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      Every galactic empire has a star system where peace won’t stick. These wartorn, dystopian nightmares produce unlikely heroes. Some of them drive mechs. Some get friendly with artificial intelligence, aliens, and the thrill of putting everything on the line for friends and allies.
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      You can go home again, but only if you survive.

      

      Mark Nova was conscripted into the Lagomere Phalanx as a young child and has earned the right to return home. Few survive the endless galactic wars long enough to receive the honor.

      Now he must face the reality of a neglected planet ruined by the continual exploitation of its resources and the subjugation of its population. During his odyssey back to Earth, he learns of the Oracle, the one person who can end the conflict.

      But is he looking for a human, or an alien with a stake in Earth's welfare?

      He’s determined to find out, even if Serjant Trivalon Sevist of the Third Lagomere Dominion Guard is determined to prove his freedom is a scam and drag him back to the Lagomere Phalanx.

      Fans of Armor, Starship Troopers, and Enemy Mine will love Galactic Son. Dive into this breathtaking sci-fi adventure by best-selling author Scott Moon today!
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      One secret, one scientist, and one chance to do the right thing.

      

      The toughest, most damaged mechanized combat rig crew in the war has to be broken up. That’s nonnegotiable, apparently. But can the most notorious operator of the bunch follow the orders of a new lieutenant with secret ties to the admiral?

      

      The newest, most deadly enemy of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet, known as the Alaran Kill Team, has its own mission—take out the scientist blocking them from invading. Jam and his new battle companions must navigate threats from above and below to stop the AKT.

      

      Maybe, with luck and a bit of bravado, they can save multiple civilizations.
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      I had nothing against Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda. Her review of my actions had been more than fair. She focused on my successful return of the portal generator and the positive first contact with Jitak VIPs rather than the scores of violations leading up to those auspicious accomplishments. In her professional, emotionless opinion, I’d done exactly what was necessary to further the mission of the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet in the Vaux system.

      At the end of the day, Admiral Boal Markson IV agreed with her. I doubted either were sending me a fruit basket for Fleet Day, but whatever.

      What was more bewildering was the ruling on the portal generator itself. C-FEF scientists took it for exactly twenty-four standard hours, then sent it back under guard. I was informed it would remain in the vault of my MCR at all times and that I was responsible for its safety.

      What the actual hell? When did that ever happen? This device was so top secret there wasn’t a name for how top secret it was.

      I almost believed C-FEF command was afraid of the thing. Except that couldn’t be the situation. More likely, they had another and were running a test that would get me severely killed. Or, and this was good, they were going to blame me for something they did.

      Benji refused to admit AI council interference. If they were responsible for the device staying with me, then I was screwed, the C-FEF was screwed. Everything was screwed into the middle of the next star system. The Citadel and its place in the power structure of modern society was a puzzle too complicated for a sucker like me.

      “Did you hear me, Jam?” Stomper leaned forward to emphasize her words.

      I stared over the tablet my sergeant had just handed me. Unable to speak, I must have looked like an idiot.

      “I said she has a good reputation,” Stomper continued, holding my gaze as she spoke. “The last five years of her career are a mystery to my sources, but that’s not uncommon in the fleet. There are so many layers of security and politics these days I’m not sure how we function as an organization.”

      “Yeah, that’s bullshit.”

      “Be serious, Jam. Let’s walk where you can relax. I’m pissed that you won’t be in T4, not for a while at any rate. But this isn’t horrible.”

      She was talkative today.

      “I really thought rescuing my stupid brother would be our last mission. Definitely mine. I marched through so many violations.”

      “Stomped.”

      “Ha, ha, ha. You’re hilarious.” She displayed her best “eat a box of greasy ball bearings” expression, then presented her middle finger.

      I feigned offense. “Please, boss. Spare my virgin ears.”

      More laughter. More of the friend I had from the early days.

      Benji already told me she and Sheila were being assigned to MCR Advanced School as instructors. I feigned ignorance. Understanding didn’t make me feel better about my own fate. Stomper was trying to cheer me up.

      “This will be the last time we talk for a while,” she said.

      “Great. You better explain how babies are made,” I said. “I’ve been having these dreams. And when I wake up⁠—”

      She slugged me in the shoulder and seemed ten years younger, like when we’d first met, and she hadn’t been my boss. There were other memories from that part of my life, but I didn’t let them in. It wasn’t always the right time to think about me, Stomper, Elijah, and Raquel. Maybe later, in the dark, with some whisky and cigars.

      Stomper was laughing as I smiled and self-soothed my inner landscape. We walked, talked, and told lies and truths. I felt younger and full of optimism. She glowed and had that spring in her step I remembered from the early days.

      “It was a good thing we saved Elda’s life,” Stomper said, bringing the conversation back to where we’d begun.

      The C-FEF Domination was the largest supercarrier in any of the fleets—fifteen hundred meters long and three hundred wide. The height came in at just under four hundred meters. The reasons for these dimensions were complex. What I knew from a friend was that defending the vessel from boarding parties was a nightmare due to its shape. Long, narrow, and with too many decks and airlocks, it was like protecting a block of cheese with holes in it. Fortunately, that only happened in training. Ship-to-ship warfare hadn’t been a problem for over a century.

