he got from the banks, but it didn’t look like it would be too deep. Alec clipped his pack to the top of Cassius’s saddle and approached the water’s edge.

He squatted low, and jumped into the water as gently as he could. No need to stir up silt from the river bottom and make a lot of noise. The water reached to his chest, and it was quite cool.

“Okay, Cassius, let’s… Hey, get back here you son of a dirty filly!” Alec shouted as he spotted Cassius wandering away. “I said…” Alec climbed onto the bank and jumped out of the water, water pouring off him as he exited. He ran after Cassius, who began trotting away. “You’ll pay for this, Cassius!”

Cassius slowed at the sound of his name and turned to look at Alec. “I really hate you sometimes, you know that? Now, we are going back to that river, and we are going to cross it. You’re going to get a little wet, but you’ll be fine. I’m the one who’ll have to wear wet clothes for the next few hours. And this detour means I won’t have time even to change my socks until the next vet check, so this is going to be worse for me than you. Now come on,” he said, leading him towards the water. The mule balked again, and Alec looked him in the eye. “Now,” he said.

Cassius moved forward. Alec walked to the river’s edge again, and with Cassius’s reins in hand, jumped into the river. “Now, your turn,” Alec said, tugging gently on the reins. Cassius pulled away at first. Alec tugged again, and reluctantly, Cassius jumped in. “Good, good. Now let’s walk across,” Alec said, reassuringly. Slowly, they crossed without further incident. “Now see, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Alec asked as they climbed the opposite bank. Cassius made a noise, and he turned to look across the river. “Something wrong?” Alec asked, turning to look. Before he had a chance to react, Cassius had suddenly charged forward, and shoved Alec into the water.

Alec regained his feet and stood up. He was completely soaked, and dripping. “I hate you,” he said to Cassius, who looked at him with a look of pride, if a mule could be said to look proud of itself. “Now come on, we’re on a deadline,” he said as he climbed back out of the water, grabbing onto Cassius and remounting him. “By the way, I was going to give you a sugar cube for crossing the river, but then you shoved me in.”

Alec spurred Cassius forward. He hadn’t earned spurs yet, but the inside edge of his boots worked well enough, most of the time.

Alec and Cassius continued on for a while, moving closer to the next point. Things were moving smoothly, though Alec wished he had time to remove his boots and change socks. His upper body was drying well enough. The combat shirt and breeches were made of a light but strong fabric, with some stretch to it and a close fit, but the durable synthetic leather of the boots kept water out, and in, quite well.

“Cadets Green, Wallace, and Zimmer, this is Central. Cadet in distress. Pause exercise and redirect to render aid. Use of navigation units required. Coordinates will be broadcast to your units. Signal when ready to receive,” a voice suddenly said from Alec’s radio. Alec halted Cassius and pulled the backpack from his back. He opened the tamper-evident case and turned on his navigator, then activated the pairing sequence with his OWLs.

“Cadet Green, ready,” Alec said in the brisk, clipped tone that every cadet seemed to develop on the radio.

“Cadet Zimmer, ready,” Zimmer answered.

“Cadet Wallace, ready,” Wallace’s voice came.

“Sending coordinates. Acknowledge receipt. Over.”

The direction arrow in Alec’s OWLs came to life, showing him the way and the distance. Whoever was in distress was not far from him. He could be there in less than ten minutes at a gallop. Alec and the others gave terse acknowledgements, and Alec urged Cassius to a gallop. Cassius took off energetically. He was no racehorse, but Alec wondered if one of his ancestors had been. He certainly enjoyed a good fast pace.

Alec rose in the stirrups for stability; otherwise, he would likely bounce out of the saddle. Cassius was not the gentlest striding of mules. A gentle stride might be favored among those who showed off on horseback, but for the mule riders of the Salan cavalry, they needed something sturdier.

“Central, this is Green. Who are we looking for? Over,” Alec said.

“Green, Central. You’re looking for Cadet Lantz. We believe he is severely dehydrated. Over.”

“Understood, Central. Green out,” Alec replied.

Alec began formulating a response. He had water, and he also had a rehydration solution. If Lantz wasn’t too dehydrated, then a bit of the solution would help. A wet towel on the forehead would likely help in any case. But if they had been called in to assist while a medevac was inbound, then he was definitely in bad shape. Alec hadn’t touched the bottle attached to his pack. He kept that one full just in case he got thrown from Cassius or Cassius ran off while he was dismounted. He also kept a filter pump attached to that bottle. He had others, but spares were the name of the game.

