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1215 Horae, Quintilis 19, 2772 (Eques Infinita societate, Calendarium militare) / Amplitudo Systema stellatum - Planeta Pervenire - Sancta Maria Quadragesima tertia Cathedralis.

Sapiens stared into a tall standing mirror and saw his father gazing back.

In a small room in the back of the Saint Maria the Forty-Third Cathedral, his eyes moved up and down his freshly forged armor, helmet in hand. His jaw was slack and brow raised in awe of the advanced technology and sanctified metal encasing him.

An empty feeling washed over him. He wanted to cross his arms to comfort himself but he resisted the urge, instead standing as tall as he could muster, puffing out his chest.

“Finally in armor. And at the proper time, unlike your traitor Brother.” A feminine and slightly nasally voice from the doorway. He immediately recognized her voice to be his sister, Verity. Sapiens spun to spy a woman leaning on one side of the old wooden door frame with crossed arms. She wore her own set of armor, but plated with an oversized vizor. 

He looked down at her, standing only a little taller. “I hope to be as great as Father is,” Sapiens said with a confident nod.

“Was” Verity corrected. “And you better. Other than Luciferus, you are the last man able to pick up the pieces. I will not have our once great name defaced any further,” she said in a chilling tone.

Sapiens gripped his helmet tight and lowered his brow. “You should not speak of Father that way. He still is a great man, everyone agrees.”

“He is not everyone’s father. And the men in this family, the Grant family, are doing everything possible to ruin the name. I was lucky to still get into the Prisca Institute no thanks to the antics of your predecessors. I am sure Luciferus will have an equally difficult time with our clout all but depleted.”

“Is prestige all that matters to you?” Sapiens asked, crossing his arms as well.

She shrugged, “All we are is what others think of us. Let that slip, show them we are as foilable as them, then we stop being the Grant family.”

“So if Stabilis were to return, you would arrest him? On sight? Your family?”

She retained her calm posture and cold tone as she coyly glanced to one side a second to pretend to ponder the notion. “Hmm, no, I would not arrest him. I would kill him.” Her voice dropped to sound demanding. “The same should go for you. Stabilis was to die for what he did, unjustly taking the role of judge and executioner. I do not care where he is or our relation to him. If I see him, I will kill him, like any other criminal.” Her voice turned wistful “Maybe it will bring good luck after so much bad?” Sapiens frowned and kept gripping his helmet tight.Verity spoke again to fill the silence. “Anyways,” she sighed. “Mother commanded me to inform you that Father cannot be present.”

“Quid?!” Sapiens gasped. “He promised,” he said, almost under his breath.

She rolled her helmet. “Like I said, the men of this family do not but disappoint. But he did send this, a token from modernity’s brighter past,” she said and pulled out a small tungsten medal and presented it to him in her palm.

A circular window in the middle was filled with Mineral Oil that sloshed around. The hardened tungsten was pressed to form broadleaf evergreen branches rounded into a crown. “...Fathers Signum est Honor? Why would he part with this, one of the highest honors an Eques can achieve?”

She wiped her hands as if wiping dirt off of them. “A good luck charm, perhaps. I’m jealous. He didn't send me anything for my Dignitas,” she said and diverted her gaze while clenching her fists. “It is not like he needs it. He lost claim to it when joining the Tutor. Just another thing all were eager to allow him to keep after his fall. I only hope we are all treated so well when breaking Militiae.”

“Enough, Verity.” Sapiens brow was furrowed, eyes tired, and lowered the medal to look at her in the visor.

They held a locked gaze for a moment. “Try not to make a fool of yourself on stage,” she said before standing and walking off  down the hall.

Sapiens watched her go a moment before considering the medal. He pocketed it and gazed into the mirror, only himself reflecting back. He raised his helmet overhead and steadily lowered it on. It fit like a glove and dazzling lines danced across the visor as the heads up display came to life. Small robotic arms and wiring in the neck of his black body glove extended, hooked onto, and plugged into the helmet, locking it in place. The trap door under the chin closed its double doors, clicking together and into place, a loud hiss and sucking noise filled Sapiens ears before the noise of his surroundings came in from his helmet's headphones with perfect clarity.

Eventually, a Sacerdos in a cloak of shining scarlet came and retrieved him, leading Sapiens to the main hall of the cathedral. He was instructed to wait at the large wooden double doors held open. His heart was beating loud and fast. Father Lucas, the Pontifex Maximus, stood on stage at the end of the hall where several wide marble steps ascended to. He was an older man wearing no armor, rather the palest of silver, multi layered silk robes. A sizable choir filled one side of the large chamber with their music swelling as the last of the aunts, uncles, and cousins both close and distant took their seats in the pews. All in armor like his. 

Several large stained glass windows lined the wall behind the Pontifex Maximus and a single, central, large round one framed the old man with a glittering rosy pink halo. The midday sunlight passing through the glass depicted a blue gray smithing hammer on a red field. It was warm and inviting, as if Deus was casting down the light himself. 