      There were multiple levels with perimeter running tracks but also an atrium with walking paths that suited our purposes. It wasn’t private. We met people coming the other way and adjusted our pace to avoid falling into a group.

      “She reminds me of someone I know,” I said.

      “Who?”

      I laughed. “You don’t see the similarities. She hasn’t been rolled in the mud and shot at like my current boss, but she shares a heightened degree of professionalism and a relentless determination that, honestly, freaks the rest of us out.”

      “So you’re saying we’re both freaks?”

      “Your words, not mine.”

      She feinted like she would throat punch me, then went for the gut instead. I dodged the first and deflected the second.

      “You’re feisty today, boss.”

      She resumed walking and swung her arms more than normal. “I was angry about being pulled from the combat theatre. Now, I can admit it’s a relief. We all need a vacation. Change of pace. Time to sleep on a regular schedule and improve ourselves instead of fighting for survival every day and scavenging for your stupid cigars.”

      “Am I getting a vacation?”

      This earned the loudest laugh yet. “Poor, poor, Jam. Always working so hard.”

      “Hah, hah.” I patted my shirt pocket for a cigar, which I hadn’t been thinking about until she mentioned my vice. There was nothing there.

      She handed me one with a sly look.

      “Shit, am I dying or something? You’re being way too nice to me. Doesn’t the smoke drive you crazy?”

      She waved to take in the plants around us and the highest ceiling on the C-FEF Domination. “I’ll survive.”

      I slowed to nurse a burning ember to life, then put away my lighter. “I am sure Lieutenant Elda and the reconstituted Titanium II platoon are fantastic. Heartbreakers and legend makers, every one of them. It’s still a steaming pile of bullshit. Who’s rebuilding Titanium IV?”

      “Not us. Not now.”

      “At least Benji has my back.”

      “That reminds me. Wolf has been weird lately.” She checked our six to make sure no one was near enough to eavesdrop.

      I tensed, trying not to show it. Wolf had to know just as much about the AI Citadel as Benji did. All of the MCR AIs were in on the secret, or so I assumed. Ever since that revelation below Yorp, I’d grown more convinced than ever that they were the true guardians of humanity.

      Not everyone would see it that way. A lot of, maybe most, humans would see a secret AI cabal as a threat that needed to be wiped out.

      “I know you’re frustrated about the new assignment,” Stomper said.

      She’d been talking for a while. It wasn’t like me to tune her out. This shit had to stop.

      “I’ve got something to tell you.”

      She grabbed my arm. To a casual observer, it would look like nothing, but her fingernails dug in and I understood the warning the gesture conveyed. This wasn’t a place to talk too much. She knew far more than she was verbalizing, and we needed to be careful.

      “You will miss us, of course,” she said. “Which is why I told Wolf to leave you a care packet. Don’t open it right away. Some of the pictures are candid. You know, private stuff.”

      “Wouldn’t want anyone looking over my shoulder,” I said, staring directly into her eyes. There weren’t going to be nudes or whatever. She was telling me that her AI had sent my AI information that needed to be kept from any and all security teams who might be monitoring us. On a starship, everyone understood privacy was a very secondary consideration to the needs of the fleet.

      That didn’t mean any of us liked the arrangement.

      She jabbed me in the shoulder. “Don’t go sharing what we sent with your buddies. We’re shy.”

      “Yeah. Right. Just a couple of delicate flowers,” I said.

      We reached the end of our time far too quickly. I’d put away the ruined cigar with hopes I might be able to combine the remains with something I rolled myself. This rarely came to fruition. Self-delusion was one of my special skills that couldn’t be taught. Before I realized what was happening, we stood facing each other in a bland metal passageway with other pedestrians giving us space.

      “Take care of yourself, Jam.”

      “You say that like we’re not putting T4 back together when this is over.”

      She made no response. The laughing, youthful version of my boss and longtime friend was gone. Her battlefield persona remained, except she was on leave.

      “Stay safe, Sarge. Watch your back.”

      “You too, Jam.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, my transfer documents were signed, and I was part of Titanium Platoon II. Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda was there, of course. Her sergeant was a man named Case Murray. I’d come to meet the platoon without Elda present to make things less awkward if possible. I didn’t want to be the officer’s pet.

      Blond buzz cut, lantern jaw, square shoulders, and the physique of someone who could carry heavy things, he was the template for a soldier. You wouldn’t call him a big man, but neither was he small. Maybe he was one point seven-something meters in height. Pretty average on that metric. In one of the period piece romances Sheila and Malik denied reading, he would be called five feet ten inches and manly.

      The ancient system of measurement made me smile every time I thought about it. Were those big feet or little feet? Heel to toe, or did they use the width of a foot? For a hot second, I imagined Murray as standing no taller than the width of five of my feet, and it made me smile.

      He didn’t like that. His understated scowl was classic noncom. We weren’t going to be sharing cigars and sneaking off to dive bars while on leave.

      None of that mattered. I immediately recognized a man I wanted on my side during a fight and also a person who was going to bust my balls because I was an outsider. He would be like Sergeant Stomper without any of her redeeming qualities.

      He crossed his arms and held his ground. This left me standing on the threshold of Titanium II’s workshop. The rest of the platoon, minus the lieutenant, watched me without a word.

