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CAPTAIN HARK DAVRON re-checked the data on his hex-suit’s HUD, unable to suppress his shock at the information displayed. Lieutenant Ginda’s vitals showed that he was dead. Davron looked to his left and then to his right. The squad was spread out too thinly over the four-block engagement zone, and Ginda, the squad’s only other Combat Suit Hexxer, was on the far side from Davron, supporting Kape Squad’s heavy weapons teams as they attempted to break the enemy lines.


Davron opened up a comm channel to the squad’s commander, Captain Logan Cord.


“Cap, do you have eyes on Ginda?”


As Kape Squad’s commander, Logan Cord was responsible for the entire squad, not just the hexxer support, which was Davron’s command responsibility. ESGAF preferred to keep Combat Suit Hexxers focused on their responsibilities, though some exceptions to this command structure did exist. In the case of Cord and Davron, who had worked together for the majority of their respective service times, the structure suited each commander perfectly.


It was a few moments before Cord responded. While waiting, Davron was in motion. He fired his suit’s heavy rocket launcher at the building that his combat threat display indicated as the likeliest location for the sniper that shot and wounded three soldiers just minutes before. The building came down in a rush of sound and debris, sending smoke and dust into the air for half a block.


That should provide the men some cover to regroup and get to the EZ.


“I do.” Cord’s sudden response jarred Davron back to the other problem he now faced. “He’s down, but I can’t tell how badly. Vitals show—”


“I see them,” Davron interjected.


“He took a big round of some kind from a heavy weapon they have set up in the building next to the facility. It’s a good position, and our heavy weapons teams can’t get to it. We’re pinned down and can’t get to him. You about to make a play?”


Davron looked at the soldiers nearest him, exchanging fire with their unknown enemy as best they could. Identification software classified the people who ambushed them as rebels of some kind, possibly belonging to a local resistance group made up of several species and peoples, likely adhering to some radical ideology, but highly militant in that adherence.


Whoever they were, they were apparently after the same thing Kape Squad had been sent in to retrieve, and they were well trained and supplied—nothing like the intelligence reports said they would be. The force that had Kape Squad pinned down in the city just outside the ESGAF research facility that contained their target had been waiting for them. The rebels knew they were coming, and to Davron, that meant a problem bigger than he could reasonably work out at that moment.


“Dav, you got any ideas?” Cord broke into Davron’s thoughts, and the hexxer pulled back for a moment to assess. The station’s secured data core and information still had to be intact, otherwise the rebel’s presence here made little sense. They had yet to retrieve it themselves, so that meant there was still a window of opportunity to recover it.


“We still have to get inside, Cap,” Davron responded.


“Yep. That’s the mission.”


Davron checked Ginda’s vitals again. No change. Davron saw no reason to question the data in front of him. The other hexxer was probably dead, and Kape Squad’s casualties were beginning to mount up—seven dead and over a dozen wounded so far, including Ginda. Just over half the squad was still in the fight, but that did not give Davron much comfort. They had not had a mission go this badly in at least two years, when the hexxer whose place Ginda had taken bought it in a not dissimilar circumstance.


Davron returned fire with his suit’s automatic heavy rifle and was rewarded when two red squares vanished from his threat display. It was a small victory at this point, but every bit of their attention he could keep on him was less attention on the rest of the squad. Now that he was the only remaining hex-suit on the field, Davron represented the single biggest threat in Kape Squad’s arsenal. And he intended to be every bit of the threat he represented.


His personal combat hex-suit was a custom variety that the techs outfitted him with upon his graduation from the CSH training program. Patterned after one of the heaviest stock units in existence, the suit augmented Davron’s natural two-meter height and bulky physical build with an additional half foot of height and commensurate size. While that left him highly armored and the suit’s electronics suite capable of accommodating several more support systems than were normally found on even the heaviest of combat hex-suits, the personal modifications to his hex-suit had been tailored to account for Davron’s often daring and improvisational battlefield actions, a habit that dogged the pages of his service record, to the great chagrin of his commanders.


It was again time to put his suit, and his physical body, through one of those reckless actions.


“Okay, Cap,” Davron, pausing to perform a boosted jump through a nearby building’s second story window.


“I’ve got an idea.”


“I’m not going to like it, I know, but go ahead.” Cord’s voice rarely reflected the stress of the battlefield, and even after almost ten years of service together, Davron still wondered if it was simply a coping mechanism or if his friend truly did not fear anything. Either way, it made Cord effective as a commander, especially in these kinds of situations.


“I’m going to break their lines,” Davron said as he crashed through a wall to get to the other side of the building.


“Alone?” Cord asked.


Davron looked out a window and saw with his hex-sense the communication data stream heading up into the sky, toward their strike cruiser, which waited in low orbit. He watched just long enough to see that there was no downward return data stream. Davron frowned.


“They’re blocking our comms, Cap,” he said. “I don’t know how just yet, but there’s no return data streams coming back from the Keeler. These rebels have very good tech.”


Really good tech. Too good. I shouldn’t be having this much trouble, unless….


Davron focused his hex-sense into a tighter cone and concentrated on finding local data streams. At first, he found nothing but the usual traffic. Local devices linked to what remained of the networks—Kape Squad’s closed-circuit comms and data links—for which his hex-suit served as the local hub.


