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EMPIRE, AARON STRAND

The atmosphere was heavy, thick and moist in the battleship’s mess hall, and Aaron’s white shirt stuck to his skin. The cold, grey walls and metal tubes pressed down around him, tightening their constricting grip on the souls of those who served aboard her. The air was drenched in the scent of fried food. The food was fake, just like the flickering screen showing them pictures of the green paradise of Earth. It was what the Empire could scrape together to keep their soldiers fed. It was better than starving – like his mother had back home. The last time they had spoken, she had been a skeleton already, flesh stretched over bone. All that was left was for her heart to stop beating. It did. It barely surprised Aaron when he heard that his father had shot himself. The man had hated him. His sister was the ‘real’ Imperial in the family.

The sound of flicking cards brought Aaron back to the game in front of them. No streaming vids here, just card games. This was the high point of a pilot’s day. At least, a pilot like him, nineteen and fresh out of boot and flight training. 

Aaron spared a glance at his hand. Two aces. The irony was as thick as the air. He may be a pilot, but he was no ace, not like the guy sitting across from him. John, the red-haired, wealthy, good-looking man with a smile on his face and sneer in his eye, dropped a series of coins onto the table. He’d been in the military a few years longer than Aaron and was only a few years older. The Imperial Credits clinked into the moist air around them.

“There you go, Rimmer.” John sneered–a poke at Aaron’s birthplace, one of the colonies on the edge of Imperial space. “Can you ante up, or are you going to bow out?”

Dam’kina shrugged one of her two sets of shoulders. The Lektherman gave Aaron a worried look as she folded her cards and placed them in front of her, making an insect-like clicking noise of disappointment. Her first set of eyes flicked at him, hoping that Aaron might tear down the ace pilot. The red head was his sister’s heir, and many times as arrogant, which was saying something. It would feel good to take him down a peg or two. 

“Too rich for my blood,” she clicked.

“All right, Bug Eyes has folded. Now you?” He pointed at the pile of credits in the center of the table. “Ante up or fold.”

But Aaron learned the dangers of courage when he tried to stand up to his father. Bravery was for those willing to take a cane to the back. Like Lilly. 

“She has a name,” Aaron met his opponent’s eyes. He wouldn’t mind cracking his fist across the smug bastard’s face, but thought better of it. “And it isn’t Bug Eyes.”

“Pay up, Rimmer.”

He would, knowing that John had driven the bet this high because his hand was good. Two aces would go far, but not that far. Aaron cleared his throat and shook his head. He could throw in his sister’s glass star. If he were certain of victory, then sure. He gripped the cold pendant, a badge he’d never be allowed to pin to his uniform, glinting on his chest. Not with this much riding against it. Risk was a pilot’s game, but Aaron despised risk. Every time he gambled, he lost. With a deep breath, Aaron folded his cards and placed them on the table.

“Not gonna bet that nice little trinket.” John sneered again. “Coward.”

Aaron shook his head. This star was all he had of his sister now, a braver person than he. She had earned two ace medals in combat before the Coalition managed to take her down. He had received this award in her stead, being the last surviving member of his family, and he would never hand it over to someone like John.

“Someone with actual guts should carry that around. Not a B-list pilot like you,” John poked again.

“Screw off,” Aaron replied.

“Bet it,” John demanded.

“No.”

John snatched across the table. Dam’kina intercepted the ace’s hand with her own and pushed him off. Aaron stood up, seething with by proxy insult. The redhead matched his stance, shaking off Dam’kina.

“Bet it, coward,” John demanded. “You nearly got your team killed–because you were too scared to pull that trigger. Panicked like a bitch. Your sister would want a real man to have it.”

“Then, she sure as shit wouldn’t want your ugly face to have it,” Aaron snapped.

“Easy does it, boys.” Dam’kina stood up, nearly crashing against the ceiling with her height. “Leave Strand alone, Lieutenant.”

“Need your little Xeno-pilot to protect you, Strand.” John laughed, stepping back–Lekthermans were not weak and a fight against one certainly would not go John’s way. She was all that stood before Aaron and a face full of bruises.

“Take your winnings and screw off.” Aaron pushed the money towards John and turned away from the man, giving his friend a smile.

Dam’kina and Aaron had been friends since flight school. Frankly, the four-armed, six-eyed alien was the closest thing he had left to a family now. A warm hand touched his shoulder as they made their way from the mess hall. 