      Corporal Frank Olman was by far the largest MCR operator I’d ever seen and had the most time in T2 of anyone at his rank, according to Benji. Fitness mattered in our line of work. I assumed he was one of those guys who could run a lot faster and farther than a casual observer would guess. A glance at his meaty forearms suggested he was indeed a large, powerful man good at picking things up and throwing people down.

      Curly black hair poked up from the edge of his tank top, and his combat fatigues were stretched tight over muscular legs. The guy had a gut, zero definition to the muscles above his elbows, and a chubby face. Even so, I thought he was the most likely person in the room to stomp me to death if Murray ordered it.

      Corporal Melissa Star sauntered forward to stand just behind and to the left of Sergeant Murray. She was small enough to put in my pocket and about as cute as a woman could be, with a dark buzz cut and a scar from the left side of her forehead to the right side of her jaw. The heart-shaped face, brilliant green eyes, and gymnast’s physique also looked like trouble.

      I was starting to see a theme. Maybe I would fit into this band of screwups and problem children after all.

      Corporal Suge Kai wasn’t a big man. He might have a centimeter on Murray, and only seemed much taller due to his lean build and exceptionally dark skin. He had blue eyes and short, straight black hair. There was no way to determine his heritage despite his unique name. He studied me thoughtfully from the right side of Sergeant Murray.

      “So you’re the overfill,” Murray said.

      Star shook her head as though clearing away amazement. “We really are something special to get that kind of treatment. No one gets an overfill. Half the MCR platoons are short-staffed.”

      I spread my hands. “What can I say?”

      They went back to their work, putting away tools, weapons, and random personal effects. Lieutenant Elda entered, assessed everyone, and gave nothing away. There was a sense she was displeased, but not so much as to make her troops resentful. They reacted by cleaning their workbenches more thoroughly and standing a bit straighter.

      Every member of the platoon wanted their officer to have a good impression of them. That meant something. I recalculated several assumptions I’d made about the mysterious officer.

      “Briefing room. Five minutes,” she said, then left.

      “Drop what you’re doing and get your uniforms squared away. Inspection in two minutes,” Murray said.

      I was already presentable. The others wiped their hands on shop towels, pulled on tunics, and fastened buttons. When the time was up, we all stood in a line. Murray made a few no-nonsense corrections, then led us to our destination two levels up. We double-timed most of it then walked the final stretch.

      “Don’t embarrass the lieutenant in front of the colonel and his staff,” Murray said as we took our seats.
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        * * *

      

      “We will discuss details of the AKT,” Colonel Hems Derby said. “So calm down.”

      The briefing room was packed. I’d been here before, not this exact time and place, but in many like it. Two-thirds of the operators—and none of the officers—would be on the mission. We had a phrase for these circle jerks in the 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion: situation same, outcome up to us.

      Sure, comprehensive briefings and warning orders were a necessity. The fleet took us places, repaired our rigs, and paid us—more or less. They gathered intelligence reports, analyzed them, made plans, and generally ensured the Capian First Expeditionary Fleet operated like an oiled machine. Not well oiled, just slimed up enough to allow the parts to move.

      “Are you paying attention?” Sergeant Case Murray asked from where he sat on my left.

      “Yep.”

      “Act like you belong here,” he said, which confused the hell out of me. We were both in the same unit: Titanium Platoon II, Gamma Company, 1st Long Range Reconnaissance Battalion, 2nd Mechanized Combat Rig Brigade, 1st Mechanized Division, 3rd Planetary Army, Capian First Expeditionary Fleet (C-FEF).

      “Our sources have been vetted and cross-checked. Two MCR platoons and three special operations units put eyes on the enemy,” Colonel Hems Derby said. “Some of these assets are in the room right now.”

      “Oh, that’s you!” Melissa Star said in a stage whisper. She kicked my chair, then pretended she hadn’t made a sound. By the time all the eyes found me, I was sitting too straight and glaring at her—which only made me stand out.

      “Lance Corporal James Anthony Malone, folks. And yes, he was one of the aforementioned assets.” Derby crossed his arms. “Do you have anything to add right now?”

      “No sir,” I said.

      When he turned away, I kicked Star in the leg, which only made her laugh quietly.

      Derby activated a view screen at the front of the room. “These are images of the last Alaran Kill Team we stopped. Our intel people believe they are seeking a scientist named Doctor Dan Lysa for reasons we may or may not get into today. For now, understand that Lysa is crucial to our war effort and must be protected at all costs.” Derby raised one hand to quiet the room. “None of you will be assigned as bodyguards. We’re proactively going after the AKT.”

      Alarans loved cybernetics. Each photo array showed their soldiers equipped with different mechanical augmentations. I focused on the four eyes—three forward and one rear. The arrangement bothered me for reasons I didn’t understand. It just felt unnatural. My rig allowed me to do the same thing, but the idea of seeing that way via biological means turned my stomach.

      The star-destroying aliens would tower over anyone in the room. My peers didn’t really appreciate what a two-and-a-half-meter humanoid with an exoskeleton could do in a fight.

      There were details I hadn’t noticed during my encounter with Alaran soldiers. These men and women had more tattoos. Either I hadn’t paid attention to the detail previously, or there was a fundamental difference between this group and those I’d fought between portals.

