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As always, this book is dedicated to my wife and my daughter who believe in me. I believe in them, too.

Other specific people this book is dedicated to are Andrew, Charles, Tim, and Wendy, the first readers.

And this time, this book is dedicated to the people who have read any of the Hospitaller stories, especially those who subscribe to the news letter, following my adventure (misadventure?) as I write my way through another Hospitaller story. It was for you that I wrote the Founders’ Day stories. So, here is your big book of Founders’ Day stories.

Best read with a slice of cake.
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Corporal Kevin Rhodes studied the canyon of apartment buildings through his helmet’s thermal imaging, finding no signs of life. As it should be. Besides his fireteam and the accompanying medtech, there was no one else present. Also as it should be.

Rhodes and his team had been walking up and down streets for several hours, studying the buildings for signs of life. There’d been a lot of joking with their newest member, Private Maureen Scott. Scott was taking it all in stride, getting in the occasional verbal riposte. Rhodes was fine with the jabbering as long as everyone was doing their job.

The canyons of buildings, four to six stories tall, reminded Rhodes of the orphanage where he’d spent his childhood. It was just one more set of buildings in a mega-city that was home to more than a hundred million people. When he’d gone to Denhaag for basic training, the open fields and forest that covered most of that planet had mesmerized him.

Trees and fields smelled different from the middle of a city so large it took a day to cross by foot. There’d been hundreds of smells that Rhodes would encounter on a single trip outside of the orphanage. Which made this city seem odd. There were no smells. It was just dry air. No cooking foods, heat smells from machines, the general scent of humans. It was disconcerting to him.

“I see movement.”

Rhodes turned and looked at Private First Class Roberta Mann, her face and hands a yellow-orange through the thermal display. Mann had a mischievous grin on her face and one hand pointing up at a building on the northeast side of the street.

Rhodes wasn’t sure what the name of the street was without referencing a map on his heads-up display. He knew that this was the city of Borjomi on the planet Kalumba and that the Kaimmu and Saussards, after centuries of peaceful coexistence and merger, were suddenly at each other’s throats, and Borjomi was about to become a battleground.

“That’s laundry, PFC Mann!”

The other members of Rhodes’ team burst into much-needed laughter, as Pvt Scott identified the source of movement. From the look on Mann’s face, Rhodes was certain that she had known exactly what the movement was before calling it out.

Rhodes tapped his helmet, exiting thermal mode, and looked up at the buildings. There was laundry, short lines of it, running along the outsides of buildings between windows. People had received such short notice or been so concerned for their safety some had forgotten to take in their drying clothes.

“Good eye, Mann, Scott,” Rhodes said. His voice had a rasp to it, a byproduct of an accident that was too long ago to bother remembering but was part of the reason he’d been orphaned. His comment earned more laughter before he reminded everyone they needed to get back to inspecting the buildings.

“On it, Corporal Rhodes,” they’d said in a chorus. Then, like Rhodes, they tapped their helmets, re-engaging thermal imaging, and returned to examining the buildings.

The thermal imaging was powerful enough to see someone in a room close to the street. Further back in the apartments, it would be more difficult to determine. However, body heat warmed a room, even if slightly. That was where the Hospitaller thermal system surpassed that of other companies and governments. Rhodes and his team would see the temperature difference, which was what they were looking for.

So far, though, they had seen no sign of anyone present in the apartments. This was a good thing, as the Kaimmu were supposed to be pushing into the city soon. The population of the city was mostly Saussard, but even the local Kaimmu had chosen to leave rather than get caught in the crossfire of two heavily armed and angry forces.

“Corporal Rhodes? Maybe something?”

“Where, Scott?” Rhodes started panning the wall of apartment buildings.

A green dot appeared on his heads-up display.

“There,” said Pvt Scott. Scott had added the dot to mark the location in question.

Rhodes reached out and manipulated the virtual controls at the bottom of his vision, zooming in on the dot left by Scott in the heads-up display. The difference was slight. The sensitivity had to be turned up on Rhodes’ display before he was convinced. Even as he watched, Rhodes could see the color fading to match the surroundings, as if someone had just left the room.

