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Staff Sergeant Imara Fermo felt like she was reliving some worst-case scenario. She was sitting on one side of a desk that was now hers until they dismantled the base and every Hospitaller left the planet. Across from her were two people, Corporal Leah Bowers and Corporal Bruce Cummings, both of whom she had come to trust more and more with each passing season on Abira.

And now, these two were pulling the rug out from under her feet.

“How long has this been going on?” Imara asked. She pressed her lips together after she spoke to ensure her jaw wasn’t hanging open. She’d heard wild stories before, but this was one she would have never seen coming.

She watched as Bowers looked at Cummings, who shrugged and smiled. Smiled charmingly?

“Before Nongoma,” Bowers said. “Spring, I guess.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Cummings, the charming smile still present, befuddling Imara.

Cummings was often charming in a goofy sort of way. His specialty was comedic interjections, often at the wrong time. There was always a smile, even if it was him being laughed at. But somehow, this charming smile, with Bowers in the room, was very different.

“Oh?” Bowers said in response to Cummings’ comment. She shifted in her seat, turning more to him as if Imara weren’t there. “How long, funny boy?”

Cummings blushed. Imara clenched her jaw to keep it from falling open. Cummings blushed?

“On Uoke. But we were just PFCs back then, and I didn’t think I should say anything.”

“Yeah, probably a good idea.” Bowers shifted in her seat again, grinning at Imara. “I thought he was pretty annoying back then.”

“I grow on people.”

“Okay, stop,” Imara said, holding up both hands as if she could hold back the inevitable. “How long has this relationship been serious?”

“Like, kissing serious?” asked Cummings.

Imara shifted her hands from holding back time to holding her forehead off her desk.

“Yeah, sure, kissing serious,” she said through the palms of her hands.

“When we were stuck on base all the time after Nongoma,” said Bowers. “Too much time to talk and think, Staff Sergeant. Cummings can be very persuasive.”

“To you?” This time, Imara didn’t try to keep her jaw from staying open.

Bowers had always been the one to knock Cummings down a peg when he tried to be funny or say something witty. She was the one who rolled her eyes in a ‘can you believe this guy?’ sort of way. Imara knew that someone would eventually fall for Cummings’ goofy charm, but Cpl Leah Bowers?

“I know,” Bowers said, as if she’d read Imara’s thoughts. “I know. But I’ve spent so much time with him and when he’s not trying hard, he’s cute. Even a bit handsome.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

“No.” The simple retort came with a smile that almost made Imara blush.

Imara had seen this before. She knew it intimately because she’d lived it. A personal relationship that defied logic and defied the decorum of the Hospitaller Orphan Corps. Despite her own reservations, Imara had finally opened herself fully to the idea of love and commitment to a single person.

And then that person had been taken from her.

Because they were soldiers, soldiers were often in harm’s way. And sometimes they died. Like Corporal Nadia Weddle had died.

Imara reached down and pressed the palm of her right hand against the two small knives in her pocket. One was hers, given to her when she’d turned sixteen, before joining the Orphan Corps. The other pocket knife belonged to Nadia. It was the only physical memento she had of their short time together.

Now it was happening again.

No. It couldn’t happen again. It would be like her and Nadia. She wouldn’t let it.

“If this is serious,” Imara began, until interrupted by Bowers.

“It is serious, Staff Sergeant.” Then, subdued, “I’m sorry. We’re sorry.”

Imara shook her head, holding up her left hand to forestall further comment.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” she said. “But you can’t both be in my platoon. Not if you’re in a relationship. I don’t think you can both be in the same company.”

This was the mistake she and Nadia had made, keeping their relationship a secret, though it seemed to have been an open secret, with even their commanding officer aware. She should have transferred out of the company. Naida should have transferred out. Maybe then Nadia would still be alive. Or maybe Imara would be dead and the pain she carried now would never have been.

“We know,” Cummings said. He placed his tablet on the table and opened a file before sliding his fingers across it. Imara felt her tablet buzz. “That’s my request for transfer. I’ve requested a position in the battalion HQ.”

As pained as Imara felt at losing another important part of her team, the pain on Bowers’ face implied she was feeling it more.

“We were going to talk about it,” said Bowers. She’d also reached out and took Cummings’ hand in hers.

If their words hadn’t convinced Imara, this casual action by Bowers, so reminiscent of Nadia, was conclusive evidence that the feelings they had for each other were real.

“You’re like Staff Sergeant Fermo’s right hand,” Cummings said, taking Bowers in his. “She’ll need you more than she’ll ever need me. And that’s okay.”

“You’ll miss the action,” said Imara, earning a nod of agreement from Bowers.