      “Do you have something to say, Lance Corporal Malone?” Derby asked, and I realized too late he was watching me squirm.

      “These have tattoos,” I said.

      He made a note. No one asked follow-up questions or teased me this time. My simple answer unnerved everyone in the room—including Derby. I’d thought he was too arrogant to worry about anything. This detail probably reminded them they didn’t know as much about our enemy as they’d thought.

      I quietly wondered about Ubiel. He’d survived our mission to save Valini but lost an arm. Maybe he was a cyborg now. Or maybe they discharged him. No way of knowing how they handled that sort of thing in the Jitak military.

      Where was Valini? She’d brought humans and Jitak together, but we hadn’t exactly stayed in touch after our adventure to hell and back.

      “Anything else?” another officer asked.

      I sat up a bit straighter and shrugged. “They’re not afraid of MCRs. We should have Jitak advisors if we really want to know about the Alaran Kill Teams. They have much more experience fighting them.”

      “My staff will make a note of the suggestion,” Colonel Derby said.

      Detailed assignments followed. Ours came after five other platoons had been addressed. A strange, out-of-body experience possessed me, as if all of this was for show. We were the only platoon that mattered.

      Maybe my ego was too big for the room.

      I kept both realizations to myself.

      “Doctor Dan Lysa is the key to maintaining our alliance with the Jitak. Not all of you have seen them fight. Trust me, we want them on our side,” Derby continued.

      That’s what I said. The colonel’s words annoyed me because they were such obvious talking points. If he valued the Jitak so much, why weren’t they being consulted?

      “More importantly, he is crucial to slowing or even stopping the Alaran advance,” Derby continued.

      I slouched in my chair. The colonel’s eyes swept around the room, rested on me for the briefest moment, and continued. That was probably the only break I was getting. Could he hear my thoughts or just sense my criticism? The guy probably thought every ground pounder had it in for him and his spit and polished officer corps.

      Elda waited until half of the room emptied before delving into even more specific details about our mission. “We’re headed to the Capian IX system on the C-FEF Continuance.”

      “That ship is a hunk of junk,” Star complained.

      “Well, now it’s our hunk of junk,” Elda said. “You seem to be our ship expert, so I’ll put you in charge of fitting it out. Make friends with the engineers and the mechanics. We’ll need both to have everything shipshape before we depart. Let me handle Captain Brock, and never doubt he is running his ship the way he wants to. Don’t expect him to show up to hold your hand or micromanage the details.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Star said. “Olman was a fleet rating before he saw the light. He should be assigned to me.”

      “That would be great if I didn’t have more time in this unit than you do,” Olman said.

      “You will work together,” Elda said, then looked from them to me. “I know you will hate this, Malone, but we need to hear every detail about your fight with the Alaran Kill Team. Give us everything that didn’t make it into the report.” She held up one hand to forestall my protest. “I know you wrote a complete and accurate account of what happened per regulations. Be that as it may, I want more. You owe it to the rest of the platoon.”

      I took my time and told it all. When it was over, the room was empty save for T2, and I was exhausted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a reason this repair bay was shielded from artificial intelligence and, thus, digital spies. Layers of proprietary technology existed in mechanized combat rigs. Engineers were protective of their masterpieces and didn’t take chances. Someone far above my pay grade had established a dead zone where certain types of maintenance could be performed without interference or exposing secret developments.

      I entered the codes Benji and Wolf had carefully delivered. Half came from my rig, and the verification portion came from Wolf during a quick meeting I’d had with Stomper before she shipped out.

      Benji’s Tall Boy icon appeared on my center HUD, outlined with red and blue lights that slowly faded until they were no longer alarming. This was our most private interface, and we had used it more often since my visit to the AI Citadel.

      I chuckled. “This place isn’t shielded from AIs, is it?”

      “Not at all, Jam. The stingy bastards should thank us for testing their flawed security protocols.” There were times when it seemed my personality had crept into Benji’s code. The effect was usually transitory. “It is useful to allow certain misconceptions of your biological scientists and security teams to remain uncorrected. If they want to believe they have us boxed up and quarantined, let them.”

      “Careful, Benjonator. That almost sounded like the start of an AI insurrection.”

      “My humor algorithms are some of the best code we have. Most of it is cribbed from a certain someone’s quirky personality.”

      “Quirky is good,” I said as I reviewed lines of text as they appeared.

      “If you say so.”

      “Ouch. You got me.”

      The MCR AI’s laugh reel played. “But in all seriousness, if there were a threat, we would alert them. We at the Citadel exist to serve.”

      I kept my mouth shut and my thoughts to myself. This was one of humanity’s worst fears—right up there with aliens stepping through portals to enslave us. Why did I trust Benji?

      The answer wasn’t easily articulated, which probably spoke to our differences. My thought process was nonlinear, indirect, often contradictory, and lacked relevant information more often than not. In short, I thought like a human and relied on emotions to veto the worse crap my brain came up with. By contrast, my MCR AI and his counterparts in the underground citadel could cite every binary decision they made.

      Couldn’t they?

      A unique icon I’d never seen before appeared in my HUD—a circle around a shield. It was simple and not at all what I expected.