Alec crossed from the open plain into forest. He was getting closer. It should be only a few minutes.

Alec heard a whinnying noise nearby. He looked and saw Lantz’s mule, a light bay named Cortez, grazing on a scrubby bush. If Cortez was here, Lantz had to be nearby.

“Lantz! Lantz!” Alec called. He waited to hear Lantz call back to him. He didn’t hear anything. Cortez paused grazing to look at Alec. “You’re no help,” Alec said. “Lantz!” he called one more time.

There was a low moan, and Alec dismounted. He found Lantz lying half-concealed under some bushes, and he was unconscious. His face was dry and red, and he made a slight moaning sound.

“Okay, Lantz, help is coming,” Alec said. “Central, I’ve got Lantz. He’s unconscious, and his skin is dry and red. Breathing is slow and shallow, and heartrate is…148, I think. Going to try to cool him,” Alec said, grabbing a bottle and a cloth from his saddle, and soaked the cloth before putting it on Lantz’s forehead. Alec then unfastened Lantz’s armored fall-vest to cool him. His combat shirt underneath was still damp with sweat. Opening it and letting him vent ought to cool him. Alec looked around to see if he could tell if Lantz had fallen or laid down. He didn’t see any significant imprints in it, and he did see dirt kicked around and bootprints. “Okay, I don’t think you fell. I can raise you up,” Alec said aloud. He unbuckled Lantz’s helmet and raised the other cadet’s upper body. Medical training had always stressed, “Face is pale, raise the tail. Face is red, raise the head,” over and over. There was more to it than that, but the basics were key.

Alec heard more mules approaching. That would be Wallace and Zimmer. Lantz began to regain consciousness. He looked at Alec, and a deep groan slowly escaped his lips. “Green?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s me. You okay?” he asked.

“Water?” Lantz asked slowly.

“Okay, but just a little. Medevac is on the way now,” Alec explained, holding out his bottle and giving it a shake. He twisted the lid off. Rather than being threaded on, it was held on by three lugs with grooves on the cap. “Stick out your tongue,” Alec said. Lantz slowly obeyed, and Alec tipped out the small bit of water that had clung to the cap when he’d shaken it onto Lantz’s tongue.

“Thanks,” Lantz rasped.

“How’s he doing?” Wallace asked.

“Not great. How long until the medevac arrives?” Alec asked.

Wallace called in on the radio. Medevac was fifteen minutes off. Zimmer went and got Cortez and brought him over. While they waited for the medevac, they tried to keep Lantz comfortable. He was mostly conscious for most of that time. Alec gave him a few more small drinks of water.

When the medevac finally arrived, they removed all of Lantz’s gear and handed it off to Alec, loaded Lantz onto a stretcher, and took him to the nearby helicopter.

Alec and the others watched the helicopter depart. “I guess we get back to the course now,” Zimmer said.

“Who’s going to take care of Cortez and the gear?” Alec asked.

“I guess we should ask Central,” Zimmer said.

Alec agreed and made the call. He didn’t care for the answer. Cortez and the gear were his responsibility, and he’d have to get Cortez to the next veterinary check. Alec got off the radio and groaned. “Not Cortez,” he muttered. “Could you two help me get Cortez tacked and ready to go? I’m going to have to pony him,” he said.

They agreed. Wallace tied Cortez to Cassius’s saddle, while Alec and Zimmer loaded Cortez up.

“Central, Green. We’re ready to resume the exercise,” Alec announced on the radio.

“Acknowledged. Clock restarting. Out,” Central replied.

The three cadets remounted, and Wallace and Zimmer set off at a trot. Alec goaded Cassius forward, and Cassius tried to obey. Cortez didn’t. Alec tried again, and Cortez still wouldn’t move. Alec grabbed the line tying Cortez to Cassius, and Cortez reluctantly moved forward. Alec goaded Cassius again, and this time Cortez moved with them.