“More than that, I’ll miss the team. But if I can get into HQ, I won’t be far away. And believe you me, I want to stay close.”

Imara noticed that the last words didn’t include her. Seeing the two of them gazing at each other in a way that didn’t include sarcasm or taunts was disconcerting. She was considering making her own witticism to snap them out of their lovers’ reverie, but a knock on the door saved her the effort.

As they were in an inflated building, the knock was a hollow echo compared to that made on a solid door. Most times, company HQs compensated with a wood plank hung on the door jamb for moments like this. As they were currently evacuating from the planet, there didn’t seem a need for such an elaborate gesture.

“Yes?” said Imara.

The weak knock and Imara’s voice was finally enough to break the spell between Bowers and Cummings. They quickly released each other’s hand and sat a little straighter as the plastic door squeaked open.

“Sorry, Staff Sergeant,” said Private First Class Benjamin Cortez.

“No problem, Cortez. What’s going on?”

Cortez pointed over his shoulder with one thumb.

“You’ve been asked to hurry over to battalion HQ. Major Stewart and Lieutenant White are already on their way.”

“And they specifically said for me to come, too?”

Cortez nodded.

“They were quite specific that they wanted Staff Sergeant Fermo present and that the staff sergeant should get there on the double.”

“Understood.” Imara rose to her feet. Bowers and Cummings followed. “Thank you, Cortez. Uh, hold my calls, I guess.” She looked at Bowers and Cummings. “We’ll talk more later?”

They both nodded yes before Imara hurried out of the office, privately glad to escape that dilemma.

––––––––
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Outside the company headquarters, Imara shifted from a quickstep to an easy jog. She’d been to battalion HQ before, but considering the state of things on Abira, this felt off.

Shortly after rescuing Major Stewart, Lt White, and a handful of civilians from a group of soldiers who no one wanted to lay claim to, the Serdobans and Rhone hammered out a treaty. All with the help of the obsequious Allied Planets negotiators at the table. There were lots of little details, but two things that Imara knew for sure. Abira would now be part of the Allied Planets, ending its three hundred-plus years as part of the Free Worlds organization, and the Hospitallers were to remove themselves from the planet post haste.

Immediately hadn’t been possible, not with all the assets the Hospitallers had on Abira. So, immediately became six weeks with a two-week extension.

Even now, the Hospitallers were leaving behind buildings and supplies rather than spend the extra time removing them from the planet. Being Hospitallers, they’d found ways to leave inventory in the hands of those who could benefit from them. The mechanics’ bays and workshops on this base, for instance, remained in place. The regional government was going to use them as part of a repair facility for government vehicles.

The rest of the base, mostly empty now, was slated to become a vocational school if the A.P. government came through with the grants they were promising as part of the treaty and the shift to the Allied Planets system. Imara had little faith in the A.P.’s honor, but hoped her skepticism would be incorrect.

Battalion HQ looked strangely out of place. It was a big, inflatable Quonset-style building, sitting alone amongst the debris of several thousand Hospitallers leaving the planet. Lieutenant White’s platoon, and Imara’s squad specifically, having seen the least amount of action in the last two seasons, had the inglorious duty of cleaning up the trash and debris before they turned out the last light and lifted off-planet in the very last dropship to leave Abira.

Likely, they would never return, unless the relationship with the A.P. soured, and if the planetary government had the stomach to stand up to the Allied Planets ruling council and the military they controlled.

Time would tell.

For now, Imara had a meeting to attend. A meeting she knew nothing about and had no forewarning of. She slowed to a quickstep twenty meters away from the entrance and then slowed to a normal marching pace fifteen meters later. Inside, a lieutenant and two enlisted Hospitaller were shifting boxes into the entryway.

“Staff Sergeant Fermo?” the lieutenant asked.

“Reporting as ordered, Lieutenant.”

“Right,” the lieutenant said with a solemn nod. She pointed to the right hallway. “In the conference room. Halfway down. Only room with people in it. Door should be open, I think.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“Good luck, Fermo,” said the Lieutenant before turning to help move several more corrugated plastic boxes onto a cart.

Imara wasn’t sure why she needed luck. The conference room wasn’t hard to find. She’d been in it before as they’d planned the base’s CSMO. Closing a shop or closing a base was much easier with planning. It kept everyone on the same page. They did most of the planning in this conference room.

At that meeting, the room was very crowded. For this new meeting, it seemed oversized for the number of people present. They’d removed long tables that had run the length of the conference room less than two weeks ago. Now there remained only several smaller tables that looked like someone had requisitioned them from the mess hall. They even had their attached benches on which sat four officers and one staff non-commissioned officer. Of the five people present, Imara only recognized three. Those were Lt White, Major Stewart, and Brigadier General Janice Hunter.