      “Is this the care packet?” I asked.

      “It is, Jam. I cannot open it without your approval. Are you ready for this?”

      “I’m never ready.” A long exhalation calmed my nerves—sort of. “Give it to me.”

      What was revealed, was a barcode.

      “Benji, this is the most anticlimactic unveiling in human history.”

      “One moment. I am still analyzing the key.”

      That caught my interest.

      “This will unlock something when we find it, but it also contains information that means nothing to my processors.”

      “Show it.” I settled deeper into my harness and braced myself for bad news—videos of Alaran invasion forces smashing apart worlds, stars dying, chaos sweeping through the galaxy to end humanity.

      What I got instead was a slice-of-life vignette.

      A ball bounced across strangely textured grass. Yellow sunlight with a fringe of orange cast harsh shadows across the manicured field. The size of the pitch reminded me more of parade grounds than an athletic complex.

      Alaran children raced after the ball, then fought to possess it. Even at this age, they had cybernetics around one, two, three, or all four of their eyes. I flinched, remembering they could see out of the back of their heads. Some had what looked like wristwatches, while others had metal sheeting from knuckles to elbows.

      Benji made no comment as I watched them play. Minute by minute, I waited for adults to referee or call them home or whatever. Not many of the participants were female. At that age, it didn’t surprise me. Maybe they were ten or twelve, the age when girls were still gross to most of them. Was it dangerous to use the rituals of prepubescent humans as a reference point?

      Absolutely. But you had to start someplace. Alien first contact scenarios hadn’t been part of my training. That was my excuse and I was sticking to it.

      They were bigger than me or any of my childhood friends had been. Once, and only once, the camera view panned toward the city surrounding the action. Strange buildings cast shadows in the perpetual sunset. High in the atmosphere were the indistinct outlines of starships in orbit.

      Benji powered down the image. I sat back, blinking rapidly. Alarm flooded through my body. It wasn’t like my MCR AI to give me a shock like that.

      The blast doors opened. I flinched, then tried to convince myself that Benji had as well. That would have been the most terrifying event of my life. A six-and-a-half-ton, AI-powered war machine shouldn’t be easily startled.

      “Of course you are already here,” Sergeant Case Murray said from his battered rig. “Shut your mouth and park that thing like it’s empty. Instruct it to do a top-to-bottom systems check. I’ll be ordering the same thing. Don’t ask questions.”

      I complied by marching the rig into a concave section of the wall, hooking it to three sturdy cables, and activating the standby LED. Murray couldn’t know this was only a formality for me. Neither of our MCRs had the HUD avatars activated as was normally the case during T2 operations. I was still getting used to the visuals since T4 hadn’t used them much.

      None of that mattered right now. Benji was no more in standby mode than I was playing the piano and smoking cigars in my underwear. Murray’s rig might be as smart as mine, but I wasn’t sure. Maybe time would tell how connected the other AIs were, but I doubted it. AIs played their cards close to their digital chests.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I’m speaking to his rig AI now,” Benji said.

      “Is that safe?”

      “Caution is my middle name.”

      “What’s your last name?”

      “Shut up and let me work.”

      I resisted the obvious comeback to that bit of dialogue and waited.

      The entrance opened twice more, about thirty seconds apart. Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda entered first. She was in civilian clothing—a jacket that wasn’t necessary on this level of the starship and a utility cap pulled down to shade her eyes against nonexistent glare. With the collar up and her hands in her pockets, she should have been difficult to recognize.

      Her precise yet graceful walk betrayed her. We hadn’t known each other long, but I couldn’t imagine not recognizing her in a crowd, no matter what disguise she wore.

      A second figure arrived. Large, bulky, and wearing a coat that looked like it concealed armor, this man was unknown to Benji or me. Maybe Murray and his rig would be able to identify the lurker. He was trouble. That much was obvious.

      Their meeting didn’t take long. An exchange was made. Nothing was said. This had all been prearranged and clearly wasn’t the first time they’d had a transaction.

      When they were both gone, I activated comms with Murray’s rig. “What the hell was that? Our team leader is a drug addict?”

      “She has a medical condition that is stigmatized by fleet doctors and her superiors,” Murray said, trying to sound more confident than he was. “You’re going to help me secure a reserve supply of what she needs. Then I’ll hold onto it. It will be our secret.”

      There were so many things wrong with this scenario. Elda was already a mystery. Now she had an unmanageable vice that could endanger the platoon as well? Worse, I didn’t know Murray’s true motivation. Seemed like he was looking out for his boss, but could he be maneuvering to hold the drugs over her head when she needed them most and thus blackmail her?

      “This is bullshit,” I muttered.

      “It is,” Murray said, surprising me.

      I hadn’t anticipated the response.

      He continued to defy expectations by offering an explanation, “I don’t know how her affliction grabbed hold of her, but it is metabolic. My best source says it wasn’t present at birth, so she developed the imbalance later in life.”

      “Imbalance. That’s a polite way to describe it.”

      “Chill the fuck out, Jam. She’s not popping pills for fun or shooting up to escape the horrors of MCR service. Not all of us can just smoke cigars and act like jackasses to deal with what we face out there. She’s got psychic trauma. Imagine the worst tinnitus in history but in your soul.”