THERE!


“Cap, I just found the game changer,” Davron said into their private comm channel.


“How so?” Cord answered back immediately.


“They have a hexxer on their side, and a good one. He’s jamming our connection to the Keeler, and I think they’re using the facility’s comms array to do it.”


“Okay, good catch, Dav,” Cord responded. “You said you had an idea earlier that I wouldn’t like. Does this new information change that idea at all?”


It did not. Despite the new information, and the realization that he was practically dueling with a hexxer of exceptional skill, Davron’s plan remained the same.


“I’m going to need to get to Ginda,” Davron said, picking up his pace. His combat systems told him that on the other side of the building was a weakness in the rebel lines that he could exploit to break through to the research facility, but it meant leaving Kape Squad without support. He did not like that one bit.


“Okay,” Cord answered. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”


“No, not alone. Ginda’s going to help me do it. Well, kind of.”


Cord was silent for several seconds. Davron used the time to plot a controlled descent into the courtyard below. The rebels had lost track of him in the chaos of the building’s destruction and the ensuing firefight. Kape Squad might have been caught off-guard and overwhelmed at first, but each soldier was one of the ESGAF’s elite. For now, the women and men of Kape Squad held their ground.


But the stalemate would not last forever. The rebels had numbers, and in a protracted fight, one more suited to regular infantry and not a strike team like Kape Squad, Davron knew that the rebels would eventually gain an advantage and press in.


“Ginda’s dead, Dav,” Cord replied. “How is he going to….”


Cord trailed off, and Davron wondered if he had guessed what he was planning. Davron did not like the idea any more than Cord would, but Kape Squad’s chances increased if Ginda’s suit was back in the fight.


“Should you even do that? You do remember what happened the last time you did that. I believe your words were ‘shoot me if I ever try it again.’ Yeah, that sounds right.”


Cord’s reaction was expected.


“I’m open to alternate ideas,” Davron offered.


Without waiting to hear Cord’s response, Davron punched out the window in front of him with an armored fist and leapt through the shattered opening. He immediately began drawing fire from the windows of at least three buildings even before reaching the ground, two stories below. Small arms mostly, nothing that posed a terrible threat to his suit or to him, but he was wary of running into whatever it was that took out Ginda.


The hex-suit’s battle computer tabulated and prioritized the threats, and as he broke out into a run for Ginda’s position, Davron returned fire based on the closest targets most likely to cause him harm. He laid down additional suppressing fire as he moved, wanting the rebels to back off and take cover long enough for him to get to Ginda.


“No, you’re right,” Cord said, his voice piercing the maelstrom of weapon’s fire as Davron crashed into a parked vehicle to avoid a rocket fired from an elevated position. The impact left Davron slightly dazed, and he concentrated his hex-sense into his suit’s sensors, doing his best to ignore his other senses for the moment and focus on neutralizing the new threat.


Davron selected the window from where the rocket was fired and directed his own shoulder launchers to return double the favor. He felt the motors on his back whir to life as they swiveled the launchers, followed immediately by the soft whoosh of each rocket as they launched. He saw the people in the window stand up and attempt to run away, but it was too late. Davron looked away from the blast as the rebels in the upstairs apartment building were either vaporized by the incendiary explosion, crushed by the concussive force of the blast, or quickly buried as the rubble of the floor above crashed down upon them.


Davron never took any joy in killing, not from the first moment he stepped into a combat hex-suit. In his earlier life, he hated the idea outright, and he often wondered what teenage hexxer-hacker Hark Davron would think of the elite combat soldier he had become. He hoped that the teenager would not be too disappointed. He hoped his younger self would not be too disappointed, as he’d yet to have the formative experiences that led him down the path of a soldier. He was still on that path, and though his resolve never weakened, Davron hoped holding on to that teenage part of himself was the key to maintaining his humanity on the battlefield.


“I’ll take that as permission, then,” Davron answered back.


“You can take it as an order if you want, just get it over with and get us off this rock. Squad leaders are reporting low ammunition, and no squad is without a casualty.” Cord’s tone remained steady, even as his rifle spat out automatic bursts of return fire.


“Roger,” Davron said as he sprinted into the last leg on his journey across the battlefield to where Ginda lay.


Davron caught sight of Ginda beside a heap of rubble, and he slowed his run. He crossed the short distance to the fallen soldier and knelt beside the hexxer’s body. 


“I found Ginda,” Davron said. “Attempting the link now.”


Davron did not enjoy what he was about to do. Using his hex-suit’s broadcasting module, he opened up a data stream to Ginda’s suit and used his command override to get past the suit’s security systems and into its operational protocols.


“Hey boss….”


Davron physically jumped at the voice in his head and nearly lost his balance where he knelt. That voice.


Ginda!


“Ginda, is that you?” Davron was on the edge of not believing that Ginda could still be alive. Perhaps he was talking to an AI program that the other hexxer had constructed to run part of his suit for him. Davron had a few of those types of programs running his suit too. It made interfacing with the combat hex-suits more efficient, with each AI program passively following cues from the hexxer’s hex-sense. The concept was difficult for Davron to explain, and every time Cord had attempted to understand it, Kape Squad’s commander walked away shaking his head, more confused than before.