The Pontifex Maximus spoke in proper Latin, to the extent that Sapiens didn't always understand him before he heard his cue. “Then I call forth, Sapiens legatarius Grant, eldest son of William Poppa Grant the fifth,” the old man's dry voice echoed throughout the large hall. 

Sapiens winced and blinked several times when hearing himself referred to as the eldest. He took a deep breath to try and calm his heart which had begun beating even faster, taking his first step on the red carpet down the middle of the pews. A thousand eyes weighed down his already heavy armor while a Sacerdos flanked either side of him. He walked at a slow and measured pace down the hall. Quickly ascended the marble steps when reaching them to stand beside Pontifex Lucas. The two Sacerdos that followed Sapiens split off to join the others standing at the perimeter of the stage, totaling seven.

Sapiens turned and faced the crowd, heart pounding in his ears. He puffed his chest out a little and held his hands tight behind his back, even tipped his chin up a little. Still his posture deflated when seeing the empty seat beside his mother. Helmet off, her expression tired and bored. Wrinkles lining her features more than ever, gray would be in her hair if eques didn't shave their scalps bald.

A Sacerdos brought a pedestal with a built-in bowl to the stage and placed it beside the Pontifex. It was filled with the colorless, holy mineral oil. Lucas considered the pedestal a moment before eyes twitched to Sapiens and barked in a still dry, and grouchy tone, “Kneel.” Sapiens did so. Lucus took a long breath in, and exhaled twice as long through his nose. “Do you vow?” Lucas asked rhetorically and dramatically. “Do you solemnly vow to serve and commit yourself to Deus Factorem Potentem in all His glory and wisdom; to serve His chosen people in the forging of utopia? Do you vow to serve with unwavering loyalty, to follow the Militiae in its entirety, adamantly, to enter the ranks of the anointed and lead the hierarchy in our age-old struggle? To continue to forge a better society, ever strengthened from adversity. Do you vow to shed your adolescence for Deus and join your brothers and sisters in this Holy Pursuit? Lest you be forsaken to live without Dues’ guidance, to fall by the wayside as his chosen people are forged into an ever-bettering design? Do you vow?” he asked once more, dramatically like before.

Sapiens was quiet a moment before turning back to the crowd, gazing at the empty seat beside his mother, seeing his sister plant her face in hand and shake in disappointment. His heart was beating so loud and fast, he worried it might burst out of his chest. His hand acted without thought and pulled out his father’s medal, clutching it tight before quickly looking back at Pontifex Lucas. His heart finally calmed and he nodded his head. “I do vow,” he said. A stinging sensation remained in his gut.

“Then let us usher in this man grown, encased in holy armor now blessed by Deus, to do as his forebears did before him, and what his children shall do after.” The old father turned to the bowl beside him and dipped his finger. He raised his hand above Sapiens and let droplets of oil fall onto Sapiens armored forehead. Despite the inch and a half barrier of metal and electronics that made up his helmet, he felt a shocking cold and heavy thump as each droplet landed like pebbles of ice rather than water.
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0600 Horae, Sextilis 5, 2777 (Eques Infinita societate, Calendarium militare) / Longitudo: 41.8902° N, Latitudo: 12.4922° E -  Vacuus Systema stellatum - Planeta Deserta - Deinceps operating basi 04.

In the distance of the dark gray dust storm, the sun a silhouette in the sky, a clanging of hammer to anvil could be faintly heard on the howling of the rushing wind.

Gray men all gawked at the stocky red three storming through the military camp, between the war tents set up in perfect rows of six by ten. The camp set itself in a slanted, dug-out piece of land where metal walls towered around the perimeter. Tall men populated the base and wore full body armor, gray with blue trim, form fitting, with outer hardened tungsten armor plating looking like a geometric artistic rendition of the muscle groups. Between the black tech suit under the outer hardened tungsten plating, the Eques wore robes. Light gray in color to go with the rest of their armor, draped down low about their lower legs, and gave some much needed life to their uniforms. Some stood at the entrance of the tents speaking with others, and numerous more simply passed by, but all stole a glance towards the red three. The shuffling, grunting, and firing of plasma weapons could be heard nearby, the tune of training.

The stocky red three wore animal pelt capes over their bulky and unbroken armor, flapping in the heavy wind. All wore helmets to protect against the planet's harsh, sandblast winds and thin atmosphere. Every glare one of the gray men gave to the red three was repaid with defiant returns through larger, practically sized, golden visors.

Their boots trudged through ashy dirt up a mild hill towards a large gray ship. “Why so early?!” growled the leader over the radio in his helmet. His voice was gruff and worn but young. “How much more of my time is he going to waste?! Gather us all together to hear our ever more insane ideas, only to tell us all why they won't work! Why bother even showing up?!” he yelled, his voice blaring into their ears from their private COMM channel.

One of the three men, in burgundy armor, spoke up. “My lord, Gabbar. May I remind you that keeping trust and a spirit of cooperation was, as your brother described, paramount to the success of winning this war?”

“Shut up, Wim,” Gabbar growled, turned and jabbed an extended pointer at the man. “Must you bring up my brother whenever your mouth opens? None of this is my fault! They said it was a small base. Small! Turns out it’s a fortress that’s powering all the guns in the region! Two months later, we’re still too scared to take it!”