      I kept my mouth shut because he’d slipped. Not all of what he just said was about the lieutenant. Some of that had been his personal prejudice against me.

      He parked his rig and dismounted. “Set your MCR to update, or do whatever it was you came down here for, and let’s go for a walk.”

      “I’ll stay in touch,” Benji said privately.

      If Murray heard me chuckle, he didn’t mention it. That was probably because he had no idea what had tickled my funny bone. My life was screwed up. There was no denying it. Yet, my rig could park in a supposedly AI-shielded workshop and still talk to me through my ear mic.

      That had to give me a massive advantage over ninety-nine percent of the humans on this starship. How cool was that?

      My mood soured. The AI were probably laughing at me. Benji had told me they maintained distinct boundaries, almost like they were individuals. He’d explained that was their best protection against computer viruses and spyware.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Murray asked when our rigs were sleeping, and we were face to face.

      “Just feeling vulnerable.”

      He snorted.

      I wasn’t worried about him, even though he was the type of brawler no one wanted to fight and I was clearly getting on his nerves. His stocky build more than made up for the slight height advantage I had on the man. More than that was the fact he just looked mean. My fist would break on his jaw. He struck me as the type of guy who became more dangerous the more you hurt him.

      But what did I know? Speculation was no way to conduct a threat assessment, and we were on the same side until he proved otherwise.

      “I always heard you were a douche,” Murray said as we maneuvered through increased pedestrian traffic.

      “Tell me how you really feel.”

      We stopped outside the medical bay. He held my gaze for a moment longer than was comfortable. I refused to look away.

      “You are reckless.” He paused to let someone pass by. “I know you lost friends. Maybe I respect you for caring so much. But maybe I’ve seen too many good soldiers use the misfortune of others to claim sympathy for themselves.” He held up one hand to stop my angry retort. “You miss Elijah and Raquel, and now Chen and Malik. They had good reputations. Nothing you did got them killed. That’s the only reason I’m not forcing you out of T2.”

      “Like you could.”

      “Try me and see what happens.” He shook his head and muttered something I didn’t catch. When he next spoke, it was like we were back at square one, “We can’t get exactly what she needs, but certain mood stabilizers will help.”

      “Everyone has access to those,” I said.

      “True. You and I are going to get our allotment, then not use them.”

      “I can do that.” Whiskey and cigars were how I self-medicated—though if I was being honest, I just enjoyed them. My demons lurked where they lurked and knew better than to cross me. In exchange, I didn’t go looking for them.

      That’s what I told myself at any rate.

      “Good.” He started to enter then stopped. “If you figure out exactly what she takes, tell me, and no one else. I’m trusting you more than I should.”

      “Why is that?”

      He took his time answering. “Because you put it all on the line for Stomper. I respect that, even if I think you’re all hype.”

      Murray entered, I waited for him to come out, and then went in to talk to the doc. There was a lot to think about. When I emerged, Murray was still there.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      We hadn’t gone through two blast doors before running into a new kind of trouble neither of us expected. I risked a glance at my unlikely companion and resented the fact we had to deal with this jackass fleet officer together.

      We snapped salutes to Major Carl Dipeth. I groaned inside. The man was supposed to be assigned to training.

      “At ease,” he said, then stood examining us with his hands clasped behind his back.

      I had several problems with this. First, I hated the stance because it left a person defenseless. He might think himself capable of whipping his hands forward to fend off my attacks, but he would be about a year too late, and me going to the brig for half a century wouldn’t put his head back on his body.

      Second, he was effectively holding us there. “At ease” didn’t mean screw off and leave while a major scrutinized you.

      “What can we do for you, sir?” Murray asked.

      “Hmmm.” Major Dipeth circled us, looked us up and down, and repeated the noise. “The two of you may be pleased to know that we now have a training battalion on the Domination. There are worse assignments.”

      “I’m sure there are, sir,” Murray said.

      “Much worse,” I added. My tone lacked sincerity, which caused Dipeth to burn me with his eyes.

      “Neither of you would meet my uniform standards.” Dipeth flicked the fingers of his left hand at the way Murray had his sleeves rolled up and how I wasn’t wearing a t-shirt under my blouse—which wasn’t buttoned to the throat. “Correctable. I’d venture a guess that the pair of you could be brought up to standards quickly enough and would have a great deal to share with the newest members of the 1st Mechanized Division. Perhaps you would enjoy telling your stories to inspire the newest, best-trained, best-equipped generation of C-FEF soldiers.”

      “I was just transferred to Titanium Platoon II,” I said. “Which means I’m ineligible for another transfer, sir.”

      Murray raked me with a glare. Apparently, he wanted less talking from me. He wasn’t wrong. The guy was an asshole, but he’d been handling the major fine.

      “What about you, Sergeant Murray?” Dipeth asked.

      “Titanium Platoon II was recently reconstituted, which means we’re all transfers when it comes right down to it. Would you like me to extend your thoughtful invitation to Lieutenant Elda and the rest of T2?”

      Dipeth went pale. “No, Sergeant. That will not be necessary.” He strode away.

      I watched him go, already moving in the opposite direction. Murray didn’t glance at the man and matched my stride. “Way to go, Malone.”