“I sure do hope it is. Otherwise, this is a really bad trip. What are you doing here?” Ginda’s voice was disconnected and shallow. It was him, but the wound in his chest had put him in a disconnected mental state. Advanced CSH Battle Shock was the term that jumped into Davron’s mind, a classification used by ESGAF to denote Combat Suit Hexxers who had taken too much physical damage to ever be safely from their suits. Sometimes a CSH could remain active for hours, or even days—if the suit was still able to maintain life function. But the survival rates past that were negligible enough that they were not properly tracked. Regardless, that meant that Ginda was alive, and that changed Davron’s plan slightly. Relieved that the junior officer was still among the living—at least for now—Davron did not have time to formulate another plan to get Kape Squad out of its current predicament.


“Well, we’re in a pickle of a situation, soldier,” Davron replied. “You took quite the hit, and the squad is bogged down by these rebels. We still have a mission to do, and it’s going to be near impossible without your suit operational.”


“Ah,” Ginda replied over the data stream, and Davron could tell that the lieutenant understood the problem.


“So, you were going to remotely control my suit to serve as a distraction while you crashed through their lines and took care of their hexxer?”


“You know they have a hexxer?” Davron was shocked.


“Yeah, boss,” Ginda answered. “He’s the reason I took the hit like I did.”


“How do you mean?” Davron’s question came both from concern and from curiosity, and he turned to lay down a hail of covering fire into the nearest building.


Their position on the street was afforded some cover from a nearby overturned hovertruck, but Davron did not want the rebels getting curious as to why the hexxer that just barreled past their position moments before had not yet laid waste to their sorry hides. Satisfied that the rebels had re-thought their plan to come out and investigate, Davron turned his attention back to his data stream connection with Ginda. The younger hexxer’s connection felt like it was fading, and Davron was unable to offer any medical assistance beyond what Ginda’s suit had already provided. At least, not without calling for help from the Keeler, which was still being blocked out by the rebel hexxer.


“Distracted me,” Ginda managed to reply. “He’s a good hacker, and I caught him trying to force a remote linkup with my suit. I blocked him out easy enough, but the effort left me paused just long enough for that big gun to nail me. It hits hard, boss. I’d recommend not getting in its way.”


To punctuate Ginda’s warning, the hovertruck behind them exploded, sending hundreds of superheated metal shards flying in all directions. Davron was thrown back by the force and landed on his back several feet from Ginda. He laid there for several seconds, assessing any damage that either he or his suit might have suffered. Everything registered green on his damage panel, except for his rocket launcher.


Great. If that doesn’t work anymore, then I’m down to grenades and the auto rifle.


“Ginda,” Davron called out.


“Come again, Dav,” Cord answered back instead of the lieutenant. “What’s your status? We saw the truck take that hit. Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, Cap,” Davron said as he rolled over and pushed himself up into a low crouch. The smoke from the exploding truck was obscuring vision between him and the rebels for now, but that would only last maybe another minute before it cleared away.


“Why did you call out for Ginda?” Cord asked as gunfire increased in the background. They were laying down a massive amount of cover fire that Davron knew was bringing their remaining ammunition dangerously low.


“He’s alive,” Davron answered quickly as he moved over to Ginda again. “He’s in shock, and I was only able to talk to him through the stream, but he’s alive. That means I can’t do what I wanted to originally.”


“Yes, you can,” a voice answered, quiet and disconnected from emotion. It was not Cord’s voice.


“Ginda?” Cord and Davron asked at the same time. Davron was unaware that their data stream link was still functioning.


“Oh, hey, Cap,” Ginda answered, his voice sounding quieter the more he talked. “Yeah, look, I know what Dav wants to do, and I’m all for it. I may be out of this one, maybe I won’t make it, but if he can drive my suit, maybe I can still help you guys get out of this.”


Davron’s chest swelled as the meaning of Ginda’s words registered.


“No,” Davron shook his head. “Nope. That’s not going to happen.”


“Hey,” Ginda said, interrupting anything else Davron wanted to say. “You were perfectly fine doing it when you thought I was completely dead. Now I just get to make the choice. Look at me, Dav. I don’t think I’m getting off this stinking rock anyway. I’ve got a giant hole in my chest. So let me do something that will help the squad one last time. Take the suit. Make ‘em pay for every one of us they’ve hurt.”


Ginda’s voice had an edge to it that Davron had rarely witnessed in the two years Ginda was part of Kape Squad. Davron shook his head, still unwilling to sacrifice Ginda for the role the lieutenant had just volunteered to take. As much as Davron did not want to admit it, it was true. Nothing significant had changed, save that Ginda now got to choose how to use what was left of his life.


Another mistake by the ESGAF, another one of us dies. I’m getting so tired of this.


“Dav.” Cord broke in on his thoughts. “Dav, you’re losing the smoke. We saw where that blast came from, though. I’m sending you the location now. I’m sorry, but we don’t have time to argue.”


And to Ginda, Cord said, “My thanks, Lieutenant Ginda.”


Davron waited two more heartbeats before initiating the takeover of Ginda’s suit.


“I’m sorry, my friend,” Davron said.


“Just win,” Ginda said before terminating his end of the data stream connection and falling back into the abyss of unconsciousness. Davron did not blame him. If he had a choice, Davron might also have chosen to be unconscious for his final moments. In a way, that was choosing how he died, something seldom afforded to soldiers.