The only thing Imara knew of the other two was based on their uniforms. They were Paladins.

“General,” Imara said as she stepped over the threshold into the conference room.

General Hunter looked up from a tablet that had been her focus and smiled.

“Staff Sergeant Fermo. Good to see you.” General Hunter waved with one hand, setting aside the tablet with the other. “Join us, please. Sit anywhere. There’s some Insta if you are so inclined.”

“Here you go, Fermo,” said Lt White, pouring Imara a cup of Insta as she sat next to her platoon leader.

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Imara took a sip of the Insta, enjoying the heat until she realized everyone was looking at her. She immediately shifted her attention to Major Stewart, who just as quickly burst into laughter.

“No, Fermo, you aren’t in trouble.”

The comment elicited laughter from everyone else present, including the two guests. Imara sighed mentally and took another sip of Insta, relieved to know she wasn’t on the hot seat again. To be fair, she knew everyone present would agree that the trouble she’d found herself in wasn’t of her own making. Still, the A.P. propaganda had been good enough that even she sometimes questioned the truth.

“Staff Sergeant Fermo,” said General Hunter. Her words stilled the last of the laughter and brought everyone’s attention to her. “You know most of the people present. The two you may not be familiar with are Captain Franklin Pierce and Staff Sergeant Noah Pope.”

“Staff Sergeant Fermo,” Captain Pierce said with a nod.

“Fermo,” said Staff Sergeant Noah Pope, also with a nod of his head.

“Captain. Staff Sergeant.” 

“Now that we have introductions out of the way,” said the general, “let’s talk about why we’re here. Captain Pierce?”

“Thank you, General Hunter.” Captain Pierce cleared his throat and then tapped several times on his tablet. Imara’s own tablet vibrated a heartbeat after. From the looks of the others at the table, hers hadn’t been the only one. “I’ve sent you some aerial images that you can reference as I talk.”

Imara set her tablet on the table, opening the message and images she’d received. They were indeed aerial images, likely taken from one of the ships in orbit. One image showed a valley with a river, plenty of trees, and an open area just off-center to the north side of the river. In the middle of the clearing was a nearly square building. Oddly, there were no roads or paths leading to it.

The second image was a more detailed image of the building. Not that there was a lot of detail. The building was a ‘crete block. The measurement guide on the side of the image implied that the building was fifty meters on the long sides and thirty-eight meters on the short sides.

“This is one of the planet’s data bunkers,” said Captain Pierce. “They’re strategically placed around the planet. Ninety-five percent of data traffic on the planet passes through those. Most of it passes through unimpeded. But there is also a lot of data that is duplicated and filed in the data centers. Government missives, corporate documents, interplanetary communications. They also have areas where private individuals can store their data to access from elsewhere. It’s all pretty common stuff.”

“If it’s all pretty common stuff,” said Major Stewart, “then why are we talking about it?”

“Good point, Major,” said Captain Pierce. “A lot of stuff gets buffered and then forgotten. Every once in a while, someone remembers to wipe this forgotten stuff. If they don’t, it just sits there.”

“The point?” asked General Hunter. She looked at Imara as she spoke, and Imara wondered if she was supposed to have the answer. Fortunately, Captain Pierce spoke up.

“Of course, General. The point is all the vid recordings that the A.P. cut and spliced to imply the Hospitallers were up to no good are stuck in the buffer of this particular data bunker.”

Imara was intimately knowledgeable with the A.P. cutting and splicing vids to make the Hospitallers look like the bad guys. The A.P. directly attacked her with propaganda because of her actions in Nongoma. And then, once again, on the edge of the vast plain that belted Abira, where she and her people appeared to have been driven back by the residents of the canyons.

None of it was true, but it had forced the ruling government of Abira to react, which was why Abira was now siding with the Allied Planets, and the Hospitallers were hastily removing themselves from the planet.

“That’d be some nice data to have,” admitted Major Stewart.

“Agreed,” said Captain Pierce. “And that’s why we need your help.”

“You want us to go get the data?” asked Lt White.

“Sort of.” Captain Pierce scanned the other faces at the table, a wolfish grin on his face. “We’re already accessing the data.”

“Then what’s the problem, Captain?” Imara asked. When he looked at her with a quizzically raised eyebrow, she added, “You wouldn’t need our help if there weren’t a problem.”

“Agreed. There is a problem. We have a fireteam pinned down and they need an extraction.”
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“Not that we don’t mind helping,” Major Stewart said. He leaned forward, his hands flat on the table, a hint of amusement in his eyes. “But isn’t this the kind of thing your people are suited for?”