The three walked further up the hill, stopping their rushed pace only when two of the tall gray armored men passed by guiding a hover cart stacked with crates. Gabbar clocked their registration code beginning with cibus: the Eques word for food. Gabbar’s stomach growled at the sight before sneering under his helmet.

The other man that was following Gabbar had armor that was black with crimson trim. He swiveled his helmet to watch the cart pass before murmuring over the private communication line. “They still have crates of food?” he asked with an old mean voice offset by genuine surprise.

Wim tapped his fingertips together and nervously said, “Enough, Firmadur. We do as well... technically.”

Gabbar turned and eyed the two of them before scoffing and waved a dismissive backhand. He walked across a path created solely by foot traffic and served as a main road. They ascended a small path that zig zagged up a small rock outcropping leading to the semi covered by cliffside, a large open plane that was being used as a landing pad for the gray ship.

When he approached, the guarded double doors on the ship slid open without input, and closed just as quickly behind them. They proceeded down a short hall leading to the spacious cockpit before another larger and wide-open room. It was dark with the only light coming from the large windows on the right. To the left were long rows of seats meant for holding soldiers while in the air, all stalked on top of one another, out of the way.

Many Eques were present, most working with a variety of multi monitor terminals whose light gave the room a mild green color. Others passed data pads back and forth and discussed their meaning. But everything was set up to orbit around the central circular projector.

Gabbar stood at the doorway for a moment and took a deep breath. Wim seized the pause to say, “Remember, my lord. The Eques are our allies. We must do all we can to maintain the spirit of cooperation.”

Firmadur crossed his arms and grunted, “I don't know. Putting these rokkheila in their place might actually get something done.” He leaned towards Gabbar and spoke in a mischievous tone, “You think any of these high and mighty stingur been cussed out before?”

Gabbar snapped to face them with clenched fists and hissed, “Enough! I'm not a child and I don't need your nagging! First command or not, I know how to conduct myself! Especially after so many fokking meetings! So, shut up and fall in line.”

Wim went silent and tapped his fingertips together in front of his belly. Firmadur crossed his arms, groaned, and turned away. Gabbar shook his head and faced the large room again, stomach flipping when noting that some watched the exchange. Including the Eques standing around the projector in a tight circle. 

Unlike the average Eques, those around the projector wore additional pieces. A thick and well polished ornamental forehead plate on their helmets that glinted the room's ambient light. Side capes draped over their left arms that they relentlessly adjusted and wiped to maintain their clean gray. Regale daggers in sheaths hung on their belts beside their holo-blade hilts that some rested their hands on. The ornaments of Centurions.

Gabbar quickly stepped into the room. He had to turn and shift his weight as he went, the busy hive that was the Eques makeshift command center had men walking every which way. Gabbar swung his large pauldrons so frequently that he began to lose his balance.

Gabbar half stumbled towards the circular projector, smacking his pauldron against the left arm of one Centurion. The tall gray armored man barely budged from the impact as if Gabbar hit a wall. The Centurions hand quickly gripped his dagger defensively and shoved Gabbar upright with an elbow. 

Gabbar caught himself from falling to one side, the Centurion’s shove being so powerful. Gabbar took up the space between two Centurions within the inner circle and rolled his shoulders. His followers completed the outer circle. He cleared his throat and stiffened his stance, “Fyrirgefðu þetta. No room to move in here. I don’t know how you all manage it,” he said to the circle with a forced chuckle.

The Centurion he bumped adjusted and smoothed out his side cap while giving a side glance. Gabbar clenched his fists and avoided everyone's gazes when the silence went on a little too long.  “I appreciate your attendance, Skipstjóri, tardy as it is.” The silence finally broke, all looked to the Primus pilus. He wore armor with a more classical design and spoke with an even, perpetually unsatisfied tone.

Gabbar blinked at his heads-up display and changed from his private communication line to the external speaker with a few blinks of the eye. He leaned over the large circular projector and growled, “Enough. Let's get this over with.”

The Primus pilus tipped his head to one side. “I tire of the Kappi’s flippant disregard. I am the head of camp. I would prefer to keep spirits high and not discipline an officer. Do not force my hand.”

“I am Skipstjóri, you are a Centurion. Differing names for the same rank all in this circle share. We are peers, Servius. And respect is earned amongst peers,” Gabbar huffed with a youthful ignorance as if he was repeating what he heard an adult once say.

“I would not be head of camp if I did not hold seniority over my fellow Centurions, and the same goes for you, Kappi,” he said, jabbing an extended pointer at Gabar. “I am the superior by more than seventy-five years, and senior to you specifically by over three hundred and fifty. The next meeting you will arrive promptly and without the usual incivility.”

Gabbar suddenly heard Wim whispering in his ear through his helmet's COMM. “I know he is difficult, but we cannot do this without him. For the sake of your brother, muster patience!”

Gabbar’s shaking hand gripped the air and let his heavy, armored fist drop like a brick into the projector, making a loud thump. He spoke in a quick and quiet tone, “If we actually take action against the Republic base, then perhaps I will.” 