Davron completed the takeover command process for the suit. Taking on the extra load of data stream systems was not the difficult part for Davron. Many hexxers could not take the strain of connecting with so many data streams at once, and many of them might permanently harm themselves if they attempted to do something like this. This was one of the major differences that ESGAF recruiters noticed in Davron when they found him. The number of data streams his hex-sense could sustain connection with was limitless, or nearly so. The only limitation lay in his physical self and the strain that more and more data streams put on his body.


“Okay.” Davron gritted through the sudden threat of vertigo and disorientation that came from the double suit connection splitting his visual data inputs.


“Cap, I’ll let you know how it goes.”
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FIORA NASCEN STEPPED off the shuttle ramp and onto the tarmac. She dropped her small duffle bag to tuck a lock of her shining red hair behind her ear as her eyes took in the activity around her. Soldiers jogged in rank and file around the landing field, and techs of various specialties bustled between the newly landed shuttles, connecting tubes and datatab slates to access panels. Each of the shuttles on the field had disembarked only a single passenger, and each one looked as out of place as Fiora felt. It was not a far reach to guess that each of them was a hexxer, and that they all had traveled here for the same purpose.


They all arrived at Camp Lorenton, an ESGAF training facility on the planet Kresk, one of the twelve inner planets that made up the core of the Earth Sphere Government. Fiora’s arrival at Camp Lorenton marked the second stage in her training to become a Combat Suit Hexxer, or CSH for short. Since her recruitment into the Earth Sphere Government Armed Forces almost six months ago, she had spent most of her time undergoing tests that assessed her hex-sense abilities to determine if she even possessed the raw potential to handle a combat hex-suit. After the assessments, six short weeks of basic training at the nearest ESGAF intake facility, a short hyperspace jump, and a shuttle ride later, and Fiora found herself on a planet very different from any place she had ever seen.


Kresk possessed a slightly higher gravity than the Earth-norm 1G. On the scale, the planet was only 1.1Gs, but that extra ten percent was found to be of great benefit when training soldiers. Training on a planet that differed significantly from Earth-norm had proved to be a problem, but a ten percent range on either side remained within the capabilities of human physiological efficiency. The ESGAF elected to do the majority of its soldiers’ intensive training on heavier worlds, and though the strength and agility exhibited by such soldiers did not approach super-human by any standard, it had proved to be beneficial in the longevity and battlefield hardiness of most soldiers. Time had tested the pros and cons of the approach and repeatedly affirmed the present training philosophy.


Fiora felt the increased pull of Kresk’s gravity well, a slight frown appearing on her face. Though she had managed to develop a healthy level of fitness in her time since enlisting—not that she was a slouch before she was recruited—the strain of Kresk’s gravity would take some getting used to. She looked around at the other hexxers, who were still standing at the bottoms of their respective shuttle ramps, and thought she spotted at least a handful of expressions that reflected her own general distaste for Kresk’s initial greeting. The weather was nice today, though, so Fiora was grateful for that.


Fiora and the other hexxers jumped in surprise when the shuttle ramps began to simultaneously retract into each shuttle, as if someone had a master control that activated each mechanism at once. Once the ramps fully retracted, the shuttle bay doors closed, and each of the shuttles lifted off the tarmac, heading back to whatever hyperspace-capable ships had brought them to Kresk. Fiora watched as the shuttles disappeared into the sky, leaving them all to the fate that Camp Lorenton had in store.


Every beginning begins with a leaving….


“Welcome to Camp Lorenton.” A woman’s voice sounded off somewhere behind Fiora, and she and the other hexxers turned toward their greeter.


A middle-aged woman in a major’s uniform stood on the tarmac fifteen yards away from the group. Based on the greying blonde hair that disappeared in a braid over her shoulder and down her back, Fiora judged her to be in her late-forties. Fiora’s basic training kicked in, and she snapped to attention. Several of the others on the tarmac did as Fiora had, but many were late to catch on that an officer was present. Fiora listened as the three or four late ones caught on and finally snapped to attention. The major waited for the last of the recruits to realize what was happening before she said anything further.


“Fall in, soldiers.” She spoke the order in a tone that conveyed her authority but lacked the bark of a drill sergeant. Unused to the more subtle authority of a commanding officer after all their time spent training, Fiora and the other recruits paused for a moment before realizing the need to scramble to fall into line. Fiora caught sight of a slightly raised eyebrow from the officer as the last of the recruits fell in. 


“I am MCSH Major Jess Harper, the commander of the CSH Training Regiment here at Camp Lorenton, and all of you now officially have the rank of cadet until I say otherwise.” The major’s voice projected over the group in a manner that took Fiora by surprise. A woman of slight build and even slighter stature, Major Jess Harper’s voice did not sound to Fiora like it had any business coming out of the major’s mouth. Based on how the major’s voice boomed, Fiora would have guessed the slight woman to be far taller than even Fiora’s respectable five feet ten inches.


But what stood out to Fiora more than her disproportionate voice-to-size ratio was the title Major Harper used in front of her rank.


MCSH. Master Combat Suit Hexxer.