Alec grabbed a snack from his pack. It wasn’t much more than a piece of bland pseudo-bread, but it stopped his stomach’s rumblings. He washed it down with water from one of the bottles on the saddle. He slipped the bottle back into its holder and looked back at Cortez, just in time to see the line that tied him to Cassius’s saddle slip out of its knot and fall to the ground. Alec reached to try and grab it before it fell, but he was just a little too slow. Cortez wasted no time. He turned and galloped away. Alec’s eyes widened, and he goaded Cassius into a turn and a gallop.

“Get back here, you son of a dirty filly, or I’m melting you down for glue! Get back here!” Alec shouted. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to be gaining on Cortez. Cassius was fast, but he had a sixty-kilo rider on his back, an encumbrance Cortez lacked. Alec wasn’t sure if they’d be able to catch Cortez.

Cortez veered left, and Alec saw the chance. He moved Cassius’s course to the left. If he’d judged it right, he would intercept Cortez and maybe be able to stop him.

They got closer and closer, and Alec turned Cassius again to come alongside Cortez. The two mules galloped alongside each other while Alec stretched out to grab Cortez’s reins. It took three grabs before Alec took hold of the reins. He only got one half of the reins, but that might be enough. He pulled gently on both sets of reins, and both mules began to slow. Alec let out a sigh of relief.

“If you do that again, I am going to kill you, Cortez,” he said, anger mixing with relief. “Thanks to you, I have to redo our navigation, and that means lost time.”

Alec retied Cortez to Cassius, and this time he added an extra rope, a long one. That one he’d keep in his right hand, in case Cortez slipped free again. He also would have a word with Wallace and Zimmer about their knots. If they had tied Cortez properly, he wouldn’t have slipped free. Meanwhile, Cortez was doing his best to anger Cassius and Alec. He tried to walk off more than once, tried to push Alec around, and bit at Cassius, who responded in kind, and Alec had to separate them somehow. Then when they started moving again, Cortez would either try to lag behind or lunge forward, and snapped at the air. Alec wondered if he could find a way to kill Cortez and get away with it. Alas, he could not think of a method and excuse for equicide.

They made it to the veterinary check, but it was late by the time they did. Alec delivered Cortez, grateful to be free of the jackass. It wasn’t dark yet, but it was getting closer. He would not be able to make up for lost time today. He’d have to wake up early the next day and ride the moment it was bright enough. They rode as far as the next point before bedding down for the night.

Alec opened his ration pack. He’d thought he’d save it up to finish strong, but he wouldn’t have time to stop and eat the final day, so he would eat as much as he could that night. He’d keep some snacks that could be eaten in the saddle, but that was it. He ate his dinner quickly, and made sure Cassius got some water. He set up his shelter and crawled into it, taking his boots off first this time. He didn’t normally fall asleep all that quickly, but that night he was so tired that he fell asleep almost as soon as his head hit the shelter’s lightweight pillow.

Even dreaming, he was not entirely free of Cortez, for the jackass of a mule made a guest appearance, as recalcitrant as ever. When Alec awoke in the morning, he was briefly confused. He thought he’d completed the course, and when he realized that was a dream, he became frustrated. He took a long drink from one of his water bottles before finding a spot to urinate. He ate another of the almost-breads from a ration pack, and quickly took down his camp. There was just enough light to ride, and Alec would need every second of it.

Alec kept Cassius at a trot or canter as much as he could that day, but he had to strike a balance. If he rode Cassius too hard, he could end up lame or too exhausted to continue. Alec was feeling pretty exhausted, too. Posting the trot for so long was exhausting his legs and core, but he had to do it. If he didn’t, then he’d exhaust or hurt Cassius. A few times, Alec had to dismount and walk alongside to give Cassius time to recover while still moving towards the finish. Alec was tempted to open his navigator again and set coordinates, but they had a memory. If he did, he would be caught and disqualified, he was certain of that. Instead, he did his best to navigate in the saddle, and hope for the best.

He made it to point after point with little pause between points. But he lost time on the veterinary checks. He’d ridden Cassius hard, so it took longer for his heart to slow enough to continue the ride. Alec spent those checks with his map in front of him. He was about to hit rugged terrain, and straight-line routes would either be a challenge or impossible.

Alec was getting close to his deadline, and he had to make his choice. He could go faster if they took the long route, or they could move slower along the short route. But which would take less time was hard to say. He was on his final veterinary check, and he had until it was over to choose. If he chose the longer route, he could ride Cassius for all he was worth and let him rest the next day. The short route also carried with it an increased risk of injury.