The Primus pilus considered Gabbar a moment before he shook his head, then pressed a button on the Projectors control console. The large round projector flashed to life as a three-dimensional holographic recreation of the steep hill between their camp and the heavily fortified Republic fortress appeared about thirty centimeters in the air. Gabbar hunched and gave a tired sigh seeing the all too familiar hologram once more. “Once again, I ask for suggestions,” the Primus pilus said.

Gabbar clenched his jaw tight and gave the holographic projection a hate filled scowl under his helmet. “How many strategies must we recommend?” he said and wagged an open, outstretched hand around in the air. “Either we start carrying out riskier operations or we’ll die sitting at the base of this hill!”

Gabbar shook his head as the Eques across the table from him spoke in a clinical voice. “Their automated anti-air turrets shoot down anything under the mesosphere. Their standing turrets on the fortress’ walls could destroy any ground vehicles we deploy, if we had any.” Gabar tipped his helmet curiously to one side when spotting the glittering medal the Eques’ fiddled and twisted between his fingers. Pressed to form tree branches rounded into a crown.

Vinicius Gurges stated, “Orbital bombardment is out of the question. That fortress,” she said and pointed at the hologram. “Houses the primary generators used to power nearby Republic bases. Bases that hold Tormenta, guns that are preventing orbital support. It is most efficient to destroy the hilltop base as our scouts reported the other bases are as well defended.”

“Approaching on foot is a poor idea as well,” Egidius Torquatus announced. “Large rock outcroppings stick out of the ground. And the dirt of this world is sand-like.” 

Verus Laevinus remarked, “Doubly so since the most direct path up the hill is in clear view. So any who might approach will be easily seen and shot.”

Gabbar stood a little taller when reminding the group, “Don't forget about the minefield buried just under the dirt around the fortress. Non-standard, designed to go off several times so long as they have power. Their power is supplied by buried cables webbing from the fortress, and bombing them with the Tormenta is not an option. The minefield is covered by their bases' shields.”

Cassian Libo added, “We know there is a more secluded path to the northeast. Far more rocky and could hide an approach.”

Gabbar rolled his helmet. “Not this again. It's too rocky. It would take a day to get men through there and we wouldn't be able to use standard formations. If the Republic notices, it's a death trap.”

“Not for a small unit,” Cassian said with an open hand, palm facing the ceiling.

Verus Laevinus said, “Even without ground or air support, we must take action. We cannot suffer sitting at the base of this hill any longer!”

“Starving,” Gabar added, shoulders slumping.

Sapiens added, “I would think the continued bombing of their base is all we can do for now without Repo and Espiare units to perform infiltration.”

Gabbar scoffed, “What's the point? We have men here in the base that can tread lightly. We don't need specifically trained units to perform sabotage. Four or five good men with explosives are enough to crack the fortress wide open.”

Everyone around the central console exchanged visor hidden glances. Their usual response whenever Gabbar spoke up. He scoffed, shook his head, and dropped his gaze, locked to the console.

Sapiens picked up after the silence. “We no longer have the luxury of time. Ammunition for our tormenta is ever depleting, soon to be gone. While our long-range weapons have done a great deal in discouraging the Barbarus from charging our position, in reality, they have no reason to do so. We sit at the base of a steep hill, depleting ammunition. We cannot leave as their anti-air will strike our ships from the sky like hammer to steel. The cliffside will only do so much for us in time as they eventually will turn their own, far larger tormenta, towards us and beat the earth we camp on like a drum. Despite their weapons technology being so inferior, our shields cannot withstand such torment forever. Even with the two troop transport, material transport, and Ecclesia ships shields working in tandem.”

The Primus pilus nodded. “Famine plagues both our ammunition and food. Even shelter as this brittle rock ever falls apart under our feet. Soon, this position will be untenable, and we would be better off serving the two-hundred-and-twelfth. Bolstering their forces to act as a swarm of locusts during the ground invasion of the capital.”

Gabbar immediately spoke up, “And leave the Republic with full air dominance in the region? The losses would be massive! And that's assuming we can take the city! Fighting urban warfare with no support? I know you Eques have energy shields, but my men don’t! They’ll die in droves while the enemy rains down laser fire! We either take the hill, shut down the generators inside and starve their anti-air weapons, or be stuck on this Factorem forsaken moon for who knows how much longer, losing hundreds of Equas and Kappi lives!”

The Primus pilus calmly  studied the holographic geography for a moment. He turned to Sapiens and the other centurions. “How many lives do you think will be lost in the assault?” he asked as if asking how many apples were left at the market. “Let us ponder an outcome where we destroy their generators and leave the fortress as dark as night. I would assume they have emergency generators? Perhaps they will use whatever emergency power they have to power the minefield, resulting in many deaths on the way up. Turret fire, a minefield, and the furious resistance the defenders of the base will muster. How many lives will be lost?”

Gabbar tipped his helmet to one side before Cassian Libo answered. “The hill or the campaign, sir.”

“The men who die taking that hill will be the same to die in the capital. I trust in you, Primus pilus,” Egidius Torquatus said.