Something hit the bulkhead to their left. It clanged angrily to the ground. A pan, heavy enough to take out a good personal shield. John was red in the face and the money had scattered everywhere.

“You don’t deserve jack-shit, Rimmer. We don’t forget.” John was right. Aaron had seized up while flying patrol, and they nearly got flanked by a Coalition P-11.

“It happens to the best of us,” Dam’kina snapped. “Even to you and me.”

“You got put on Gunship detail because of him,” John shouted. “You still like him?”

“Friendship,” Dam’kina spat back. “Remarkably sturdy thing.”

“He will fly nothing but scouting missions again. I’ll make sure of it and the Colonel already knows it.” John slammed his hand on the table. “You don’t deserve to wear that medal. It sure as hell isn’t yours!”

Aaron’s fist clenched. His sister. The woman who had defended him throughout his life, from his father, from his bullies, and she would have broken John’s jaw wide open. He knew full well he didn’t deserve to have the medal, but it was all he had left of her. He had to sell his land and house to pay for her funeral and finish out his last semester at the War College. Now he was out here defending a dying nation–and John could go blow himself out an airlock.

“Don’t listen,” Dam’kina said, slamming the bulkhead door.

There she went, defending him again; everyone had to because Aaron couldn’t do it himself. “Thanks.”

“Eyes up, Sunshine.” She chuckled. “He’s an ass– that red hair, blue eyes–he thinks he’s a Campbell.”

“I doubt the Campbells are that stuck up.” Aaron snickered. “Emperors or not.”

“True, but the Emperors are a higher class of people than that slime drinker back there.” She patted the star on his chest. “Its good you remember her. She’s a legend.”

Yes, she was. A legend that shadowed him. They called her the Revenant. In four months of war, she killed almost eighty Coalition pilots. Lilly Strand was the bar by which every pilot measured themselves, a bar Aaron would never reach. So great was the shadow she cast that it blocked out the sun and left him gazing up, in awe and in jealousy. But how could he be angry at a ghost–especially one that had been so good to him? It remarked dimly on his character.

“Yeah,” was all Aaron could reply.

The ship creaked and groaned as its massive weight drifted through the vacuum of space. The Nagato was in orbit of Belarus, a planet that had been contested for five months. Unlike Kadesh, here, the Coalition had been ready. On the world below, gun battles raged across trenches aplenty. Aaron wanted to be down there, helping. Fighting. At least trying to earn his own glow–even if it didn’t outshine his sisters. A competition he knew he’d never win. He clutched the glass star again. He missed Lilly. She had been the one bright spot in a terrible family.

Thud.

Aaron was shaken back to reality as something slid past him. He looked up. A pale-faced Goration stepped back, having been preoccupied with something else. That made two of them, he guessed. The black eyes and red pupils washed over Aaron. The Goration’s face was stoic. His shoulders were built like a bull’s and he stood a tad taller. On his chest were three pins, signifying a chief-sergeant, and the badge to the side sent chills down Aaron’s spine. A golden fist, clutching a globe, encircled with the words Semper Invictus. A STAT.

“Excuse me.” The officer nodded.

“Sorry, sir.” Aaron saluted and pressed himself against the hallway’s side to allow the officer to pass. Dam’kina did as well.

“Don’t look so terrified, I don’t bite. Much.” The officer winked and stepped past. “See you in the ready room?”

“Sir?” What ready room? Maybe the actual pilots were being invited–but B-list pieces of trash like him: no. “We are B-listers, sir.”

“Indeed, but the Colonel is looking for volunteers, of all classifications.” The Goration smiled again, two huge canine teeth glistening. “I’d like to see you there, Mr. Strand.”

A mission? A legit mission that Aaron might attend? He and Dam’kina exchanged looks. Maybe he could earn his stars back that way. More so, he could earn Dam’kina her place back on the A-list. She deserved better. Why she hadn’t separated herself from Aaron was a mystery.

“We going to go?” Dam’Kina asked.

“Absolutely!”

As the Goration walked away, something about their conversation now struck him as odd. 