If Fiora made it through this stage of training, she would test out and be commissioned as a CSH Second Lieutenant. “Combat Suit Hexxer” was the denotation on her rank that would separate her, and any of the others standing next to her, as being different from the regular line soldiers. A Master Combat Suit Hexxer was almost something else entirely. Gaining the Master title in front of the Combat Suit Hexxer denotation was, according to Fiora’s general knowledge of the ESGAF and the training she had so far received, more difficult than rising through the ranks to General or Admiral. In fact, the CSH Major General of the ESGAF, one of seven generals and admirals that reported to the Grand Marshall of the Armed Forces, did not, herself, carry the title of Master Combat Suit Hexxer.


According to what records Fiora had so far gained the clearance to access, less than ten active duty combat hexxers bore the title MCSH. It made sense to Fiora that one of those individuals would be the commander of the CSH Training Regiment. That also meant that one of the most refined, skilled, powerful, and resilient hexxers in the galaxy now stood before her, and Fiora felt an appropriate mix of awe, respect, and fear.


“As some of you may have heard, this next stage in your training will be the most critical and vital to your development, testing, and eventual survival in the field as Combat Suit Hexxers. Over the next sixteen weeks, you will learn not only how to push your innate hex-senses to the limit, but you will also train in both the physical aspects of operating a combat hex-suit and operating as a CSH support officer for your infantry squads.”


As greetings went, this one was fairly standard for an ESGAF officer, but Fiora could not shake a sense of impending dread at the authoritative tone that Major Harper projected throughout her speech. Something had changed about the weight of her situation, and Fiora wanted to know why.


“But not all of you will leave Camp Lorenton as officers in the ESGAF,” Major Harper continued, hitting the very next point Fiora knew she would.


“Most of you, and I do mean most of you, will flush out of the program for one reason or another. Perhaps you won’t be able to handle the physical burden of combat. Maybe you will lack some key hex-sense aptitude that the initial screening process overlooked. Or maybe, just maybe, you’ll find out that becoming a CSH is the single most difficult thing any hexxer can ever attempt, and you will be crushed under the weight of your duty and your task, unable to function in both the physical world and the data stream simultaneously.”


Major Harper took her time with the final few syllables, her eyes slowly coming to a rest to match Fiora’s gaze. Not wishing to curry any ill favor from the major, Fiora snapped her eyes forward and fixed them on the distant mountains beyond Camp Lorenton’s borders. When no personal attention came from Major Harper, Fiora fought the urge to let out her breath in one large burst, instead slowly breathing out in an effort to return her heart rate back to normal.


“But we will see how true any of that will ring for each of you,” Major Harper finally continued.


“For now, and once more, welcome to Camp Lorenton. Your bunk and duty assignment schedules have already been forwarded to your datatabs. So get settled tonight, and report in the morning. Be ready and willing to do what it takes to not disappoint me. Dismissed!”


Fiora fell out of line, retrieved her duffle bag from the pile behind her, and checked her datatab for directions to her new quarters. As she walked to the far end of the tarmac with the rest of the cadets, Fiora felt a chill run up her spine, and she had the inescapable feeling that she was being watched. Looking around, Fiora once more locked eyes with Major Jess Harper. The training commander stood with her hands clasped behind her, head slightly cocked to the side as if she were appraising how the cadets walked across the tarmac.


The major made no gesture when their eyes met. She only continued to stare directly at Fiora. A feeling of dread, unnerving her to her core, ripped through Fiora, and she had to fight the compulsion to drop her duffle back and run.


Then, without so much as a blink or a warning that she was about to move, the major turned on her heel and walked away. Fiora watched Major Harper for a few seconds, attempting to allow her rising sense of dread to fall away before shaking her head and hurrying to catch up with the other cadets.
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DAVRON SAT IN the low light of the Keeler’s intensive care medical bay, on a chair too small for any grown person. In the bed next to him, Ginda lay unconscious, several tubes and machines attached to his body, doing everything from breathing to pumping his blood for him. Somehow, the badly wounded hexxer had survived the nightmare of the rebel ambush and Davron’s remotely controlling his hex-suit through the recovery mission at the ESGAF research facility. Davron had believed Ginda to be dead more than once that day, but he still refused to leave him behind. He owed Ginda that much, and now Ginda clung to life—barely alive by any medical standard—but he was still there in the data stream.


Davron had spoken with him in the stream more than once as Ginda lay on the bed, but Ginda’s side of the conversations were always disjointed and short. The ship’s doctors said that Ginda would have long road to recovery, if he ever did recover, and that he would never again be fit for battle. Davron did not really know if the information he recovered was worth the loss.


“Still here?” Cord’s voice sounded from the door, and Davron shifted in the small chair to look at the captain.


“Docs say he’ll never get into a suit again,” Davron remarked, and he was mildly disturbed at how distant his voice sounded. Distant, and rough. His scratchy throat reminded him that he had probably been sitting in the room for almost an entire day with nothing to eat or drink. One member of the medical staff, a kind woman named Luurane, had asked him if he needed anything once or twice, but he had no idea how long ago that might have been.


Cord leaned his back against the door frame, holding his datatab in both hands. Davron waited for him to say what he came here to tell him. He was not in the mood for a pep talk or one of Cord’s helpful sayings. Losing Ginda—and dead or alive, Davron had lost Ginda where it really counted—was something that Davron did not want to get over quickly. He had lost too many junior hexxers in his time with Kape Squad, and even before then. They always found their way into more trouble than he was able to get them out of, and while nobody else would have even thought it, Davron was beginning to believe that being assigned to his unit as a junior CSH was a sure death sentence for whatever poor soul drew the short straw.