Imara noticed that SSgt Pope looked annoyed. But he’d been looking more and more annoyed as the briefing moved along. There was some information that she and the others in the room didn’t have just yet. Captain Pierce, on the other hand, seemed to get the playful tease in Major Stewart’s question.

“We’d be on it in a heartbeat,” he said. “However, we don’t have the numbers on planet. And the A.P. aren’t allowing anyone to come down to the planet who isn’t operating a dropship. If we were to load up a ship with a platoon of Paladins and head down, we’d draw even more attention and likely get them killed before they touched dirt.”

“But we’re already here,” said Imara.

“Indeed you are,” said Captain Pierce. “Which is why we’re having this conversation.”

“We’re also not the most adored Hospitaller unit on the planet,” Imara added.

“We’re aware,” said the previously quiet SSgt Pope. He flashed an awkward smile before continuing. “And there’s a certain irony in your team being the ones to help retrieve the data that shows how you were used to create a false narrative.”

“And while we would have preferred not to draw you into this,” said Captain Pierce, “you are, as you may know, the last unit down here.”

The information surprised Imara. She assumed there were still units on bases around the planet, just like hers, mopping up, which caused her to wonder if they’d been slowed down on purpose. Looking at Major Stewart, she discovered him already looking at her. He raised his eyebrows as if signaling he’d been thinking the same thing.

“Major,” General Hunter said, pulling his attention away from Imara. “We still have to continue base closure and evacuation. How would you divide your people for this mission?”

“If we reduce what we’re loading to only the essentials, we can probably be fine here with one squad of Lieutenant White’s platoon and those left over from my office and yours. That would give Staff Sergeant Fermo and Lieutenant White two squads.”

“How are we going to get there?” asked Imara, tapping the image on her table for emphasis. “Captain Pierce made it clear what might happen if we attempt to take off and land again.”

“An emergency should work,” said Captain Pierce, acknowledging Imara’s concern. “There have been a few of them these past few weeks around the planet.”

Imara saw a smile flash across SSgt Pope’s face at Captain Pierce’s explanation. She wondered if those emergencies were about conditioning the Abiran and A.P. military in case the Hospitallers needed an excuse to put a dropship down somewhere. It was a common practice of the Hospitaller leadership to have little troubles they could exploit later if necessary? She liked the idea and hoped it was true. It was going to be useful for them this time.

“We’ve two drop ships ready,” said SSgt Pope. He focused on Imara and Lt White. “One of them will ‘have a problem’ that requires them to land for emergency repairs. The second ship will land with them in case they have to abandon the first drop ship.”

“It’s been a problem elsewhere on the planet,” the general said. “So far, the A.P. haven’t done more than make threats, but allowed the ships to either repair or shift as much as they can to a second ship, abandoning the rest.”

Staff Sergeant Pope watched General Hunter. When she nodded to him, he continued with his explanation.

“The pilots will bring you down as close to the valley where the data bunker is located. It doesn’t appear on any maps. We aren’t supposed to know it exists, so hopefully they won’t put two and two together.”

“And if they do?” asked Lt White.

Captain Pierce barked a laugh. “Then your operation gets even harder.”

Imara nodded. She expected nothing less and already her mind was exploring plans and scenarios based on things becoming more difficult, as the captain suggested.

“Either way,” continued SSgt Pope, “you have to either help our people get out of the bunker, or you have to go in and get them.”

“Oh, and comms don’t work when inside the bunker,” added Captain Pierce, who almost seemed to enjoy adding problems on top of problems. However, as he was a Paladin, it didn’t surprise her. That’s why they got the tough and ugly jobs.

Except this time.

“There’s no way to contact your people?” Imara asked. It would be easier to comm them and let them know help was waiting outside.

“Not unless one of them steps outside the only door.” Pope paused, looking pained and angry. “That’s how we received the information we have. It almost cost a Paladin their life.”

Imara knew that was going to make things difficult. But it also indicated another problem.

“Who’s outside the bunker?” asked Lt White.

Captain Pierce exchanged looks with General Hunter. The general turned to Imara and Lt White to answer the question.

“The Allied Planets military has a branch referred to as ‘Special Services,’” she said. “They are well trained in all the dirty work that needs to be done.”

“They’re like us,” added Captain Pierce. “Just not as wily.”

“Or dangerous,” said SSgt Pope.

“Not to make light of the situation, Captain,” said Major Stewart, “but they seem to be wily enough to trap your people in a building they can’t escape.”