The man knew his last name. A name that was not printed on his uniform. 
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AARON STEPPED INTO the Ready Room, a large room in the heart of the crisscrossing metal hallways. It typically sat forty people, and was one of ten such rooms across the ship, through multiple hangar bays. All were within spitting distance of the pilot’s mess hall and kitchen. Ships like the Nagato were massive–one could find themselves serving their entire tour between four or five rooms of the thousands within the ship. Aaron took his seat. The A-listers all glared back at him as they passed papers about. It made him feel out of place, like forgetting to wear pants to school. He shuddered. Clearly the CAG had not invited most of the B-listers, if any, though a few from Aaron’s flight group were scattered through the room. The rest of the pilots filed in, one after the other, until the room was full.

“You were invited,” John’s voiced hissed. “This must be a low brow mission.”

Aaron sighed–the asshole was back again. “Yes. Just now by a STAT.”

“Fuck–he must have no idea who you guys are.” John sneered. 

On the contrary, the STAT knew exactly who he was. Perhaps it was his sister’s influence again. It wouldn’t be the first time someone noticed his likeness to Lilly. Though the way the officer spoke to Aaron was warm, kind even, as if they knew each other. Aaron knew very few aliens. Dam’kina obviously, and a few farmers back on Tallis, whose name Aaron had forgotten. God, how pathetic. He couldn’t even remember the names of his neighbors. 

“Does your mouth ever stop dripping, or should we tape it shut?” Dam’kina snapped back at John.

The white-haired, pale-faced Goration STAT waved from the operations table at the front of the room. Aaron felt his stomach somersault, and checked to see who the Goration was waving at, but no one else was there. Could the STAT really be waving at Aaron? The same man that knew his last name? Waving a half limp wrist, Aaron returned the gesture, though it was more like an intoxicated walrus attempting an imitation of the greeting. The Goration winked again and turned back to his CO, presumably the Colonel of whom he spoke. 

“Does he like you?” Dam’kina whispered. 

“How should I know? I just met him.” Aaron felt his face heat up with a crimson glow at the suggestion. 

Surely not. 

“He’ll be disappointed,” John scoffed, and leaned back, spreading his legs and hanging himself about the chair in typical louche fashion. 

John was right. Aaron was so many things–just not very good at any of them. Except being a generally failed pilot. He was very good at that. He touched the star around his neck again for stability. Even in death Lilly was a rock for him. He spent many hours of the day wondering what he’d tell her about his life aboard the Nagato. It would hit him moments later that such a conversation would never happen. Lilly was dead. 

At the front of the room, the Colonel finally turned away from the table and joined a blond-haired woman at center stage. The woman, Juno, was the CAG for the two hundred some odd fighters aboard the ship. Next to her pale white visage, the tanned human Colonel seemed to be a shadow. His stocky figure and heavy-set shoulders were a direct contrast to her lean, slender figure. Both poured out an aura of command. Aaron had spent many a night dreaming of holding such a sway over others. To be a leader. Alas, it was not one of his strengths. 

“Excuse me.” The Colonel shut down the entire room with a loud bellow. “Is this all?”

Juno nodded, “All that are coming.”

She had clearly ‘forgotten’ to invite the B-listers, though the Goration STAT seemed to think they were intended to be invited. Behind the Colonel were three soldiers - the Goration, a Geksheeshan, and an Ansakazae, who leaned against the situation table and whispered in each other’s ears. Their uniforms were emboldened with the golden insignia of the STAT. Like the Samurai of old, the Special Tactics Assault Troopers were a culture all their own, the Empire’s best and brightest soldiers. 

The Colonel began, “As you know, this war is important–perhaps more than any other in our long history. That we win is essential. Mothers will starve, children will go hungry, and husbands will perish toiling in fields that cannot be reaped. Many of you may have suffered from such shortages already. The Coalition have the resources we require and refuse to bargain or trade for them on account of morality.” He cleared his throat. “Their soldiers are competent, dug in, and are being particularly difficult to eradicate. The plan is for the STAT to take a more forward role on Belarus. We will ride on your backs, and you will drop us behind enemy lines. In force. Once there, we will take out strategic targets and allow our soldiers to move forward. You will then extract us.”

Silence fell over the pilots. Such an operation would be highly dangerous. The Coalition had more than adequate anti-air technology, superior numbers, and a large technological advantage over much of the Imperial military. The casualty rate of such an assault, in pilots alone, would be tremendous. Aaron felt a deep unease settle over him. If he were to undertake such a mission, he couldn’t guarantee the team he would be flying a safe arrival. He shook his head. This wasn’t for him. 