“You we have a—” Cord began in a much more conversational tone than Davron expected.


“Have a mission,” Davron interrupted. “I know. There’s always another mission. I’m guessing they pulled something useful from that data core that we recovered.”


Cord nodded. “It looks like the rebels got something off the planet before we got there.”


“And that whole ambush was nothing but a delaying tactic to make sure we didn’t notice until it was too late.”


Cord nodded again. “They’ve already run down where it probably went—a large, neutral shipping asteroid in the Xelon Belt, on the border between the ESG and the Republic of United Star Systems. Dav, you can sit this one out if you like.”


“No.” Davron shook his head and stood, taking a moment to stretch muscles that had not moved in several hours. At almost six feet five inches tall, Davron was tall to begin with. His barrel chest and supporting musculature akin to that of an arena linebacker only served to add to his immense physical presence. Atop his broad shoulders, he kept his dark hair buzzed down to the shortest length possible without using a straight razor, and his large, icy blue eyes bore into whatever he looked at with the seriousness of a blue star’s solar flare.


Those eyes flared at Cord, and the captain, though well-accustomed to the gaze, knew that Davron was finished sitting in the dark room, brooding over his loss. Cord raised an eyebrow and mused not for the first time how unique his friend was. Hexxers were, as a rule, not given to large physical size. For centuries, geneticists had posited that the hex-sense mutation stunted physical growth to some degree. The vast majority of humans with the hexxer mutation in their genes were smaller than Cord, who stood right at six feet tall. But Hark Davron was an aberration twice over. Once for being a hexxer, and again for his genetic code retaining the physical characteristics of a much larger gene heritage.


ESGAF recruiters were curious as to whether Davron’s retention of his physical characteristic genes somehow hampered his hex-sense. Only a few humans with Davron’s condition had been observed before, but for one reason or another they were deemed unfit for service. After almost three years of physical testing, hex-sense evaluation, and genetic mapping, ESGAF scientists decided that there was nothing else their scientists could learn from Davron’s body, and they let him enlist to become a Combat Suit Hexxer.


Cord first encountered Davron when he was a CSH Second Lieutenant fresh from training. Cord was XO of their squad at the time, a First Lieutenant with nearly five years’ experience, and he had never seen any CSH like Davron before. Nobody had. Davron’s first few years of service were even followed by the press, once they learned that a hexxer of his kind had joined ESGAF. Davron still had not had it easy. He never cared for the politics of ESGAF rank climbing, but they had made it clear that he had no choice but to make a career of it. Once he tested into the rank of captain, the higher ups finally quit bothering him to become more of a presence in higher command. Instead, Cord and Davron had been transferred to command Kape Squad, where both men had been comfortable to stay ever since.


Cord sighed, knowing there was little he could do short of attempting to flex his unit commander position—which did not always work on Davron—to stop him from joining the squad. A CSH was, by regulations, supposed to accompany the squad on every combat drop, and Davron had not missed a drop since they joined Kape Squad. Far too often, as was now the case, it was because he was the only combat ready CSH attached to Kape Squad.


“Okay then,” Cord said as he pushed himself off the door frame and turned to go, his gaze not leaving his datatab. “Get yourself cleaned up and report with the squad in an hour.”


“Yes, sir,” Davron replied.


“How’s Ginda doing?” Sergeant Rossna asked as soon as Davron entered the briefing room.


Davron paused and looked around the room to see who else was already there. Everyone except Cord was waiting there.


“He’s alive for now, but he’ll never get into a hex-suit again,” Davron answered as he walked over to his usual seat at the back of the room. Ginda’s usual seat next to his was empty, which Davron felt deepened the absence. Sergeant Rossna nodded with a grim face. He was a competent soldier, and both Davron and Cord believed that if Rossna paid attention the next couple of years, he would be leading his own squad before long. 


The rest of Kape Squad showed mixed reactions. Grief, relief, anger, and even rage shown on the faces of the assembled soldiers. Davron was happy that Ginda was so well liked by the rest of the squad. Hexxers tended to hold themselves back and apart from the regular soldiers, a habit that the CSH regimental training unit pounded into their brains during their time as cadets. Ginda had been different, which was why Davron enjoyed working with him for the past two years. They both understood that the CSH officers were not above or superior to the other soldiers, and Davron had been grateful to form the connection, thinking he alone felt that way. 


Ginda also ate and trained with the rest of the squad for the most part, except when his duties as a CSH called him elsewhere, and Davron was aware of at least two weekly poker games to which Ginda had a standing invitation—one with Kape Squad soldiers and one with the navy crew members of the Keeler. His loss would be felt in the morale department, and Davron knew that the squad would need to be able to focus on something else soon, before they missed Ginda’s presence.