“They have the high ground; they're too well fortified, and we were never properly equipped to handle this,” Vinicius Gurges said.

“We don’t have the supplies! We must leave!” Verus Laevinus added.

The Primus pilus looked to Sapiens and asked, “Sapiens?”

Sapiens lowered his gaze to the projector, stood as tall as any Eques, and spun the leaf crown medal between his thumb and pointer with his middle finger a few times. He muttered, “The Eques have personal energy shields and armor far more durable than anything the Barburas can muster. If there defenses where lowered, and a focused assault could be conducted-”

“But how many will die, Sapiens?” the Primus pilus asked.

Sapiens considered the Primus pilus before sparing Gabbar a glance, spinning the medal between his fingers faster. “Many. For both plans.”

The Primus pilus scrutinized Gabbar and stood a little taller. “We are fighting a civil war and a war with one of the largest nations in the ‘Verse. The war with our own kin is sin enough but throwing ourselves at the enemy blindly is worse. Every man lost makes us all the lesser. A reserved course is the one better suited to us, for the sake of preserving our people and culture, and safeguarding it from the Separatists and the Barburas who seek to destroy it. It is decided. It's time to enact an exodus from this position to bolster our sister legion. Our ship's shields, even for the lowly troop transport, shall defend us with the durability of Factorum’s anvil; unbreakable as it is. At least in the capital we'll face death in combat rather than starvation or bombing.”

All the Centurion’s exchanged glances, muttering in agreement and vocalizing their satisfaction with the choice while Gabbar’s eyes dashed about the gray armored crowd. He gave a scowl behind his helmet and shook his head while his gaze dropped to the console, light blue reflected his helmet's gold visor. He raised his helmet slightly to peer across the table to see Sapiens, head bowed as if to mourn a fallen man at arms or give a small prayer. He lifted his head a little like Gabbar to exchange glances. Gabbar stood and clenched his fists tight as soon as the Primus pilus announced they were all dismissed. He turned and stormed past both his companions who turned and wordlessly followed him out. Some in the crowd of gray gawked, but most paid no mind.

Once their boots stomped the sandy dirt outside, the gel layer of their armor increased pressure, and the internal atmosphere of their suits warmed. Wim ran to Gabbar side. “Not to worry, sir! Not to worry! There is wisdom in the Primus pilus words! The fortress on top of the hill is just that, a fortress! Taking it with how poorly we have been equipped makes it too much of a task! There is no dishonor in moving to a different front!”

“Shut up, Wim,” Gabbar snarled, facing him while preparing a fist to punch him. Wim recoiled. “They said it was a small base! Small! Housing some generators! And we’re the only ones in the position to do something! Yet we do nothing!”

Wim took two small and quick steps away from Gabar. “Your brother placed me by your side to help guide you, sir! If you aren’t willing to listen, then there isn't much to be done. We may not agree with the old Eques, but we should do as he says! For the sake of cooperation.”

Gabbar shook his head and dropped his eyes to the ground. He put his hands on his hips. “No, not again. No more senseless death when I can take action to prevent it.” Gabbar then glanced between his companions. “You’ve been quiet, Firmadur.”

Firmadur grunted and shrugged his large pauldrons. “We took a hit while landing. No reason it won’t happen again while taking off. Nothing sounds good, so do the plan most likely to make things change. I know I'm tired of hearing men grumbling about empty bellies.”

“Firmadur!” Wim snapped, standing tall and nervous, and the larger red armored man tipped his helmet to one side. “In truth, sir. We must give the Primus pilus some respect, for he is not one for throwing men blindly at the enemy.”

“Yes, but still.” Gabbar shook his helmet. “Men fatigued with empty stomachs is no excuse for giving up,” he said with a dismissive wave of a hand. “If we acted sooner and with greater ferocity, that hill would have been taken long ago! But no, the Primus pilus has us shelling a shielded position day in and day out in hopes of what? It only leaves us withered.” Ash dirt muffled footfalls approached, and all turned to find an Eques with side cape, forehead armor, and dagger on his belt. All looked up to him to focus on his light blue slit visor. Gabbar tipped his helmet to one side and frowned when seeing how tall the gray clad man walked. “What is it?” Gabbar grunted.

“Salve, Skipstjóri. You seemed as flustered as I during that meeting,” he said. Gabbar leaned to one side and scrutinized the Eques from head to toe, remembering only seeing the expressionless face of the man’s helmet and ever consistent statue-like posture. Gabbar cast an eye over his heads-up display to read the name assigned to the Eques’ green outline: Sapiens Grant. His stomach flipped while his frown grimly lengthened. “I simply wanted to inform you that more than a few of us centurions have been impressed with your command here.” All three Kappi men exchanged glances. “And well,” the Eques continued after a moment's hesitation, “I think taking this hill is the only option we have if we are to take the capital, as you said. Sending a small and skilled contubernium might be our only option left, seeing as a frontal assault is impractical with their auto-turrets and minefield. Only, I wish I had the strength to say it myself.”