“Due to the expected casualty rate of such a mission, this is volunteer only,” Juno called. “I know all of you have guts of steel, and I put you forward as first candidates. Any B-listers who managed their way in here–your courage will not go unnoticed. You will be granted an Alpha badge for flying these missions.”

Aaron swallowed. The thought of being dead didn’t concern him. A part of him yearned to have his self-hatred silenced. However, the journey to becoming dead was rather unpleasant to contemplate and there was little courage in his soul. The thought of burning to death over the forests of some distant world as little more than a glorified bus driver wasn’t really the courageous final act he was looking for. 

“I think we could totally do it,” Dam’Kina whispered in his ear. “You and I are unbeatable in a gunship and you know it.”

“Expected casualties must exceed twenty percent for them to make it volunteer only,” Aaron whispered back “We’d be cannon fodder for the Imperial meat grinder.”

Dam’kina elbowed him hard in the ribs, causing a flash of pain. “Don’t speak of the Empire like that.”

Free speech was still protected by the House of Lords. It was just considered bad manners to bad mouth the Empire. “Sorry.”

The presentation continued for another hour or so. Slides were shown depicting old-time wars from thousands of years ago using helicopters. Apparently, they would be treated like the flying cavalry from some war on Earth. The presentation ended with the volunteer sheet posted on the Ready Room wall. In the cramped hall outside, Aaron breathed a sigh of relief. Was the war going so terribly that new tactics had to be implemented? 

“We going to sign up?” Dam’kina asked. “Come on, Strand!” 

Aaron shook his head. “You can–but that’s not for me.” What he meant to say is that he wanted his death to have more meaning than a taxi-driver. 

Dam’kina sighed. “You need to jump on opportunities eventually, Aaron. You can’t just keep wallowing in your self-loathing forever!” 

The words struck him like a hammer. “Excuse me?” 

“Sorry.” Dam’kina raised a set of hands. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Yes, she did. She was right, too. A deep pit formed in his gut that weighed him down in the bottomless hole he dug for himself. He was little more than a self-pity machine, pumping out regret like the coffee system. He turned and walked away. 

“Aaron, wait,” Dam’kina called–but he didn’t care.

He wanted to disappear into the framework of the massive ship. He needed time alone and refused to respond, leaving Dam’kina in the dust behind him. She could think about her words–and decide if she was ready to move on without him. She would have to, eventually. 

Everyone did. 
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COALITION, AELA EL-Kabar

The deep cold sank into Aela’s skin as her eyes flickered open. Dirt showered her as a shell crashed into the ground behind the trench, pouring muddy debris down around the soldiers. Couldn’t the bloody Imperials hold their fire for a full hour? Aela sighed. Someone else could deal with the artillery shells. The line of soldiers was already at work dusting off their emplacements and battle armor. Five more minutes, if she could just pull five more minutes of sleep. She closed her eyes once more and tried desperately to drown out the singing machine guns and pounding artillery shells. 

A hand gripped her shoulder. It had better be an enemy soldier, because she was going to kill them. She pulled her rifle out from beneath her and rolled into the muck and mud below, pointing the weapon up at the Sergeant. The blue skinned, bald Geksheeshan raised her hands in defense. 

“LT. its me.” Zhou snapped, “We have a com from command.”

A com from Coalition high command? How nice. Aela sat up and repositioned her helmet. She had a responsibility for this fireteam, and the trenches had done little to ease their pain. Not to mention her own. Around her, men and women stood, their rifles placed against the walls as debris blasted over them periodically. She never thought she would miss Atmos station. Here it was nothing but hell in an eight-foot-deep pre-dug grave. The targeting scramblers hummed every few feet, keeping them safe from the Empire’s endless reign of terror. 

“What did they say?” Aela stood up. “Anything useful, or are we still sitting on our ass?”

“They want us to make a push on Hong-Tao this week, preferably before the Empire takes it completely.” Zhou nodded. “It’s been street to street fighting, or so reports say. Civilians are caught in the middle of the whole thing and once winter sets in we aren’t getting it back.”

No, they were not. Winter was just around the corner, and orbital superiority was still in the Empire’s favor. If they were going to take Hong-Tao back, it would be before the end of the month, which was a whopping ten days away. To boot, she was certain her team would not survive the morale blow if they lost Belarus. She wasn’t sure her nation would, either. They slid inside the command tent as the sounds of artillery fire crashed down around them. 