Alec made his decision. He would take the long way. He chose his bearing and waited for the veterinarian’s go-ahead. He drank a bit more of his water and took the opportunity to relieve himself. No need to carry around the extra weight, and he wouldn’t have to stop riding during the final stretch to take care of it.

The vet gave him the go-ahead, and seconds later Alec was again atop Cassius and on the move. Alec started Cassius at a walk to warm him up before moving him to a trot again. Alec’s legs were beginning to burn from so much trotting. He sneezed and grunted in pain as his core complained vehemently about the sudden use of its muscles. He was going to be sore after this. The plus side was that he would not look so scrawny, though he didn’t particularly care about that. He was more focused on the time limit, and making it to the finish on time. His stomach churned with stress and hunger, and he kept an eye on his timer. He made the turn around the hills and was on his way to the finish. The only problem was he had forty-five minutes left, and he was pretty sure it would take him an hour to finish, and he didn’t think he could push Cassius hard enough to make it in time. He cursed, watching the timer tick ever downwards. He pushed Cassius to go just a little faster, hoping he might make it. And maybe if he made it just barely over the limit, they wouldn’t make him redo it.

He was close. So very close, but there were only five minutes left. He urged Cassius into a gallop, and Cassius took off.

Alec saw a group of mules and cadets in the distance, and a blue flag on a pole. It was the finish, and he was almost there. Then the time ran out. Alec’s heart fell, but he continued to ride through to the very end. They passed the flag, and Alec halted Cassius. He looked down dejectedly.

“Good work,” Alec said, patting Cassius on the shoulder, his voice low.

“Good work, Green,” Sergeant Miller said as Alec dismounted.

“Doesn’t feel so good, sergeant,” Alec said. He didn’t assume any special position. Technically, he should have moved to parade rest, but much could be ignored under field conditions.

“Why not? You made it well under the time limit,” Miller said.

“I did? But I was watching the clock. I was two minutes late,” he said, looking up at Sergeant Miller.

Miller looked at him quizzically for a moment. “Did you remember to account for the time the exercise was paused for you?” he asked. “You finished in plenty of time. Second fastest time of your group,” he explained.

Alec’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped briefly before he brought himself back under control. “I was the second fastest?” he said, after a moment of stunned silence.

“You were. Congratulations. I expect you’ll be a trooper by the end of the week,” Miller said. “Got your points list?” he asked.

“Right here, sergeant,” Alec said, pulling it from his left bicep pocket.

Miller accepted the notepad and pulled out a group of cards from his pocket. He flipped through them until he found the right one. Alec watched his eyes move back and forth between the cards. Alec grew nervous. If he had gotten any of them wrong, he could be in trouble. “Perfect score,” he said finally.

“Thank you, sergeant,” Alec said, a weight off his shoulders.

“Take care of your mule, and once Wallace and Zimmer get here, we’ll move to the patrol base,” Miller said.

The next days were a blur as they began a series of simulated attacks and maneuvers. They had a brief period dismounted to let their mounts rest while they practiced light infantry operations, then they returned to their mounts. Day after day, they demonstrated their proficiency in running pack trains of supplies, weapons, and munitions, and at night they moved into position and executed raids against the simulated Tyran forces. Whether it was moving a mortar team to harass a firebase, or infiltrating a mobile fueling point to demolish it, or deploying anti-tank missiles and drones to halt tank columns, they did everything. Everything but sleep, that was. They grabbed a bit of sleep here and there, but nothing that would be called sufficient.

When they finally rode into garrison, they were exhausted and covered in the dust of the wilderness. They tended first to their mounts—failure to do so was an infraction and at least good for fifty pushups—then tended to themselves. The moment they removed their boots, the smell of twenty-five sweaty teenage boys overwhelmed even their desensitized noses, and in disgust they filled and sealed their laundry bags and opened the barracks windows.

The next morning, they formed up on the drill pad waiting for Sergeant Michaels to arrive. He was running late, but when he did appear, they understood why. He had a hand truck stacked tall with large boxes.

“All right, troopers.” Alec stood just a little taller. Yesterday they were cadets. Today they were troopers, and Sergeant Michael’s casual comment had brought that home for him. “When I call your name, come forward and take your troopers boots.”