Staff Sergeant Pope started to say something, but stopped when Captain Pierce raised his hand. Of the two, only the captain was smiling.

“Yes, it looks like they played us,” agreed Captain Pierce. “We have one of the best tech people in the Hospitallers Paladin Division inside that building. Yet, somehow, they triggered an alarm before they entered the building. So, yes, Major, we bungled it.”

“None of us are perfect,” said Major Stewart. “And as many times as the Paladins have pulled us regulars out of the fire, we’re more than glad to return the favor. And as you have Staff Sergeant Fermo and Lieutenant White running the operation, you don’t have to worry about anyone trying to rub your nose in it.”

“Good,” said Captain Pierce. “Because I’ve had my nose rubbed in it enough from the higher ups. I’d like to get my people back, but, and this part pains me, the data they’re recovering is the priority.”

“Understood,” Lieutenant White said. She looked at Major Stewart and General Hunter. “Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s about it,” said the major.

“Just get in and get out,” said General Hunter. “And then let’s get out of the system.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and the general dismissed everyone to get on with what needed doing. Staff Sergeant Pope caught Imara’s eye as she rose and used a nod of his head to suggest they should talk in the corridor.

“Staff Sergeant,” Pope said in the hallway, offering his hand to Imara.

“Staff Sergeant,” she said, not bothering to hide a smile of amusement.

“Yes. Congratulations on your promotion. Sorry at the cost of it.”

“Agreed,” Imara said. Her company’s staff NCO had died in the events around Xawela, which was why Imara now had that position and the new rank. It wasn’t uncommon, but Imara would have preferred a less costly way to climb in rank.

“I just wanted to say,” Pope said, “that I know of your reputation. A lot of people do. If I can’t send Paladins to do this job, I’m glad it’s you and yours instead. I and the captain have the utmost confidence with you and Lieutenant White at the helm.”

“Thank you, Staff Sergeant Pope. That’s high praise.”

“It’s the honest truth.” They shook hands again as the officers began exiting the conference room. “See you up top.”

“See you up top,” agreed Imara.

The staff sergeant caught up with Captain Pierce. They left the building together. Imara hoped they didn’t let the Paladins down. It’d probably be the last time they trusted the regular Hospitallers, and Paladins had a difficult time trusting outside of their program.

“Fermo?”

“Major,” Imara said, joining him and Lt White.

“I’m having a medtech sent over to join the team. You and White get them ready. Anything they want taken off-planet, line it up down the center of the barracks and I’ll make sure it gets picked up.”

“Will do.”

“Good.” Major Stewart looked at both Imara and Lt White. “There’s no putting this easy. It’s going to be a mess no matter how quickly you do this. But like the Captain and the General said, the data is the priority.”

“Understood,” said Lt White.

“Then good luck. See you on the ship when you’re done.”

Imara shook hands with the major and then followed Lt White out of the building. They walked in silence for several minutes. Imara could see that Lt White was thinking, and she didn’t want to disturb her thoughts.

“I received Corporal Cummings’ request for transfer,” Lieutenant White said finally. “Any idea what it’s about?”

“Yes.” Imara quickly explained the relationship between Bowers and Cummings.

“Not in a hundred years would I have ever guessed,” White said through a breathy chuckle. “Not ever.”

“I’m stunned, too, Lieutenant.”

“Well, we’re not going to be able to solve that problem until this mission is over. Do you think Cummings and Bowers can do their job without distraction? Or do I need to trade one of them out for someone else?”

Imara’s response came slowly, the memory of Nadia on the beach, Nadia wounded, Nadia dead when Imara had returned from the fight they’d all been in. She’d done her job even when she wanted to be with Nadia the most. Bowers and Cummings were of the same vein. It was Imara’s hope they wouldn’t have to have the same experience.

“I believe they’ll remain focused on the mission, Lieutenant. If not, Bowers will knock sense into Cummings.”

Lieutenant White laughed, causing Imara to grin despite the seriousness of the situation.

“Good to know. We’re going to need the best people we have, and we’ll need them focused. Now, let’s go give everyone the good news.”

––––––––
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Imara stood with Lt White just inside the doors of the platoon barracks. All of the Hospitallers, from the squad leaders down to the newest privates, had lined up in front of the bunks, dressed for a mission. And they had neatly piled their extra gear down the center of the room. Everyone looked mostly serious. The grins didn’t help.

“Well, nothing travels faster than gossip,” said Lt White.

Those nearest Imara and the lieutenant snickered and snorted, trying to keep from laughing too loudly. The humor, like a rumor, quickly spread down the lines until no one was being serious except for Lt White and Imara, and Imara wasn’t sure how long she could hold out.