“Nice work, Scott,” Rhodes said. “I guess we’ll call this one in.”

Private First Class Terence Hamilton and PFC Mann congratulated Scott with exuberant but playful claps on the shoulders and back. Rhodes had turned off his thermal imaging and was reaching to tap the comm button on his helmet when it beeped with an incoming call. A small icon in the upper right of his face shield showed it was from their company commander, Major Miguel Bishop.

“Uh, oh,” said Rhodes as he tapped his comm. He was used to getting calls from his platoon commander. If the major was calling, it was something important, which usually meant something bad.

“What?” asked Hamilton and Mann, suddenly leaving off congratulating Scott.

Rhodes shook his head, dismissing their inquiry as he tapped the comm button. He’d fill them in when he was off the comm.

“Major Bishop?”

“Corporal Rhodes,” replied the major. “No time for niceties. You need to shelter in place ASAP.”

“Major?”

The rest of the team had drawn closer to Rhodes even though there was no way they’d be able to hear the comm. Despite their curiosity, all of them, even Pvt Scott, monitored the surrounding buildings. They’d all had years of training and knew not to turn their backs on their surroundings. Even MedTech Juanita Cormick had her eyes on the buildings.

“We just got word the Kaimmu have artillery in place and are seating rounds as we speak. There’s no time to pull back and no time to come and get you and the other teams. Get to ground. We’ll dig you out as soon as we can get the Kaimmu to stop shelling. But right now, they aren’t answering our calls.”

As if to emphasize their belligerence, several rounds whistled past overhead, crashing into a building several blocks away and exploding. The ground vibrated beneath their feet, followed by a shockwave, pushing a wall of dust with it. The air was no longer bland, now filled with the acrid scent of exploding rounds and the dusty smell of broken debris. Rhodes turned his back to the wave of debris particles as he finished the call with Major Bishop.

“And the eve before Founders’ Day, too,” he said into the comm. “No respect for tradition.”

Again, as if in response, a half-dozen more rounds exploded down the street.

“Corporal Rhodes?” asked PFC Mann. She sounded nervous.

“Don’t worry, Rhodes,” said the major with a tint of humor to his words, “We’ll save your team a slice of cake. Now, get undercover. It seems the Kaimmu have been stockpiling rounds for decades.”

“Will do, Major.” The comm went silent. Rhodes turned back to the fireteam. All of them had backed several meters away from the direction of the explosions. One building, barely visible through the dust, had already collapsed, dumping concrete blocks, wood beams, and belongings onto the street. “We need to get under shelter now.”

“Where?” asked Pvt Scott.

Where, indeed? Rhodes understood that if the Kaimmu had as much ammunition as the major intimated, they could collapse a lot of buildings. Fortunately, many of these buildings had several sublevels with vehicle parking, storage rooms, laundry facilities, and activity rooms because of the extreme weather in summer and winter.

“It’s as good as any place,” Rhodes said, pointing to the building where they’d gotten the heat signature. He’d forgotten about that until now. “Let’s move.”

Each building on the street sat back behind low walls and corresponding gates. They had courtyards with bushes, flowers, and benches. On the face of the ground-floor walls, there was a single wide door and the building number. The door allowed free access to an entryway blocked by a second door. A touch panel on the side wall of the entry was used to contact and communicate with building residents.

However, as no one was supposed to be at home, using the touch panel was useless.

“I hate to do it,” said Cpl Rhodes, eyeing the interior door. “But...”

The artillery barrage outside drew closer, like an approaching thunderstorm, adding urgency to the situation.

“Understood, Corporal Rhodes,” PFC Hamilton said. He stepped forward and drove the butt of his multi-use weapon into the glass close to the frame and the latch on the other side. The glass shattered but didn’t break.

“Safety glass,” snickered PFC Mann. “Try a little harder.”

Debris from a nearby explosion rained down on the courtyard. A chunk of ‘crete broke one of the benches behind them.

“Hamilton,” said Rhodes.