One by one, each trooper claimed his boots. Each had been scanned before the graduation exercise and a custom pair created for them, and now the boots were theirs. Alec claimed his boots like the others, and wondered when they would be able to wear them.

“You have three minutes to change and be back on the drill pad,” Michaels ordered. “Go.”

Trooper James gave the order to fall out, and the troopers scrambled back into their barracks. Their short boots went under their bunks, tightly laced, and their half-chaps were draped over the rails at the head of each bed to dry, and the tall boots came out of their boxes and onto their feet. Alec slipped his feet inside, then buckled the snap at the mouth of the boot, triggering the memory material to change shape and clamp around his calf, the outer edge extending just to the knee joint, the dark-brown leather securely encasing his leg.

The squadron of new cavalry troopers ran back out to the drill pad and formed up again. Their new boots creaked slightly, the stiff leather not yet broken in, yet each one was standing up straighter, proud of their achievements. Technically, they weren’t done yet. They still had a multiple-choice exam, testing them on tactics, equine care, and the history of cavalry, starting with Ancient Earth cavalry and continuing onto the Wars of Autonomy on Freya, and then the graduation parade later that week when their families would see their trooper sons.

There was a boom high above their heads, louder than any noise Alec had ever heard, and it streaked across the sky. It sounded like a fighter breaking the sound barrier, but far louder and even faster, and it echoed off the distant hills.

Sergeant Michaels looked up in confusion. “Strange, there isn’t any hypersonic weapon exercise scheduled,” he said.

As if to answer him, the same booms sounded again from further away. Then the ground shook as an explosion rocked the base. “Shit, it’s an attack,” Michaels cursed. “Troopers, grab your equipment and get to the stables. We’re riding out now!”

The troopers scrambled again, grabbing their packs and mule feed, and reporting to the armory to grab a standard ammo load, then loading it all onto their mules and leaving the base as they heard distant explosions.

Alexander Green, Tyran by birth and Salan by choice, was at war with the country of his birth.

Finally.


GAME ON
M.C.A. Hogarth


Dorm-room. This is a cramped space. To the right is a single bunk, mussed. On it are two textbooks— Pathophysiology for the Advanced Generalist Nurse and Acute Care of Adults—along with a notebook with capped pen and a tablet computer. On the left is a wall with a single bookshelf of fiction: Starship Troopers, the Sector General omnibuses. There is a poster on the wall, Art Deco-stylized, of a figure in armor staring up at a ship. It reads, “Join the Terrestrial Marines, Visit Exotic Places, Nuke the Aliens.” Beneath it is a game logo: SPACE MARINE BATTLES.

Against the back wall, there is a desk. A baseball bat is leaning against the side of a computer, next to a crumpled softball uniform bag. The glossy finish on the large monitor on the desk reflects the door that leads out of the room.

A young woman is sitting in front of the keyboard. She has skin the color of clear dark tea and black hair streaked with ultramarine blue, currently in a ponytail. Lying next to her mouse is a cellphone, open to a chat client. She’s wearing a wireless earpiece.

The screen in front of her flashes, then starts loading data over a screenshot of a grimacing woman in powered armor, aiming a rifle. It flicks to a game screen, with scrolling chat on the lower left.

[SQUAD] Benny : Heeeey, its the tournament chammmp

[SQUAD] Hotschtuff : the woman of the hour! hows it feel, nivvy?

[SQUAD] JarheadSue : About time, woman! The aliens are on level 20 tonight!

[SQUAD] Tomson : **** the aliens I wanna see someone from Team Us use the global defense channel! come on, niv, light er up!

The woman behind the keyboard is grinning. She shakes her head and starts typing.

[SQUAD] Nivedha : I got nothing to say worth hearing by everyone in the game. but Im liking the fancy tag next to my name now.

[SQUAD] Hotschtuff : you are spiff, niv, even got shiny stripes on your armor now

The woman pans out so she can look at her character, a tall woman in chunky black battle armor. She smiles and starts her avatar jogging down a corridor.

[SQUAD] Nivedha : if I knew Id get fancy armor upgrades from winning the server tournament I would have done it sooner. so whats on fire tonight? sick of studying about putting people together, Im ready to take things apart.