“At ease,” she said, loud enough to penetrate the guffaws and chortles.

As the humor settled, Lt White stepped forward.

“Do I need to brief you all,” she said, “or should I just assume you know it all already?”

“We don’t know much,” said Sergeant Stacy Delgado from a third of the way down the right line of Hospitallers. “Just heard there was going to be one last mission, Lieutenant.”

Lieutenant White turned and looked back at Imara, who could only shrug.

“Right,” White said. “So, yes, there’s a mission. It’s high priority. But there’s bad news as well.”

Imara watched the nervous looks of the platoon. The mission was the good news. What was bad news? “One squad is going to remain behind with HQ to help with the final load for the base, and then you’ll be going topside.”

Imara didn’t fail to notice Cummings and Bowers looking in her direction. She adopted an unhappy face and shook her head no. It was difficult to keep the look when the faces of Cummings and Bowers both shifted to horrified. They were the ones who’d been stuck on base duty for most of their time on Abira, except for the few missions that seemed to draw the most attention.

“Who’s staying?” Sergeant Delgado asked.

Fortunately, Lt White didn’t draw it out any further and didn’t play with their emotions. She gave it straight to them, honestly. The Hospitaller way.

“Sergeant Patterson. I’m sorry, but your team is tapped for base duty.”

There was a groan from far down the two lines of Hospitallers. Imara saw Sgt Jaime Patterson nod his head. His squad had been off the base more than Imara’s old squad. They’d been helping rebuild towns and farms, distributing aid, all while Imara’s squad was stuck on base, unloading dropships, moving supplies, and never having a chance to contribute out in the field. Patterson would help his team get over the lost mission. That was his job.

The look of relief on the faces of Cummings and Bowers as they understood they’d both be on the mission was too much for Imara. she had to press a fist against her mouth to keep from laughing as Lt White continued.

“Everyone else,” the lieutenant was saying. “Last chance for the potty before we lift off. You have fifteen minutes to be lined up and ready to go on the west landing pad. Dismissed.”

––––––––
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Twelve minutes later, both squads had lined up on the edge of the landing pad. In the dropships, the pilots were doing their pre-flight checks. The load masters were standing near the ramp of the first dropship, whispering and snickering as they watched the two squads.

“What do you think they’re going on about?” asked Cpl Cummings.

“Betting,” said Imara from behind. She arrived at just that moment, hearing Cummings’ question.

“Betting?” asked Sergeant Stacy Delgado. She was the squad leader for 2nd Squad. 1st Squad still didn’t have a squad leader, leaving Imara to do double duty until HQ transferred a new sergeant in. “Betting on what?”

Imara looked across the landing pad at the two load masters. When they noticed her, they nodded in recognition. She knew them both.

“I’d guess they’re betting if anyone is going to get airsick. And probably doing odds on each of you.”

“They don’t know us,” said Corporal Melody Rodriguez, 1st Fireteam leader of 2nd Squad.

“No, they don’t,” said Imara. She started forward. “But they can guess pretty accurately based on what they observe.” She stopped and turned to the fireteams. “And they just love messing with the troops. Stand easy.”

Imara crossed the open space between her people and the first dropship. The two loadmasters grinned as she drew closer.

“Master Sergeant McNeil. Staff Sergeant Wagner.”

“Hey, Fermo,” said MSgt Keneth McNeil. “Nice to see you with the new rank. Sorry to hear how it happened.”

“Not sure if I’m ready for it. Would have preferred SSgt Brewer was still with us.”

“Just so you don’t go thinking it was your fault,” said SSgt Marcella Wagner. “Sure fire way to have you second guessing everything after that.”

Imara forced a smile and nodded in agreement.

“I know it’s not my fault,” she said. “But I’ve two squads that are doing a different kind of guessing.”

“You tell them?” asked MSgt McNeil. He looked disappointed, but not grievously so. “About what we’re discussing over here?”

“Just enough to make them worry.” Imara shared a grin with the two loadmasters.

“Well, you know,” SSgt Wagner said, “that it’s not us you have to worry about.”

Imara looked to the fore of the dropship.

“No, we just have to worry about Lieutenant Hober.”

“What’s this about Hober?” asked Lt White as she came around from behind the first dropship.

“We’re just worried about him,” said MSgt McNeil. “He had a head cold the other day.”

“Hm. Didn’t seem to be ailing just now.” Lieutenant White paused and waited for a response. Not hearing anything, she continued. “And now we need to get onboard. Which ship should we load into?” She looked at MSgt McNeil and SSgt Wagner.

Staff Sergeant Wagner looked at McNeil.