“Yes, yes.” Hamilton drove the butt of his MUW against the glass several more times, grunting with the effort until he tore a gap in the glass. With one gloved hand, he pushed through and pulled the handle on the other side. The door moved. Hamilton pushed the door open as he freed his hand from the hole in the busted glass. “Come on in.”

The foyer occupied most of the building’s width. On one side, there was a children’s play area, and on the other, there were a series of tables and chairs. There were double doors centered on the back wall and three other doors that made the wall look off-balance.

“Stairs,” said Rhodes.

“Probably with the elevators,” MedTech Cormick said. She started toward the double doors, pulling one of them open.

Rhodes and his fireteam followed as the ground shook with sustained frequency. More debris battered the courtyards outside. Passing through the double doors put them in a space about a third of the size of the foyer. There were two elevators, package receptacles, and several more doors on the back wall. One door had the graphic for ‘exit.’ Two, opposite each other, past the elevators, had the graphic for ‘stairs.’

“That was easy enough,” Cormick said.

Private Scott moved ahead and opened the door for the stairs.

“Yep,” Scott said. “They go down.”

“These, too,” said MedTech Cormick from the other door marked for stairs.

“Mann, pick one.”

Mann looked left and right and then pointed toward Scott.

“Those.”

“Then go,” said Rhodes as the artillery explosions drew closer. He followed Scott and Mann through, stopping to hold the door and usher the others through. When they were safe, he’d go, and no sooner.

Ahead of Rhodes, he could hear the muted clumping of everyone’s boots as they hurried down the stairs. As he rounded the first corner, he looked up and saw the spiral of stairs leading to the top floor. It was dizzying but also familiar.

Rhodes’ orphanage had an outside area for play, but it was on the top of the building. He’d lived on one floor until he was eleven and moved to the next floor. At thirteen, he’d moved up another floor. Classes had been on the top floors. The play field was on the roof, and the gun range was three levels underground along with a gym, a garage, and a tunnel entrance they’d never used but were told was for emergency purposes.

Rhodes was sure they could use a tunnel like that right now.

“Two levels,” said PFC Mann, who’d taken over the point position. “Go deep?”

“Go deep,” agreed Rhodes. They’d be safer down there, if harder to dig out later.

They went down to a third level, the last level.

At the bottom of the stairwell, Mann pushed open a door and held it as the others followed through. Rhodes put a hand on Mann’s shoulder, compelling her to move ahead of him.

“Where are we?” asked MedTech Cormick. She turned in a circle as she spoke.

The door had let them into a wide corridor. Dim lights glowed from emergency lights spaced several meters apart along the walls and near the ceilings. The corridor was three meters wide. Doors lined the walls, with numbers displayed on the doors. The air here was sterile, as if overly filtered, but it was better than smoke and dust in their lungs.

“Storerooms,” said Rhodes. “Likely for the residents.”

“Should they have lights on inside them?” asked Pvt Scott. She nodded her head to indicate the hall to their right. Six doors down, a band of light highlighted the bottom of a door.

“That’s interesting,” PFC Hamilton said. He brought the butt of his weapon to his shoulder as he sidestepped toward the door in question.

“Take it easy, Hamilton,” Rhodes said. “I doubt it’s an ambush.”

“But it is something.” Hamilton pointed at his eyes and then down at the band of light. The light flickered, indicating movement.

“No one’s attacked us yet,” said Mann. “But there’s always a first time.”

“They’d have to know we’d come this way,” said Rhodes. The Hospitallers weren’t that paranoid. Just paranoid enough to stay alive.

“We could knock,” Private Scott said.

Hamilton looked at Rhodes, who shrugged. Why not?

Hamilton directed Scott to the other side of the door and took up position opposite the door handle. Mann backed up Scott as Hamilton signaled for the private to knock. Private Scott knocked on the door and quickly jerked her hand back.

Prior to the knock, there had been no sounds coming from the room behind the door. Yet Rhodes felt as if the room had still managed to get quieter, as if anyone inside had suddenly held their breath. When Hamilton looked at Rhodes, he nodded and stepped up next to Scott and knocked a little harder.