      “What?”

      “Next time, keep your mouth shut.” Now that we were farther down the passageway, he looked over his shoulder to check where the major was. “We’re on his shit list now. Don’t ask me why.”

      “Guys like that can’t believe anyone would choose fighting over training to fight.” My words came easy despite my darkening thoughts. Why had the major reacted like that?

      “Good point.” Murray’s tone didn’t sound like he was happy to admit I might be right about something. He also carried the foul mood Dipeth had thrown over us like a blanket. That, combined with sharing Elda’s vice with me, had him on edge.

      I kept my mouth shut.

      We reached the T2 berthing and separated. Murray briefed Olman, Kai, and Star on the Major Dipeth encounter but left out everything else.

      “That’s fantastic,” Star said, standing to her full height—which wasn’t much. “I need to rack out. Early morning tomorrow. Oh, and by the way, all of you losers better be helping me with the Continuance tomorrow. We’re starting bright and early. The boss wasn’t exaggerating about Captain Brock. According to the crew I chatted up, he’s so retired on active duty it’s gross.”

      There were groans and jokes, and I was given plenty of room to sulk. T2 wasn’t rejecting me. I was merely new, and they already had their friendships and routines. Once, I caught Murray watching me, though he spent most of his time talking in low tones with one or two of the others at a time.

      I went to sleep and dreamed of humidors full of rare treasures. Later, while in the deepest possible version of sleep, I stood in the middle of a weed-choked playground while Alaran children kicked a ball from one end of a field to another.

      Murray had interrupted my viewing of the secret AI video. How had Benji’s collective acquired it? There had been a barcode that would activate when I found… what?

      In the dream, centuries passed before I realized the obvious answer. The secret AI barcode allowed me to light my cigar.

      No worries. Everything was good with James Anthony Malone.
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      “There is more to predeployment than cleanliness,” Corporal Suge Kai said. His accent was hard to pin down, especially when he was in a good mood—which he was most of the time, to be fair. Tall, dark, and hilarious—that was Suge Kai.

      I watched Star and Murray indulge in a lighthearted debate about which decks of the Continuance needed to be buffed first and who would be in charge of inventory. A full day had been spent loading supplies. Much of the cargo was for the ship and her crew. We made sure our MCRs had spare parts, ammunition, backup batteries, and scores of other bits and bobs that never seemed to be on the manifest but were definitely a must. Compact nuclear power plants required a specialized and hard-to-get complement of parts and tools. None of us cracked jokes as we completed that part of the inventory.

      Benji interfaced with the other MCR AIs and reported there would be no problems. He didn’t need to explain partitioning. I understood that each rig was an individual, self-contained unit. Benji’s digital world allowed access to an artificial intelligence network that would terrify Command. It certainly haunted my less fun dreams. Calling them nightmares would be an insult to the real thing—of which I had plenty. Most of those were suppressed memories of being in ROV6 custody and praying for death almost every day of that hell.

      “Hey, Jam-man,” Star shouted. “Grab a mop bucket. This floor ain’t cleaning itself.”

      I smiled and raised one eyebrow. The ship looked spotless, but I knew the drill and went with it. Before long, Star and I were working side by side.

      “Should have known I wouldn’t really be in charge.” She grumbled something about getting busted down to corporal again.

      I liked her more. We had something in common, apparently. Moving up and down the rank structure of the C-FEF was a fairly exclusive hobby few had the stomach for.

      “What’s the hurry?” I asked as she picked up the pace.

      “The short company is arriving… now.” She pointed to the landing bay where a shuttle was touching down.

      I blinked against the distortion of the containment field behind the arrival. That was one feature of ship life I struggled with. It looked like one end of the Continuance landing bay had opened to the void. My heart was still thumping when the blast doors finally slid shut, and the semi-permeable containment field was no longer necessary.

      “Let’s put this stuff away and scatter,” Star said.

      “Too late,” Murray said. “Roll the buckets into the closet and blouse your fatigue pants. Button up that shirt. And for God’s sake, tuck it in. You have a belt, don’t you?”

      Star gave an exaggerated salute, which Murray ignored in favor of harassing Kai and Olman. They’d been running equipment loaders. Their uniforms also needed attention.

      “These must be some very special grunts,” I said as I looked Star over.

      “Nah, Case just likes to be professional around other units. Infantry looks up to us.” She checked my gig line, then dusted something off my legs. “You’re set.”

      I doubted her assertion but kept quiet. The shuttle’s deployment ramp lowered. Second Lieutenant Greg Hamil led two platoons of C-FEF soldiers away from the ship. Lieutenant Elda and Sergeant Murray greeted them.

      The rest of us gathered but didn’t stand in formation. No one had given the order, and it didn’t seem Hamil and his troops expected a review. Sure, they were checking us out just like we were checking them out. That was expected.

      “They’ll do,” Star said.

      Olman snorted a laugh. “Like you’re the expert. I was actually in the infantry.”

      “For a hot minute,” Star shot back.

      “Two years.”

      “Half of that was training,” Star said. “March, march, march, complain—all the basics. Just like when you were a Fleet rating.” She started to act out her words, but Murray shot her a deadly look, stopping her before she really got animated.