“We’d already loaded with gear to take topside,” said MSgt McNeil. “There was barely room for us to ride. But we’ve unloaded some of the supplies. Enough that you can get a squad in each ship.”

McNeil waved one arm across the opening of the first dropship. It looked like someone had taken it as a personal challenge to fill every nook and cranny with equipment that would transfer to the ships waiting in orbit. Load masters loved a challenge.

Having to make room for living bodies, the load masters only removed enough from the back of each ship so a squad could sit. There was no guarantee of comfort.

“Nice work,” said Lt White, admiring the well-packed hold of the first dropship.

The two load masters grinned, bumping fists. Imara smiled, shaking her head. Load masters.

Everyone turned to the sound of shaking gear and heavy breathing. Coming from the other direction was MedTech Emma Weaver.

“Sorry if I’m late, Lieutenant White. I just got the word and needed to pull my gear together.”

“Not a problem, Weaver,” said Lt White. “We were all caught off guard today.”

The others chuckled, nodding in agreement. Weaver smiled, clearly relieved.

“Well, Staff Sergeant Fermo,” White said, turning to Imara. “You can have first pick. I’ll take MedTech Weaver, Sergeant Delgado and 2nd Squad in the other.”

“I’ll go with Master Sergeant McNeil in Lieutenant Hober’s ship, Lieutenant.”

“Sounds like a plan, then. Let’s load up and get this mission going.”
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Corporal Cummings groaned melodramatically as he tried once more to stretch his legs out. There was little room for the squad, pressed between boxes of cargo and the rear hatch. The load masters had added center seats that faced the port and starboard bulkheads. This put members of the fireteams knee to knee and hip to hip.

“Why couldn’t they just take out a little more?” said Cummings, adding a little whine to his voice. Imara knew he was overreacting for the laughs, but there was truth to his words and actions. Imara felt the same way. By Cummings acting out, it allowed the others, who were feeling the same, to have a laugh.

Imara just never thought of it as an endearing trait. She looked across the short gap between her and Cpl Bowers, lifting one eyebrow. Bowers replied with a roll of her eyes.

“They needed the weight, Cummings,” she said, “so that the ship looked like all the others lifting off. The A.P. is watching. If our thrust is different, they might think we’re up to something and launch a rocket at us just to be on the safe side.”

“There’s no room for a rocket,” said Cummings, earning a chuckle from several of the other tightly packed Hospitallers.

“Hey, back there,” said MSgt McNeil over the cargo bay’s speakers. “If it’s room you want, I can drop the ramp so you can sit outside.”

Cummings had to wait to respond until the surrounding laughter died down.

“You know, I’m getting used to it now,” he said loud enough to be heard up front. More quietly, he said, “Because my legs have gone to sleep.”

There was more laughter, which Imara knew was always a good thing.

All of them knew the mess they were about to step into. Not only because they’d be dealing with a special A.P. unit while they tried to extract the Paladins, but also because they weren’t supposed to be running missions on Abira now. They were going to be found out. They understood that. So they had to get off-planet before the A.P. could raise too much of a fuss. Once onboard the ships in orbit, there was little the A.P. could do.

But first, they needed to rescue the Paladins. Rescue the Paladins. The mere idea of it made Imara smile.

“Ooh,” said Bowers, “whatcha thinking?”

“I’m thinking how mortified the Paladins must be that us regulars have to pull their butts out of the fire.”

“Can we rub it in?” Cummings asked from the other side of their slice of the cargo bay.

“No!” said Imara and Bowers simultaneously, causing the rest of the squad to laugh once more.

Imara couldn’t see Cummings’ face, but based on the continued laughter, she imagined he had the wounded look he often employed after a particularly amusing exchange. As the laughter died down, he asked, “Do we know how long until we start playing the wounded bird?”

“Bowers?” Imara asked.

Bowers had tapped the side of her helmet, her eyes seeming to go out of focus as she looked at something no one else could see on her heads up display. She tapped her helmet again, her eyes focusing on Imara.

“Any minute now.”

“Everyone might want to check your straps one more time. Things are going to get bumpy.”

Next to Imara, Private Genevieve Hart tugged at her shoulder straps, giving Imara a thumbs up after making sure she wasn’t going to get thrown around. Imara did the same, looking over to check on Bowers, PFC Isaac Sullivan and PFC Sarah Harmon. All signaled they were ready.

“Cummings?” Imara asked.

“We are all good to go, Staff Sergeant.”

Imara’s comm beeped. She tapped her helmet, engaging the comm system.

“This is Fermo.”

“Hey, Fermo. It’s McNeil. Lieutenant says they’re about to do their thing. Tell your people if they throw up, they clean up.”