“Colonel.” She saluted as the tall, bearded man turned to face her. “I hear we have word from command.”

“Yes, and it’s not the best news,” Dickerson responded with a frown. “The Coalition pulled out of Chimera and Bellerophon today. Reinforcements are heading from there to here. We should have bolstered numbers.”

“But we aren’t getting any fleet support?” Aela leaned back against the wall; of course they weren’t. 

Most of the fleet had been destroyed in the opening attacks. Her heart churned as she remembered watching the news. The fear in the reporter’s face had silenced a room full of rowdy GIs. When the journalist is stuttering, that’s when you panic. What little fleet support remained was struggling to regroup, much less fight. She pulled off her helmet and ran a hand through her thick, disgusting greasy hair. She couldn’t remember the last time she showered. 

“No,” Dickerson replied. 

Zhou sighed – almost relieved. 

“This good news?” Aela snapped at her Sergeant.

“No ma’am,” the Geksheeshan responded. “My girl is on the Evans, sir. Happy she won’t be seeing combat today.”

Fuck. The bitch had a girl. Fair. She deserved it. Zhou was a hardass. 

Aela had someone once. He was a floating corpse now. A ball bulged in her throat as more pain filled her. This war sucked. 

Zhou was a veteran of Kadesh. As bad as many of the Coalition defeats were, none had been that bad. With a hundred and fifty million soldiers dead or missing, most of the Coalition military were new recruits, funneled in from the civilian sector. Very few qualified special forces or even GI were trained for this war. 

“Is my team moving out, Colonel?” Aela dreaded the answer. Moving out meant battle, and battle meant death. She was nineteen, and not at all ready to bite the dust. 

Dickerson nodded, “Just your fire team.”

“One fire team!” That was four soldiers. No one could hope to turn the tide of a war with that few. “You must be kidding.”

“I am not.” Dickerson sighed manifesting his incompetence, “It’s all I can afford to send. If we don’t have a good beachhead, a charge to that position would devastate that line. Once you are there, contact the resistance, and we will deploy the battalion to retake the city with their help.”

Great. Major Dickhead was counting on civilian help to retake the city. “What’s stopping them from bombarding our position?” 

Less than a week ago an insurgent group nuked the space port; they did not seem like the type of people that the Coalition military should be dealing with. Then again, she was just a grunt, wasn’t she? 

“An airstrike is going up to hit the Nagato and Congo with everything we have. It should push them out of striking distance, and maybe even take one out. We will operate with quiet skies. At least for a few days.” Dickerson smiled. “It only works if you get me that beachhead in the city.”

“We are going hunting then?” At long last, after six months of retreat after retreat, the Coalition was going to strike back. They would attempt to, anyway. Dickerson was in charge and that never ended well. 

“Yes, we are going hunting,” Dickerson replied. 

When she stepped out of the command tent, back into the air, that smelled of charred flesh, ozone, and dirt, Aela felt the weight of her new responsibility. They had to enter Hong-Tao, take a beachhead, and survive long enough to make a difference. At least Zhou would be with her, the one veteran soldier she knew. 

“Any advice?” She turned to Zhou, the seasoned but youthful and one-eyed Geksheeshan. 

“Don’t die.” Zhou gave her a smile. “And don’t get me killed.”

“Can we make it with just four?”

Zhou pulled out one of her ration bars and took a bite. “I’ve done more with less.”

Aela made her way back to her sleeping spot in the trench, grabbed her pack, and swung it over her back. Ahead was the most daunting task yet assigned to her. Great. No pressure. Yet she failed to feel any fear. Perhaps she had gotten used to the deep dread that had filled her the first few days on the front–or maybe the prospect of finally being put down, and escaping the horrors that followed her all the way to her dreams, was the most pleasant offer made to her in three months. Either way, a battle was coming. She slung her GPR over her shoulder.

“Get the team together, Zhou. We make for the gunships in twenty,” Aela called.