Gabbar’s brow twitched before letting a toothy smirk slither across his face. “It's not often that a stórgrýti of all people comes to me to deliver a compliment. And I thought all your kind were terrified to speak ill of your superiors!” Gabbar laughed. “Would you mind if I told my brother? Better yet, a recording of your compliment? I might impress him for once! That even the steinhausar that so outpaced my people can give proper and earned respect where due.”

Sapiens bowed his chin a moment and fiddled with the corner of his side cape, folding it with one hand over and over. The Eques finally met Gabbars gaze and asked, “I understand you knew my father, that you spent a great deal of time with him before the Aurum spira, and Eremiticus’ sacking.”

Gabbar's smile and gaze dropped and gave a slow nod. “Já, that's true.” The controlled temperature of his armored suit did little to counteract Gabbar’s sudden clamminess. “I knew we were serving in the same camp, but...apologies. Between the work our rank provides and how Eques treat Kappi, I thought formal introductions were unwelcome.”

“Sic. It's a shame how often the Primus pilus mentions it. We are soldiers, all with the same cause. He is unfairly harsh to you.” Sapiens tipped his helmet to one side and asked, “I have had a grim time mustering the confidence to ask, as I knew not the kind of man you were. But after serving at a distance with one another the past two months, I think you a man of honor. May I ask, if you know, how did my father meet his end? None I know in the Collegium will say any more than he perished during the Republic bombardment.”

Gabbar went stiff and glanced at his men. Wim stood tall and tapped his fingertips together, staring at Gabbar. Firmadur stood with arms crossed and helmet tipped to one side, looking bored by the conversation. 

Gabbar took a deep breath.“It was an unpleasant day for all. I went to my father to make sure he was unharmed, the same moment I discovered he was leading the opportunistic killings on Eques, Kappi, and Themians alike. I did hear that some men were dispatched to kill your father, but I know nothing else.” Sapiens shoulders and head dropped, his perfect posture so common to his people slipping for a moment. The three Kappi all exchanged worried glances. Gabbar quickly continued, “I didn’t know I was serving with one of his sons. I should have realized sooner but times of war have nothing else occupying the mind. Your father truly was a wonderous man, unlike any I’ve met, and I'll likely never meet another like him. So, stand tall Grant, for you have a legacy to serve and make good on, else his death may be the end of his memory.”

Sapiens reached into one of the many pouches attached to this weapon belt and pulled out the leaf crown medal he was fiddling with earlier. Gabar hooked his thumbs onto his weapon belt and gawked at the medal.“I know that medal, they are only given to those who have gone above and beyond the call of duty in service to the Eques. How do you say it in your tongue?” 

“The signum est honor. It is my father’s. I carry it with me as a memento, to remind me of the man he was and to not stray.” Sapiens held it in his palm and ran his armored thumb across the glass window, showing the translucent oil inside. “The Primus pilus makes following my father's example difficult, to follow the Militiae to the letter.” He met Gabars gaze. “It is the only example I have to go by.”

“It’s the best example you could ever look to-” Gabar said before he was cut off by deafening booms of rapidly firing Republic Anti-air guns miles away. The entire region shook, making the ashy dirt under their boots vibrate and jump into the air around them. They all hunched to maintain their balance before watching the sky. 

“We told Orbital Command that our base is a no-fly zone! Who would be mad enough?!” Sapiens asked aloud.

“Is it a ship?” Gabbar asked and squinted his eyes to the dark night sky, his helmet visor automatically adjusting its gamma to lighten the image. “I don't see anything?! Could it be a missile? Orbital command finally trying to help?!”

A loud crack echoed before a rumbling boom shot across the camp. A terrifying red flash exploded into view through the thick dust clouds overhead. A vivid orange, burning across the sky, screeching. It rapidly broke through the low clouds, approaching the camp. It flew low and fast, passing close over top of the Republic fortress only to zoom past the camp so close that the ground violently shook again. All moved to cover, only coming out after the ship passed over.

“Deus blessed!” Firmadur groaned as a loud metallic thud came from close by the camp.

Wim spoke quickly from cowering behind Firmadur, “Don't be too sure. That Junker looked like slag already.”

They stood taller, more at ease before Sapiens glanced to one side, “Standby, I’m receiving a call.” He turned away from them and spoke aloud, not bothering to mute his ambient speaker. “Hastatus posterior, message acknowledged.” A silence fell, then he said with close to what counted as a chuckle for an Eques, dry and gravely like the cold mountains they hailed from. “My sister, you mean. My brother is not old enough...” he stopped short then said in a grim and surprised tone. “I see. I will be there shortly.” He glanced down between the three Kappi. “Doleo, I must depart. My... brother has arrived,” he said while taking up a million mile stare towards the far end of the camp. He fiddled relentlessly with his father’s medal.

Gabbar raised a brow and gave a great shrug. “I spoke with your father about his children a time or two, and from what I remember, your only remaining brother is not old enough to serve.”

His words seemed to snap Sapiens out of his million-mile stare, still spinning his father’s medal fast between his fingers. “He did? Well, then you know as well as I that I am not speaking of my younger brother.” He walked away from the group to meet with two Eques who had been standing nearby.