“This is Corporal Rhodes of the Hospitallers. Please open the door, as we don’t want to damage it.”

“Unlike the front door,” whispered PFC Mann, causing Scott to giggle before clearing her throat to stop her from laughing further.

In that time, someone inside had made a decision. Rhodes heard the scuff of reluctant feet approaching the door and the lock being retracted. Everyone stepped back as the handle moved. As weapons came up, Rhodes signaled for his team to lower them. He was willing to risk that this wasn’t some elaborate trap.

Then the door opened ten centimeters, enough for a woman with loose hair, sweat plastering strands to her forehead, to peek through the gap. The tension that had held her face tight relaxed as she scanned Rhodes.

“You really are Hospitallers,” she said. A half smile of relief lit her face. “How’d you find us?”

“Lucky,” said Rhodes. “Why are you down here?”

The woman moved with the door, opening it further to reveal totes and small plastic crates, the type used to store old toys, out-of-season clothing, and things whose futures were undecided. It also revealed three children huddled together on several layers of old blankets and towels.

Rhodes scanned the kids before turning his attention back to the woman. She looked a mixture of embarrassed and scared.

“We were delayed getting out of the house,” she said. Her eyes shifted towards the children and then back to Rhodes.

“Delayed?” Rhodes asked. He still hadn’t entered what he’d determined to be a generously sized storage room. One floor up, with the recreation rooms and mini-gym, these buildings seemed always to have. They would have been more comfortable spaces to wait out the attack. Less safe, perhaps.

“We couldn’t find Holly’s bankie,” said the older female child. “We looked and looked, but it was gone.”

“Elonie,” the woman said in hushed admonishment. She then turned her attention back to Rhodes. With a shrug, she said, “Holly’s blanket. Blue and purple stripes, a bit worn from use. Anyway, she doesn’t go anywhere without it. We spent too much time looking for it. Then, when we finally accepted defeat and left the building, we were all alone. I thought it would be best to hide down here. I knew there would be shelling, but I didn’t know it would be this close.”

“You knew?” asked PFC Mann from behind Rhodes.

Rhodes was curious, too. He didn’t know until he got the call that had driven them to seek shelter in the building. Yet this woman seemed to have more intel than Rhodes’ command.

“My husband,” said the woman. Then, as if embarrassed by something, “I’m so sorry. I’m Beza Fali. They conscripted my husband, Abbo, into the Kaimmu forces. He called about four or five hours ago and told me what was going to happen. That’s when I decided down here might be safe.”

Might, agreed Rhodes, though he kept the opinion to himself, opting to make introductions of his own.

“I’m Corporal Rhodes,” he said, patting his chest as he spoke. Then, with nods toward the others, “You’ve heard from PFC Mann. That’s PFC Hamilton and Private Scott. Cormick back there is our medtech.”

Each of them nodded as Rhodes said their names. They all looked up as the building vibrated with explosions on the surface.

“We actually came down here looking for shelter ourselves,” added Rhodes. “We’d only just found out the Kaimmu were going to be shelling the city. Though I’m not sure why.”

“To drive out the Saussard,” said Beza Fali. Then, “There are some regions with few Saussard. Factions of our people want to make those regions Kaimmu only.”

“After hundreds of years?” said Hamilton. He was sifting through a satchel hanging off a strap slung over his shoulder. “Seems odd.”

“There’s talk,” Beza said, “that instigators from off-world have been pushing the more separatist minded to act. When they took Abbo, he’d hoped it would keep us safe and maybe he could have some sort of influence on those around him. Things have gotten out of hand and now our home is going to be destroyed.”

“And no bankie,” said Hamilton. He held up an array of small plushie creatures and toys made of plastics and wood. “Would the children be interested in these?”

“Yes. Of course. Thank you.” The walls vibrated with more explosions. Some were distant, but a few were close enough to cause all the adults to pause in conversation and the children to huddle closer together. “You’re welcome to join us. Or, if you’d rather, you can use one of the other storage rooms, though you may have to break a lock.”

“We’ve broken enough locks for one day,” Rhodes said, picturing the foyer door in his mind. Soon enough, it might not matter what damage Hamilton caused. There might not be a doorway or even a foyer.