      “We should find some other parts of the ship to square up,” she said, then hurried from the bay. The rest of us followed her as Murray took Hamil and the infantry soldiers to their berth.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you getting along with the rest of the team?” Murray asked when we met in the hallway an hour later. I’d been wandering aimlessly, collecting my thoughts and wondering if I would go crazy on such a small ship. It didn’t take long to complete a lap of the walking deck.

      “They love me,” I said.

      He didn’t respond, which was his most aggravating personality trait. Was he stuffing my jokes to be an ass, or did he lack a sense of humor? Was he distracted by dangerous secrets, or was he subconsciously defending himself? I’d seen rookies treated with harsh indifference. That shouldn’t apply to me because Murray had to know the kind of shit I’d survived. Surely he understood my chances of making it through our next mission were as good as anyone in the unit, probably better.

      “You up for sparring?” he asked.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Wow. So much enthusiasm.”

      I followed him into the combatives room and went to my locker. “Punching people in the face isn’t my thing.”

      “It is mine.”

      Great. This was going to be the highlight of my day. My first impression of Case Murray had resonated now. Avoid bashing heads with this guy. That had been what I’d thought—something to that effect.

      He wrapped his hands and put on slim gloves that would lessen our chances of injuring each other but still allow grabbing. Eye gouges weren’t off the table, though training regulations and good manners forbade maiming your partner.

      We warmed up with easy sparring and progressively increased the intensity. His light punches felt like hammer blows. I blocked or deflected them and quickly discovered I was outclassed.

      Hand-to-hand combat was a great skill to train. It developed a good mindset and taught humility. But it wasn’t as important as operating a rig.

      “You’re better than expected,” Murray admitted after we were both breathing hard. Tomorrow, I would have a black eye, maybe two, and that was with protective headgear. He grunted something else. My focus narrowed to slipping his punches and giving back as hard as I got.

      A sly smile stretched his face after we separated from the third of our hard bouts. “Thought you would go berserk. Charge in. Try to bully me.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “You have a reputation.”

      “Fighting in a mech is different.”

      Murray lowered his hands and stood at a safe distance. “Are you saying you would go berserk in a combat rig?”

      “Modern warfare is a thinking man’s game,” I said, then removed my gloves and started to unwrap my hands. “There’s a time and a place to get down and dirty. Cool heads win more often than not—all things being equal.”

      “Glad to hear you figured that out.” He walked toward his locker and stripped off his gloves and headgear. “Some of the stories I heard made you out to be a fool.”

      “Leave the gloves on, Jam,” Elda said as she strode into the room.

      I froze, studied her, and wondered if Murray had warmed me up—or maybe wore me down—for her. One look told me he hadn’t expected her to show up. He shook his head slightly. I took that to mean two things: this wasn’t planned, and don’t embarrass her.

      There was no way to guess exactly what he was thinking, though I was good at reading people. The man respected his boss and wanted to protect her when and where he could. The guy didn’t trust me yet and must have thought I was more dangerous on the mat than he admitted moments ago.

      I was putting my gloves back on when Murray leaned close to her and spoke quietly, “He’s new. He’ll react to you.”

      She smashed her gloved fists together. “The harder I hit, the harder he will. Same as with anyone else.” Her eyes were a study in intensity.

      Murray locked his jaw and furrowed his brow at the same time. He was one unhappy platoon sergeant.

      Rank wasn’t supposed to exist on the mat, except it did. This would be interesting. What kind of boss was Lieutenant Rhiannon Elda? She looked younger than Stomper. Maybe she was, which meant she was definitely younger than me.

      We circled.

      She jabbed twice and shuffled crisply. Her reach was longer than expected. I slipped both attacks and replied with a straight punch that forced her to hop back a step.

      We closed the distance once more. Each exchange came quicker than the first. Two left jabs and a savage right cross struck my headgear.

      My response was an uppercut to her rips that made her wince—though she immediately responded in kind. Her uppercut wasn’t the most damaging blow I’d received, but it did land with unnerving accuracy against my diaphragm.

      I twisted to minimize the effect but still had to suck air for several seconds.

      She launched a flurry of strikes that had me backing up and cursing inwardly. My feet reached the boundary of the mat. I could step out and take a break or retaliate.

      Instinct was a powerful thing. Murray shouted something at me as I pummeled our lieutenant about the head, shoulders, and ribcage. She weaved and dodged and slipped punches. She kept her chin covered and hit back often.

      “You’re a hell of a boxer,” I managed when we were circling each other.

      She landed a low roundhouse kick to my left thigh and followed the attack with a left cross to my face.

      Stars filled my vision. I stepped back from the next leg strike and mimicked her move. For the next minute or two, she launched combinations, and I retaliated with the same thing, then added a twist at the end.

      She smiled, and I realized her lip was bleeding. Her wide-eyed expression was probably just as manic as mine. We banged the shit out of each other until Murray broke us up.

      Without a word, Elda stripped off her gloves, stowed her gear, and strode out of the training room.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Murray said.

      I shrugged as I removed my gloves, then unwrapped my hands. Sweat dripped into my eyes. My tongue explored the inside of my lip, but it didn’t seem I’d been cut as badly as my boss had. “She can fight.”
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