Gabbar intently watched the Eques as they left. Wim leaned towards the two other men and spoke with excited astonishment in his voice. “Have you ever seen an Eques act like that? I've never seen one so much as break their posture, let alone speak ill of his commanding officer!”

Firmadur shrugged, grunted and hooked his hands on his belt. “War does that, breaks men down. You seemed to know what that call was about, Skipstjóri.”

Gabbar crossed his arms and muttered in a quiet, contemplative tone. “He has another brother. An older one. One the Eques don't speak of. If it's true that an Eques traitor has come to camp, then perhaps we will finally see some true Eques discourse. But I'm not sure it's the kind I would like to see.”
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A voice blared over the camp's public address system while an alarm sounded. “Repeat, repeat. Unscheduled and unidentified landing. Report to battle positions. Alert status yellow. Alert status yellow.”

Sapiens approached the landing area with a contuberniums marching behind. The ship sat just outside camp behind the raised rocks the Hominin camp was set up around. Several Eques dashed around the ship sitting on an open patch of dirt and plunged metal spears into the ground. The ends of the spears lit up in a bright red to mark the safe distance from the ship.

The ship was a horrid and cheap looking thing, small and rectangular with the most expensive component being the engines: two large turbines on the back with maneuvering thrusters all around. A large chunk of the ship was missing with jagged debris still cooling, slowly turning from bright orange to charred black. Much of the melted metal had already dripped to the dirt. It stood lopsided on its landing gear of one leg in front and two in back. Within minutes of sitting on the surface of Deserta, the ever rushing winds of the planet already worked to pile up dirt around the landing gear. The ship was an old and small frigate; perhaps able to hold within it a small single manned ship, but the outer hull was dank from time spent somewhere forlorn.

The women walking by Sapiens side spoke to him over a private communication channel with a deep but nasally voice. “Quite the welcome for a single man. I understand he served in the first war with the Republic? He cannot be so dangerous to warrant all of this, can he?” She walked with her hands held tight behind her back and back straighter than most Eques.

Sapiens spoke in a somber tone. “I do not think we will need any of it.”

“Why is that? I have never known a profligate to turn themselves in. And after so long away? Why return to those who want to kill you?” she pondered aloud.

“How many profligates have you known, Helier?” he asked and his second in command quickly went quiet. “He must have a good reason. He must.”

The Primus pilus and Egidius Torquatus arrived before them and barked orders to groups of Eques. Three contuberniums worth of men moved to surround the ship, all equipped with plasma rifles. Two were on one knee with their rifles pointed toward the ship with one beside them scanning the ship with a rangefinder. Both Centurion’s spared Sapiens a glance when he approached. He pinched the corner of his side cape, feeling their skeptical and judgmental expressions behind their helmets like radiating heat.

The Primus pilus walked to meet Sapiens, his tone grimm. “Did you know he was coming?”

“No, sir,” Sapiens stood taller and shook his helmet.

The Primus pilus held his hands tight behind his back and raised the chin of his helmet up a bit to look down on Sapiens. “He is stuck here now. Nowhere to run, and an execution of a profligate might raise the men’s spirits. Do you disagree?”

Sapiens recoiled a little before sparing the foreign ship a glance. “Have you spoken with him yet?”

“I informed him over COMMs to not step off his ship or else be shot. To not speak unless spoken to, or else be shot. And to certainly not enter the camp, or else be shot by any who feel compelled. His attitude... is peculiar. Clearly being away has rotted his mind. I say we put the mad dog down before he makes a stir within the camp.”

“I want to talk to him alone,” Sapiens sternly demanded and tugged the corner of his cape hard, straight down.

The Primus pilus went silent for a second, considering the request. “He is your brother.” The Primus pilus said and rolled his helmet to one side. “It would be nice to know his exact reasons for coming. He did mention he brought a gift for you, but refused to tell me what it was. Have your emergency COMM ready if he tries anything.”

“Yes, sir,” Sapiens said. The Primus pilus gave a nod before stepping to one side to let Sapiens pass. Sapiens turned to Helier. “Coordinate with Egidius. Add the men to the formation.”

Helier’s tight posture faltered a moment, her hands dropping to her sides while she took a small step towards Sapiens. “You are not really going in there alone, are you?” she asked, a little surprised. “He is a profligate. The Primus pilus described his mind as rotten.”

“He is my brother,” Sapiens retorted, his hand instinctively moving to pull out his father’s medal, but stopped.

“Not since he broke Militiae.”

He snapped at her, “Enough! Do as I command or you will be a profligate as well.”

She went quiet as they held locked gazes for a moment. Helier threw her hands back to tightly hold behind her again before barking at the men behind them. “With me!” she commanded and walked towards the Centurion.

Sapiens approached the ship slowly, the loading ramp cracked open from the bottom towards the front, spilling out a bright light from inside. Once he stood just outside, the ramp suddenly dropped, kicking up tons of dirt swiftly whisked away in the wind. He jumped and felt static in his stomach. He took a deep breath to steel himself.