“Then, please, come in. Abbo says the ceilings here are reinforced and shouldn’t collapse, even if the rest of the building does.”

“Does that mean Mr. And Mrs. Tailolo are going to die?” asked the boy. He looked distressed. Rhodes remembered what they’d seen before receiving the call to shelter and why he’d chosen this building.

“There’s someone else in the building?” he asked.

Beza’s face turned from confusion to surprise to horror.

“Oh, no. I mean, yes.” She wrung her hands and looked upward. “I don’t know how I could have forgotten. They’re our neighbors. Waintau and Teniku. They’re Saussards and really sweet people.”

“And they stayed behind?” This was MedTech Cormick. She’d followed Hamilton to where the children were sitting, giving them a hands-off cursory examination while Hamilton extolled the advantages of the different toys he had produced from his toys and treats satchel.

“Waintau is on bed rest. Hip replacement. He told Teniku to come with us, but she refused. Then I got distracted by Holly’s bankie and completely forgot. I’m so sorry.”

Rhodes turned to Cormick.

“You think we can get Mr. Tailolo down here with hip issues?”

“If we had a stretcher it would be easier,” said Cormick. “I won’t even suggest the elevator, though that would be easiest of all.”

“No, thanks,” said Mann. “The sudden stop might do us all in.”

Rhodes knew she was suggesting that the bombing might damage the elevator’s cables and drop them all to a very messy death. But with all the explosions topside, the elevator might already be out of commission and no longer an option.

“If we were in the woods,” said Pvt Scott, “we could cut some branches and use them to make a stretcher with.”

“If we were in the woods, we’d probably already be blown to bits, Scott,” Mann said and grinned.

“Billiard cues.” Beza looked at Rhodes and then pointed up. “In the rec rooms, there are some billiards and pool tables. They have cues. Sticks.”

“Yes, they do,” Rhodes said with a nod. Though it might be safe to stay in place, it wasn’t the Hospitaller way of doing things. If someone needed aid, he was going to make sure they got it. He didn’t even have to ask for volunteers. He knew his entire team would volunteer. And MedTech Cormick would insist on coming, too.

“Cormick, it’s going to be crowded with five people. You mind staying here to watch the kids?”

Cormick looked doubtful, but replied, “That should work. If there’s a problem, call me right away.” She patted the medkit for emphasis.

“Guaranteed,” Rhodes said, and then turned to Beza Fali. “Which apartment?”

“Eight. On the third floor.”

Rhodes nodded.

“Okay, everyone,” he said. “We got a couple of people who need rescuing.”

“After a stop in the rec room,” added Mann.

“Agreed,” said Rhodes. “Let’s move, people. Mann. Point.”

“On it.” Mann trotted down the hall to the stairwell they’d used to reach the basement.

“Not how I wanted to spend Founders’ Day,” said Hamilton, passing all the toys to the three children before exiting into the hallway.

Private Scott paused at the door, turning to Beza Fali.

“What apartment do you live in?” Scott asked.

“Nine. Why?”

“A thought, Mrs. Fali. Thank you.”

Rhodes was the last out of the storage room.

“We’ll be right back.”

In the hallway, Mann was already past the stairwell door. Hamilton held it open, waving Scott through.

“Go, go,” Rhodes said as he jogged over to the door.

Hamilton nodded and disappeared into the stairwell. Rhodes caught the door as it closed, slipping past it, and then started up the stairs two levels where the rec room, meeting rooms, mini-gym, and other community services were located.

The door was just clicking shut as Rhodes reached it. Once past it, he could see all the early damage the artillery barrage had caused. Large poster-size prints had bounced off their wall mounts and now lay mostly face down on the hallway floor. Rhodes weaved past them, following the wall placard pointing toward the rec room.

Along the hallway, the rooms had glass windows allowing a view inside. All of them were cracked. Books in a bookcase of one room had been shaken free and now lay in a low pile on the floor. The door to the gym swung loosely.