Sitting in the briefing room, Davron wished he could have spent more time talking privately with Cord instead of the two or three brief conversation they had in the medical bay. Some of the time spent not moving was not completely his fault. The strain of running not only his own hex-suit but also remotely controlling Ginda’s suit as Kape Squad finished out its mission was acute. It was not the number of data streams that had stressed him. Davron’s abilities extended far beyond that in terms of raw data load manipulation. No, it was the delicate nature of operating Ginda’s suit with him inside it, not pushing the physical limits of a biological body that Davron could not feel while maintaining a useful suit operation was one of the most difficult hexxer tasks that Davron had ever performed. That kind of fine control was not something Davron was known for. It was reckless, he knew, but it was also necessary. He could not have infiltrated the bunker and defeated the machinations of the unknown enemy hexxer without the systems employed by Ginda’s suit.


But now he could not afford to be tired. As Kape Squad’s only active hexxer, Davron had to do the job of two CSH officers until the situation changed. He would catch up on rest when he was retired or dead.


The door at the front of the room slid open with a hiss, and Captain Logan Cord walked into the room, peering once more at his datatab. The room fell silent as Cord reached his podium and plugged his tab into the small terminal connected to the room’s holo display. Just before the room lights dimmed, Cord made eye contact with Davron and nodded almost imperceptibly.


“I know we just saw some heavy action,” Cord began, “and the casualties we took will not soon be replenished, at least not until after we finish this part of the job.”


Davron heard some grumbling from the squad’s three sergeants, including Rossna. Not a single squad had escaped a casualty of some kind, though the injuries to Private Ahndi of the third squad were already healed enough to allow her to return to active duty.


Kape Squad is tough, and I know we’ll make it through this. But Cord has got to see that they’ve been running us too much out here. A conversation for another time, though.


“Our tech team has traced the item that the rebels managed to get out of that research facility to a free zone-neutral trading asteroid near the RUSS border.”


The holo display followed Cord’s words and displayed the location of the asteroid relative to their current position and then zoomed in on the facility to give a visual of the station. Davron noted that as of the time of the surveillance footage, several RUSS warships could be seen in the distance, just outside the station’s no-military-fly zone. It made sense. The station was a vast resource for both interstellar nations and had managed to maintain its neutrality by brilliant political maneuverings and parley with each respective government and promising not to show favoritism with either. This provided a way for each government to indirectly trade with one another, and any other so-called enemies or embargoed entities, without violating any treaties or alliance agreements. It also meant that the asteroid facility was rife with crime, as the local constabulary only cared about securing the goods and well-being of the highest paid corporations and individuals—the people funding their payroll. In the end, Davron’s assessment of the facility was that it was a death trap for anyone from the ESGAF or RUSS“Kape Squad is tasked with finding a way onto the facility, ascertaining the location of the stolen ESGAF property, and remanding it to our protection. But nobody can know we were ever there. This facility is neutral by international treaty, and we’re breaking the treaty just by taking the Keeler past the military no-fly zone border that surrounds the station.” Cord continued his briefing without giving away his feelings on the subject, but Davron knew the captain felt as uneasy about this as he now did.


“We’re on a short clock this time, so there will be little time to properly scout this one. I’m going to be meeting with squad leaders to get a sense of where we are functionally and create a plan of operation from there. The Keeler will be making its hyperjump soon, so get back to your stations and await further orders. Dismissed.”
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WARRANT OFFICER LIRA Herrah greeted Fiora as she entered the arming bay. “Ah, Cadet Nascen. Good. Major Harper said you’d be coming in early today.”


“She did?” Fiora frowned, though she did not know why, and Herrah raised an eyebrow in response.


“Uh, yeah,” Herrah continued, “she said you’d be leaving the lecture early to get a jumpstart on suit selection. That’s why you’re here, right?”


“When did she tell you that I’d be doing that?” Fiora’s tone was more accusatory than she intended, and Herrah momentarily looked defensive. The warrant officer loosened her stance a moment later, and Fiora got the impression that Herrah knew something she did not.


“Don’t worry about it, Cadet,” Herrah replied, clearly wanting to move along. Herrah, like most tech officers, preferred to get down to the business at hand rather than participate in small talk. Fiora guessed that was more than just a stereotype. Perhaps the type of work tech officers did appeal more to a certain type of personality. Or maybe Fiora just had yet to meet a tech officer who did not work on a base under the command of Major Jess Harper.


“So, what am I here for today?” Fiora asked in an overt attempt to show Herrah that she, too, wished to move past the initial awkwardness of their conversation.


“So far you’ve only been out in test suits,” Herrah stated. It was not a question and more of a summary of the situation.


“That’s right,” Fiora replied. She looked over at the arming bay and noticed that instead of the usual one hex-suit that awaited her, today there were three.


“Well, today,” Herrah continued, undeterred by Fiora’s interruption, “we will figure out which type of combat hex-suit is best suited to your unique abilities, battlefield skills, and desired squad support role.


Of course, you should have adequate skills in every type of combat hex-suit used by ESGAF, but it never works that way. Very few CSHs ever show adequate skill in more than two suits, and most never even want to get into the other types once they find the one they know works for them. Ah well, to hell with the rules, eh? How’s about we do the run down on the three suits, and we can get you outfitted in the one you want to try out first.”


Fiora looked at the three ESGAF combat hex-suits in front of her. This was a moment she had always wanted to come, and now it was suddenly here. Choosing her own hex-suit was a rite of passage for a Combat Suit Hexxer, one that she knew in her heart would come someday, and now Major Harper had thrown her into the moment with no warning. 