He took a few steps up the ramp before the lights cut off. He froze and only moved forward again after a moment's pause. The ramp led to a small room only big enough to fit him alone before stepping into a communal area not unlike a living room. The ship creaked, pushed by the wind, and teetering with its newfound lopsidedness. It seemed like the lights had gone out for the entire ship as Sapiens carefully stepped into the dark communal area. The room had a large recliner and sofa with a short wooden table, but they were tossed to one corner while silverware, plates, small tools, and some pictures in frames were scattered all over. 

As Sapiens slowly walked, his heavy boot crunched something when landing. He looked down and saw a picture frame. He leaned down and picked it up to find the glass shattered and falling out of the frame. He turned it around to see a picture of his family, not long before his older brother fled. It captured a time when they were visiting Saint Maria Cathedral, preparing Stabilis’ Dignitas.

A door across the room hissed open, showing the cockpit and a tall man wearing armor like Sapiens’ walk out. The man's armor was regal and old, even older than the Primus pilus’ armor. Bearing a design much like the knights of old humanity. He stood taller than Sapiens and had to bend down to fit through the doorway but did so in a well-practiced way. His visor was a far cry from anything more modern as the entire face of the helmet was light blue, dimly glowing in the dark of the ship. The plating of his armor was ragged and worn. Dents, burns, cuts, and chips from years of use were all over. He wore a large red poncho over his upper armor that hid much of his form but worse damage than the helmet on the outer plating could be gleaned. Instead of the plastic Polybenzimidazole long skirt Eques wore around the legs, the ragged looking Eques wore several wrappings of various cloths, the same going for his arms. It was as if he was wearing a ghillie suit meant to blend into an urban city, made from trash rather than leaves and sticks.

Sapiens hand went for his holo-blade hilt on his hip, the family picture still in hand. After analyzing his brother, his grip on the handle relaxed. The ragged man carried a chunk of internal ship component, looking like several sticks of ram connected by metal rail. He rolled his helmet before shifting his weight to one side, scoffing, and speaking in a strange way. “Come to finish the job? Word of advice? Don't hesitate,” he said in a cocky low tone and tossed the rack of ram on the couch in the corner. “Now, I know she doesn't look like much, but I think you’d be surprised just how much I spent on this gal.” He gestured to the ceiling with hands out wide before letting them fall defeatedly to his sides. “Carried me to the void and back in one piece only to get shot by the same assholes that have been pesterin’ me my entire life. Well, almost,” he said with a shrug. He glared at Sapiens again and rested a hand on his oversized revolver strapped to his leg and tapped his trigger finger on its cold metal. “So what's the new order, sir?” he said condescendingly. “Just what else should I refrain from or else be shot?”

Sapiens dropped his gaze to the picture a moment. He cleared his throat and finally croaked, “Stabilis... it is me.”

The ragged Eques eyes dashed between Sapiens and the picture before slowly standing taller. His hand dropped from his pistol and he adjusted his pancho to make sure it covered as much of him as possible. “Sapiens? Uh, hey. It's good to see ya. Uh...” Another quiet moment passed with the two of them considering one another, waiting for each other to make the first move. 

His brother quickly stepped forward, Sapiens subtly jumped, and the exile quickly wrapped his arms around the Centurion. Sapiens tried taking two tiny back steps away before their metal armor clanged and clattered against one another. The dirt of his brother's armor smudged Sapiens' pristine suit and side cape, the putrid smell of burned oil and rotting meat irradiated from him. 

Sapiens wrinkled his nose and tried to pull away a moment before a strange warmth washed over him. He brought up his own hand to weakly return the embrace. His older brother then pulled away with Sapiens a little reluctant to let go. “Well, shit, look at you,” his brother said with hands on Sapiens pauldrons. “My baby brother in armor and everything. And Centurion already?! Damn. If only Dad was here to see this. He’d be proud. I know I am. If that's worth anything...” he said and tried patting some of the smudges off of the Centurion.

Sapiens balled his hands into fists and bowed his helmet a moment. “Stabilis-”

His older brother raised an extended pointer and lowered his hands from Sapiens shoulders. “Dorm. It's Dorm now. Been goin’ by that name for longer than the other, might as well stick to it.”

Sapiens pulled out his father’s medal, spinning it in hand between pointer and thumb, hidden behind his side cape. “Stabilis, why are you here?”

“Hm? Oh!” Dorm’s shoulders and head lifting as he spoke. He turned around and his helmet quickly swiveled from left to right, scanning the ruined room. “Well, shit. I had it laid out and everything,” he said and put his hands on his hips a moment before charging over to where all the furniture was pushed together and began digging while Sapiens awkwardly watched. “But damn! Getting down here was a real bitch! When I asked Orbital Command about what I was flying into - which they were quite rude about telling me, might I add - they painted a pretty dire picture. No wonder you’re all stranded at the bottom of this hill?! I mean, seriously?! They have air dominance for half the northern hemisphere with just the guns that base is powering?! I’ve never known Republic auto turrets to be that fast or accurate! Guess they must’ve finally updated, seeing as they’re going up against the most advanced military in the Verse!” he laughed.
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