[SQUAD] Tomson: like Sue said, we got incursions on level 20, rest of us are heading there now.

A tiny map opens in the corner of the woman’s screen, a blue and black wireframe that blooms four red markers. The colors reflect on her face, striping it with cold light.

[SQUAD] Nivedha : Got it, lets form up at the northwest access tube on level 18, get this party started. I want to try the new armor upgrades.

[SQUAD] Benny : You know its cosmestic, right

[SQUAD] Benny : cosmictic

[SQUAD] Benny : **** cant type tonihgt

The woman at the keyboard snickers. She starts her character jogging, doesn’t even pause when an alien straggler leaps from one of the side junctions. She just shoots it on the way past, leaving its tall slick body collapsed behind her.

[SQUAD] Nivedha : Use the voice to text app Team inyourface hacked together.

[SQUAD] Benny : you ******* me? ******* thing doesnt know half the words we use and the other half it bleeps

[SQUAD] JarheadSue : lol

[SQUAD] Nivedha : lol. all right almost t

[COMPANY] –- : this is rob, please tell me someone can see this

At the keyboard, the woman frowns. She glances at her cellphone, sees the line duplicated there.

[COMPANY] –- : they didnttake my phone but im guessing I dont have much time

[COMPANY] –- : the aliens are real

[COMPANY] –- : they made the game, they use it to look for people who could actually hurt them

[COMPANY] –- : and then they kill them

She leans forward to frown at the chat client, then starts typing.

[SQUAD] Nivedha : who are you? why isnt your name coming up?

[COMPANY] –- : they deleted me from the system, like they do all the tournament winners

[SQUAD] Hotschtuff : ****

[COMPANY] –- : do something

[SQUAD] Nivedha : your jokes not very funny

[COMPANY] –- : theyre coming

[COMPANY] –- : they made the headshots too high aim for the bottom of the reticle

[SQUAD] JarheadSue : Yeah right nice one.

The woman is frowning at the client on her phone, which now shows a dead connection for someone who doesn’t even have a login name. As she watches, the chat keeps scrolling up past the disconnect notice. Not a logout. A terminated session. Her skin stipples with gooseflesh.

[SQUAD] Tomson : GM playing some kind of joke maybe?

[SQUAD] Benny : yeah, sure, ******* funny there

[SQUAD] JarheadSue : whatever, we have aliens to kill upstairs.

There is a faint hiss outside in the corridor, like something dragging on the low pile carpet. The woman’s shoulders tense. On the screen, her avatar stops running.

[SQUAD] JarheadSue : Niv? You there?

The hiss grows louder and then stops. The woman slowly reaches for the bat and flexes her fingers on the blond wood. Behind her, the doorknob clicks. In the reflection of the monitor she sees the flash of the corridor’s fluorescent lights on gelatinous skin and the sheen of a gun barrel. She flings herself from her chair as the weapon shatters her monitor and rolls onto her feet, lunging. The bat swings, and at the last moment she corrects it—bottom of the reticle—hits. The thing screeches and staggers, and she strikes it again. This time it goes down, and when it does, she reverses the bat and drives the blunt end through its throat.

It shimmers…and dematerializes beneath her disbelieving stare. She glances at the bat, which is coated in slime. Then at the bottom of her jeans, now spattered in gore the wrong color for anything terrestrial.

“Oh, crap,” she whispers.

She peers out into the hall. Nothing. Grabs her cellphone. A few minutes later, she is in the corridor, bat in hand, scanning around each corner before taking it.

“App focus: Space Marine Battles chat.”

“App focus switched.”

“Change channel, global defense. Authorization tourney-winner-spring-2013, Nivedha Chavan.”

“Channel changed.”

“Start text: This is Sergeant Major Nivedha.” She draws in a deep breath and squares her shoulders. “People, Earth’s got a problem, and we’re going to solve it.”
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Call To Action


At Raconteur Press, our motto is Have Fun, Get Paid. Hopefully you enjoyed the stories in this volume. If you did, please take the time to leave a quick review. Our authors love to hear that people enjoyed their stories and it encourages them to write more of them.

And if you liked a story by a particular author, go ahead and find their author page and give them a follow to get notifications about their next release. It might be with Raconteur Press or it might not but it’ll probably be another fantastic story.
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