“Aye, sir.”
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EMPIRE, AARON STRAND

The bunks were lined against the wall. There was barely enough room for Aaron to slip between them. The wood beams added to a fake, unified, home-like feel to the ship. The blue curtains offering some privacy from prying eyes. Even with their installed VR headset entertainment systems, and sleep assistance programs, the bunks were cramped and claustrophobic. In the center of the room, there was a small opening that allowed for a couple of tables, chessboards, and a halo-display that played the news. Currently, the reporter was praising the soldiers who were out there fighting. Offering hope to those back home, starving and waiting for every shipment of food and medicine the Empire sent back from stormed Coalition worlds. Already billions had seen their fortunes turn for the better since the fighting began. At least this war meant something. 

The window, a small circle between two sets of bunks, stared out across the void beyond which the glowing orb of Belarus stared back. It was on this planet that Lilly had died. These skies had claimed many brave pilots as the Coalition fought hard to defend it. Still, on the ground the battle raged. Aaron’s thoughts slipped to Dam’kina. His Lektherman friend, who should move on from him. He was a weight around her neck. He didn’t hate her though. Aaron was a coward, and that had to be frustrating to the courageous.

The door opened and John slid through the racks. His red hair and blue eyes staring at him. He sneered. He knew Aaron would never volunteer–just because he was right did not make him likable. John was someone Aaron didn’t want to argue with. 

The sun broke over the planet, shining brightly, casting a warm glow through the porthole, as if dawn had come to the ship. Space was beautiful, a great void of absolute peace, punctuated by the catastrophic power of fusion and force that built the universe they lived in. If only he could find a way to see it all. He smiled, filled with memories. Lilly and Aaron had often dreamed of witnessing the great spectacles of the universe. To watch Sagittarius devour a star or see a world of only water with waves a hundred miles high. His hands clutched the glass star on his chest as memories fell upon him like a shower of warm water.

“Couldn’t find the courage to volunteer?” John pulled out the chair opposite Aaron and sat down. “Though probably for the best. You’d only get your crew killed. I did volunteer though–gonna fly into hell like a real soldier.”

Aaron no longer had Dam’kina to bite back for him and instead chose to look away from the pilot. He didn’t want to face the truth. Snapping fingers forced his attention back to his bully, who sneered once again.

“Don’t ignore me. If you want me to leave, just say so,” John mocked. “Or are you afraid you don’t have the courage?”

“Go away,” Aaron said.

“Make me.” As Aaron thought; it was no use. He had to deal with this asshat. “No? Give me the Star.”

Aaron’s heart jumped. “No.” He leaned back.

“Your sister was a hundred times the pilot you are.” John lunged.

Aaron slapped his hand away and stood up. “Maybe–but I’m not giving up her star.”

A sheer animalistic rage appeared to descend over John as he launched himself at Aaron. While bravery was never Aaron’s strong suit, he wasn’t untrained. He managed to push the lunge to the side and John crashed into one of the bunks. Hopefully, that knocked some sense into the asinine asshole. John whirled around and charged. Nope – no sense had spontaneously popped into existence. Aaron once again side-stepped – it was much like piloting a craft. Easiest way to defend oneself from the enemy was not to be there.

“John, stop.” The plea fell on deaf ears.

Then his fist collided with Aaron’s face. He wasn’t fast enough. He should hit back; he had every right to hit back – but hurting another officer was grounds for punishment. Another hit crashed into his rib cage, and Aaron’s knees hit the floor as John grabbed for the Star. Aaron crumpled, balling up around his most precious possession. His sister’s Glass Star. John kicked and punched. Pain spurted from every impact, as Aaron waited–waited for it to end. Praying it would. Hands slid under his arm, towards his chest. He twisted and turned. He had to stop John. Never. Not the Star.

Then something yanked around his neck, as John ripped the Star away. Aaron lunged for it, trying to get it back, but John jumped out of reach. Blood trickled down Aaron’s face. His lip tightened, as one of his eyes was now only a narrow slit. Dizziness struck him as he stumbled forwards. 

“This was never yours,” John snapped.

“Give it back!” Aaron pleaded. His throat choked, he was watching his last memento of Lilly slide away. “Give it back.”

“Are you going to cry, you piece of shit?” John gave a kick, knocking Aaron’s feet out from under him. “You can’t even fight for it.”

“I can,” said a smooth voice from behind John. “Give it here.”

Towering over John, with long flowing hair, and that muscular build that could have challenged most champion wrestlers, stood the Goration Aaron had met in the hall. His pasty white palm was outstretched, waiting for the Star. Shame filled Aaron. Why did the handsome soldier have to see him crumpled on the ground, incapable of fighting? John was right, Aaron did not belong here. The red head backed away from his Goration foe.