“Understood, Master Sergeant.” Imara tapped her comm, ending the call. Out loud, she said, “Lieutenant Hober is about to have engine problems. Master Sergeant McNeil says you better not throw up in her cargo bay.”

No one, not even Cummings, had time for a retort, as the ship seemed to slip sideways rapidly and then down. A half-second later, it lurched upwards, pushing everyone deep into their seats. The dropship jerked and rose and fell. Imara could feel that it was doing more falling than rising. Imara wanted to say things were going well, but that was just a recipe for disaster.

Then MSgt McNeil bellowed through the ship’s comms, “Brace!”

Following her words, an explosion outside turned the ship around itself. It spun for several more rotations before it stabilized. Imara tapped her comm to reach the load master.

“Lieutenant Harrell’s’s ship took a rocket in the side,” McNeil said over the comm. “We’d gotten the clear to land when the rocket came out of nowhere. Now we’re trying to keep them in sight while still looking like we’ve got our own problems. Countermeasures are engaged. Pucker up.”

The comm went dead. Imara updated everyone else, earning grim nods as she explained.

For the next few minutes, everyone was silent. Not even Cummings spoke as the ship herked and jerked. Several of the team exclaimed in surprise as the ship slammed into the ground.

Imara’s comm beeped. She tapped her helmet.

“Staff Sergeant Fermo. This is Lieutenant Hober.”

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“We put down about twenty yards from the other dropship. The back of their ship won’t open. We need you to secure the area so we can get everyone out.”

“Understood.” Imara closed the comm. “Listen up! Second squad is trapped in the other ship. We need to secure the area. It won’t be easy because there aren’t many of us. Walters? Can you reach the ballistic shields?”

“Sure can, Staff Sergeant,” PFC Carol Walters said.

While Walters accessed the panel built into the frame around the rear hatch nearest her, Imara did the same thing on her side. She removed three, handing one to Bowers and held onto the other two.

“Keep in pairs. We’ll do corners.” Imara directed the team’s placements and then commed MSgt McNeil to drop the back hatch. To the teams, she said, “Unbuckle. Ready to deploy shields.”

As the back hatch clicked and whirred, slowly lowering to the ground, Imara and Bowers, holding the ballistic shields, moved into position, opening the shields to provide cover for everyone behind them. Imara didn’t expect to be attacked, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to take precautions.

When the hatch touched the ground, becoming a ramp, the teams moved. Imara handed off her shield to Pvt Hart, who moved out and to the right with PFC Sullivan behind her, his weapon ready. Bowers and PFC Harmon moved right and then right again, going around the dropship to take the forward corner.

Cummings’ teams went left to take the far corners around the second dropship. Imara moved to a defensive position on the side of the ramp as she watched her teams move into position.

“Report,” she said over the comm after several minutes had passed.

“Clear,” said Cummings. Imara received the same report from the other three corners.

“Lieutenant Hober,” Imara said after reaching the lieutenant over the comm. “We have the area secured.”

“Good. Let’s check on the other ship.”

A few seconds later, Lt Hober and MSgt McNeil pushed their way past all the supplies and equipment stuffed in their dropship’s hold. They both wore serious looks as they nodded to Imara. She returned the nod and started toward the back of the second dropship.

“Bowers. Cummings,” Imara said over the comm. “We’re checking on the second dropship. Stay sharp. Comm me if anything looks like it’s about to happen.”

“Will do,” replied the two fireteam leaders.

––––––––
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The second dropship looked unscathed on the port side as Imara and the other two approached. If there was a hint of trouble, it was the far corner of the rear hatch that was bent at an odd angle.

“I’ll check on Lieutenants Harrell and Hughes,” said Lt Hober. “McNeil, stay with the Staff Sergeant.”

“Of course, Lieutenant,” McNeil replied, staying close to Imara as she reached the near corner of the aft end of dropship two.

Imara could smell the explosive residue, ozone, and burning plastic as she reached the corner. Even before she went around the back of the ship, she knew it was going to be bad based on the smell and the scalloped look of the rear starboard corner.

“Stars,” muttered MSgt McNeil when they finally got a look at the starboard side of the dropship.

A chunk of the hull of the ship was missing about midway and back. The missing chunk included a third of the top and the one engine. Crates had blown open or melted, leaving a chaotic display of uniforms, bedding, office equipment, and things Imara could no longer identify. 

“Are we sure they survived?” whispered McNeil.

Imara didn’t want to think about it, but looking at the destruction, she had to consider it.

“I know how to find out,” she said and approached the five-meter gap in the ship's side. “Knock, knock, anyone?”
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