The arming bay she had been assigned in their first week of hex-suit training had not seemed that special the first times she had walked into it. Warrant Officer Herrah kept a good shop. Each arming bay facility was more like a Combat Suit Hexxer’s private changing room. Each one contained shower and waste disposal facilities to rival any found elsewhere on the base. A small bunk even extended from the wall at the push of a button should there be a need for either the tech officer or the hexxer to catch some rack time. The rest of the room, which stretched twenty-five feet from the door to the arming racks and ten feet to either side of the door, was full of every tool, diagnostic equipment, two data stations—one for the hexxer and one for the tech officer, and, of course, the hex-suit. Or, in this case, the hex-suits.


Fiora already knew the technical specs on the different suits in front of her and what they allowed a hexxer to accomplish on the battlefield. That is, she knew in the academic sense—she had never actually been in one. Simulators were not the real thing, and Fiora could not help but flush with excitement as she beheld the technological marvels in front of her.


“Of course,” she said, her voice coming back to her, if somewhat weakly, “but I suspect that you want to tell me all about these beauties yourself. I bet you know more about each one than I could ever learn from a datatab—without actually getting inside one, that is.”


Herrah smiled. Apparently, Fiora had said exactly what the tech officer wanted to hear. The mechanical engineer loved talking about the machines she worked on, even if she never really got to use them past the screen and input interfaces. Some hexxers were known to wash out of the program and become hex-tech officers, but Herrah was not one of them. Fiora held a deep respect for the people who could learn to design, build, maintain, and keep operational equipment that they could never hope to properly operate.


Herrah began her explanation by turning in her chair to face the hex-suits on the racks in front of them. “Each of the combat hex-suits in front of you is based on the skeleton training module design that you’ve trained in for the past several weeks.


“The underlying design of the combat hex-suit is to bring to the battlefield a single system capable of utilizing all six of a hexxer’s senses, maximizing their potential, and providing the best support for their units in the field. All six senses have to be engaged in order to make the suit fully operational. At least, that was the design philosophy before actual hexxers were able to get into the machines.”


Herrah pushed up from her chair and moved to stand beside Fiora. “Once actual hexxers started using the suits, things moved in a different direction. The first CSH candidates learned that they could pilot the suits they wore through the data streams just as easily as using their physical bodies, more so in some cases, and the combat test results for the suits began to outpace all expectations.


“A hexxer using the suit’s internal data stream to pilot the suit, versus one using their physical body to move the suit, began to show colossal differences in reaction times and battlefield endurance longevity. This was unexpected, and a new set of R&D directions were initially opened up following this discovery. At first, it was theorized that a hexxer could remote pilot a combat hex-suit just as well as one who was physically in the suit. This, of course, proved to be a misconception, as even the smallest lag in the data stream—and we’re talking fractions of seconds so small that time is only considered to have passed on an academic level—for a remote pilot versus one physically in the suit proved to be enough of a difference in head-to-head performance that ESGAF was unwilling to risk the battlefield performance of the program. That direction was soon scrapped.”


Fiora was glad she stayed alert during Herrah’s talk. Some of the small details she included in her preamble were unknown to Fiora and had not been covered in her lectures. Perhaps ESGAF felt that some knowledge bases should be separated—for some reasons that Fiora was not interested in trying to guess. Herrah continued, pulling Fiora’s thoughts back into the room.


“The next major discovery in hex-suit technology came soon after, in the development process, when the researchers discovered that the true limits of the hex-suits were not the technology, but the hexxer inside. Hexxers are capable of amazing things, and Combat Suit Hexxers are among the most amazing of them. What a combat hex-suit is capable of, what it can accomplish on the battlefield, is limited only by the ability of its pilot to handle a greater data stream load. The more data load a hexxer can safely handle, the more systems the combat hex-suit can be outfitted with on the field.


“There are minimum thresholds that have to be met, of course, for a CSH to be instated with full status, and this is not a subjective measure. Each CSH candidate must be able to handle a minimum of four separate data stream loads at once in order to be considered combat effective. Any less than the basic four, and the hexxer is not able to fulfill the duties of a CSH and is subsequently washed out.”


Herrah paused and waited for Fiora to stop staring at the hex-suits in front of her. Up to this point, Fiora was following the briefing in a slightly disconnected fashion. She had no intention of paying WO Herrah any disrespect, but today was suddenly the one point of her training that she had feared most. Actually, she had not feared any other part at all, tackling each challenge with grit, and even a little gusto when she could muster it.


For some reason, this benchmark was different. What if she did not make the cut? What if, after all of this time, all of her developed hexxer ability as it now stood, and all of the training she had received so far, she failed in the data stream benchmarking?


On the one hand, it was an irrational fear. Her simulator performances were above average, indicating that she could indeed handle the stresses of managing enough data streams to be an effective CSH. But this benchmarking test had to be done in the real world. The simulators allowed for a hexxer to fall back completely on their hex-sense, and while a useful tool in predicting and refining certain skills, they were still no substitute for a live exercise that pushed a cadet to their physical and mental limits.


No, I know why this had to be like this. I just don’t know why it has to be today.


I feel so unready.


“For the final part of the briefing, no matter how much you don’t really need to hear it, I am going to tell you about the benchmarking procedures and processes, at least as much as I can tell you without giving away some of the challenges you will face.”