“It’s mine, Irvad,” John demanded. “He took it.”

“You and I both know that’s bullshit. Give me Lilly’s star.” 

“Fucking white skins.” John haphazardly dropped the chained Star into the Goration’s hands and bolted for the door. “This isn’t over Strand.”

Of course, it wasn’t. Nothing would be over with that shitty asshole. Pushing himself up, Aaron slid into one of the chairs as the Goration stepped forward. He couldn’t look the alien in the eye. It was too hard. He had seen Aaron at his weakest, and that was saying something, given how weak he was usually. The Star dangled before him. Gingerly, Aaron took it, shaking as pain pushed through his body. He fastened the pendant around his neck again. He wanted the Goration to leave. There was so much he needed to let go, and he couldn’t let it out in front of someone else.

“Hey, look at me.” The command was soft but firm, as a hand touched Aaron’s face gently, forcing his head up.

The Goration pulled a light from his belt and flicked it on. It was blinding, causing a wave of fire to pour through Aaron’s left eye socket. The STAT frowned, and twirled the light back into his belt, where it stuck with a click.

“Follow my finger.” He held up a finger and passed it through Aarons’ vision. “Strand eh? Lilly’s brother, right?”

Of course, he would ask about Lilly. “Yeah.” Strange he would call her by name. Usually they just referred to her as the Revenant.

The Goration dropped his finger. “The good news is there is no obvious concussion, the bad news is you got beat up.”

“Yeah.” Aaron was used to that; first time it happened here though. Usually Lilly would be there for him, but not anymore.

“I’m Irvad Izan.” He extended a hand. 

Aaron thought the STAT specialized in the gruesome annihilation of life, not the preservation of it. “You’re a corpsman?”

“Of sorts. We have been detached to this regiment to pick up the pieces of the planned assault.” The smile he flashed was a glum one. “Not that we aren’t capable of kicking some Coly ass when needed.”

“So, the offensive is likely to be costly?”

Irvad nodded and pulled out a syringe with a bluish fluid in it. “They are going to try to push on Hong-Tao. Did you volunteer?”

Aaron eyed the syringe. “Not brave enough.”

“Don’t worry.” Irvad flicked the syringe with his finger. “It’s VSPR. It’ll help the wounds heal.”

Aaron held out his arm. They were forced to take a dose of this in bootcamp. Nasty stuff. It felt like fire as it coursed through the veins. He braced himself as Irvad tied a rubber band around his arm and slid the needle in. It broke skin with a fiery prick. Aaron braced himself. Then heat surged through him, boiling every nerve. His heart thundered in his chest. He clutched it, desperate for it to stop. His metabolic rate roared into the insane and then passed. Moments later, he stared up at the ceiling. It spun round and round. He was going to be sick, he was sure of it.

“You doing okay?” The throbbing pain had gone away, but Aaron wasn’t sure he would be steady if he stood up.

“No, I think I’ll be sick,” Aaron sputtered.

“It’s a normal reaction to VSPR.” The Goration was kneeling next to him. “So, what do you think about coffee?”

“Coffee?” Aaron asked.

“Yeah, I was actually here to see if you wanted to grab some coffee.” Was this STAT serious? Aaron? He was better off dating someone of a higher caliber. “Or lunch would be fine.”

No–Aaron wasn’t passing this up. “Coffee.”

Irvad smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes. My team works out at 04:30. Meet me after our drills. 06:00 in the mess for coffee tomorrow.”

Aaron nodded. “Yeah.” He was in shock. The most beautiful man Aaron had ever seen just asked him to coffee, and he was pretty sure he was going to die–and not from the VSPR flowing through his veins, but from the fluttering bats in his stomach.

“Copy.” Irvad helped Aaron to his feet. “How you feeling?”

There wasn’t time to answer. Something thundered against the hull, and the whole ship shook with a volatile tremor. Alarms sounded, and the air filled with smoke. 

They were under attack.
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Chapter Five
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THE HALLWAY WAS FILLED with smoke as Aaron and Irvad rushed out of the bulkhead hatch. The ship trembled again, as the sound of the PDC guns hummed against the hull, a rhythmic suppression that vibrated through the decking. Aaron’s heart felt like it was hit with another shot of VSPR. Pounding inside his chest. An attack. He’d never been on board a ship during an attack, he was always on patrol. Out there. In space. Here he was trapped and confined, like an animal in a cage. Even B-listers had to be on deck for a fight. Training kicked in.

“I need to get to the flight deck,” Aaron was already moving towards his station as he shouted.

“Coffee, tomorrow. We have a lot to discuss,” Irvad called back, heading in the opposite direction as steam erupted from a pipe that lined the bulkhead.

If they survived, tomorrow could be a good day. Whatever they had to discuss, Aaron could discuss it looking at that beautiful face. That was a rare occurrence for him. The ship shook violently again, throwing Aaron against the wall, as momentum took hold, and the Einsteinian laws of physics kicked in. Sparks fluttered through the air as the crackling sound of flames clicked and popped nearby. In the tight confines of the ship, the smoke filled the tunnels that bored through the hull. He coughed, breathing became difficult. He didn’t want to die here, not trapped. At least let him die like Lilly. Fighting. The main guns sounded as the ship returned fire on their attacker, the Coalition. These were the moments Aaron feared. Every new second was a gift, as the bulkheads held the ship together under apocalyptic firepower. The groaning metal complained under the immense stress against the shields. He sucked in breaths of air in gasps of billowing steam, sparks, and ash that swirled about the hallways, like ghosts haunting the flickering corridors. Omens of the surrounding dangers.

He leapt through the hatchway leading to the stairwell, little more than angled ladders: his legs ached from the effort of descending, pushing past the other crew, as he tried to slide past in the narrow hallways. His weight increased, he could feel it dragging him to the floor, as the ship’s main drive burned. He needed to get to the hangar. Nothing else mattered. The shaking ship pulled at the edge of his mind, like a hull breach would pull the air from the ship. He was almost to the massive chasm at the center of the vessel–the one open place in the whole two-kilometer-long monstrosity. 

Was this what Lilly felt before she died–or was she thrilled to be in a fight? She always seemed to crave danger, like it was a drug. Aaron collapsed under it, like a bridge made of brittle sticks. It wasn’t thrilling to Aaron. A million deaths raced through his mind’s eye: space, fire, concussion, eruption, ejection and more. That coffee with Irvad was on the other side of this chaos: all he needed to do was survive hell.

A wave of fire blasted up from below as Aaron descended. The ship groaned and a devastating roar pushed Aaron back against the near vertical ladder. A concussive wave slammed into his chest like a hammer. Then a ball of fire raced down the hall toward him, blue and black. Plasma. A field of energy flared up before him, as fire and death met it, mere meters away from Aaron. The kinetic field flickered and failed, leaving smoke and ash hovering in its wake. The smell of plasma and smoke filled his nose, the stench of death rolled in like a fog. He coughed, holding his arm over his mouth, and continued. He may be a coward, but he was going to do his job. A shot had hit the hangar bay, and the munitions must have detonated. Please let Dam’kina be late.

The hangar bay was a blackened chasm of twisted metal and warped craft. Moans issued from every corner, and flames poured from the crooks, smoke filling the top of the ship. Corpses lay scattered around the floor, still sizzling like meat on a grill. The scent forced him the heave. Images of burning skulls, and cooking guts branded his mind, searing into his memory as surely as the super-heated metal seared flesh. He wasn’t built for this. Panic kicked in. So much death. Everywhere. A gaping hole stared back at him–a torpedo strike. Beyond the jagged breach small vessels darted about, as flak fire poured from the ship into the space beyond, erupting in explosions and flashes. Strike craft swam about like fish in the sea, swamping the Imperial fleet with mosquito bites.

The ship, once a magnificent force of the universe, was now a flaming wreck. Aaron’s eyes darted about the room, desperate to find someone alive, someone who could tell him what to do next. Damage control was busy on every deck – should he take on their duties and try to put out these fires? He decided he should. At least it would feel like he was helping. Aaron stumbled to the DC locker, stepping over meaty corpses, red and cooked through by the blast wave. He pulled it open and grabbed a fire extinguisher – it wasn’t large enough to matter against the inferno that roared in the corner. He approached the burning flames. Certainly, this was to be his doom. At least he could make his sister proud: do something worth a damn. The white foam erupted over the fire and disappeared into the conflagration which choked and sputtered a myriad of different colors before returning to its unstoppable roar.
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