The rec room was last and Rhodes avoided a collision with Mann and Hamilton who’d pushed through the doorway from inside, billiard cues in hand, by stepping to the side, bouncing off the wall.

“Still on point?” Mann asked, trotting past Rhodes, brandishing the cue stick like a spear.

“Still. Where’s Scott?”

“Right here, Corporal Rhodes,” said Scott. She came through the doorway with a third cue. When Rhodes looked at it, Scott shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.”

“Fair enough.” Rhodes gave Scott a gentle push toward the stairwell. “Get moving.”

They both sprinted back to the stairwell, catching up with Hamilton as he followed Mann into the stairwell.

“Three floors,” said Hamilton. “This’ll be fun.”

“Four,” said Scott from behind. “Ground floor, first floor, second, then third.”

“Thanks,” Hamilton said with a barked laugh. “I’m exhausted just thinking about it.”

“Save your breath then,” added Rhodes. “It’s one flight up to the ground floor.”

“So many stairs,” gasped Hamilton, though Rhodes knew Hamilton was joking. They were all fit enough to sprint up to the roof if they had to. Assuming there was still a roof.

“Keep up!” Mann shouted from above.

But they all came to a pause, gripping the handrail against the wall, staying away from the open center of the stairwell as it shook angrily. Debris fell from above, bouncing and ricocheting off the inner rail of the stairs.

“Definitely not taking the elevator,” said Scott, following Hamilton, who was moving again, using the handrail to steady himself as he took the stairs two at a time.

They had to stop several more times as artillery explosions rocked the building. As usual, Rhodes found it hard to comprehend someone wanting to do so much damage and cause so much destruction to the homes of people. Too many times, he’d seen military forces batter a town or village into the ground when the people who’d lived there had done nothing to deserve it, except maybe just exist.

Many of Borjomi’s citizens were Kaimmu, the same people who manned the artillery. Yet still, the Kaimmu military was going to level the place. He’d heard that humans liked to force order on the world around them, but nature moved naturally toward entropy. These two desires warred within humans, and when there was conflict, entropy seemed always to win.

So, the Kaimmu might want an orderly world where the Saussard didn’t live in the same places as them, but they were still going to flatten that world to rubble to achieve their goal. Sadly, Rhodes knew that if it wasn’t happening here, it was going to happen someplace else. Probably, it already was happening and the Hospitallers would be asked to come and help sort it all out, providing aid and comfort to those caught between the hammer and the anvil.

Speculation on the state of humankind was quick and Rhodes was beyond it by the time they’d reached the third floor. Seeing the state of the stairs going up, he was glad they only had to go this far. 

Debris from above blocked access to the fourth floor. One girder had fallen at an angle to the stairs and stopped anything else from falling further. When Rhodes turned his head to look up at an angle, he could see the sky. It was gray with smoke, ash, and dust.

“Here, Corporal Rhodes,” Mann said from the open doorway leading to the third floor corridor.

Rhodes pulled his attention away from the blackening sky and moved out of the stairwell. Here, the damage from the bombardment was evident, but not as intense as the stairwell. Part of the ceiling had buckled but hadn’t given way. A few more close hits, though, and the story would be different.

“Where’s eight?” Rhodes asked, as he scanned the hallway.

“That way.” Scott pointed to Rhodes’ left. “Even numbers face the front, odds face the back.”

“Useful,” said Mann.

“Here,” Hamilton called from halfway down the one side of the corridor. He had a hand on the door in front of him. “Number eight.”

“Let’s get this done,” Mann responded and started down the corridor.

“Corporal Rhodes,” Scott asked and then paused as the building shook from a nearby explosion. The ceiling of the corridor creaked with the pressure of excessive movement. “Mind if I pop into Mrs. Fali’s apartment? I have a thought.”

As long as both people in apartment eight weren’t incapacitated, he and the other two should be able to handle the situation.

“Make it quick,” he said, and then turned to join Hamilton and Mann. Behind him, he could hear the rapid thuds of Scott’s boots receding in the other direction.

“What’s with Scott? Need to use the bathroom?”

“On another mission, Mann.” Rhodes pointed at the door. “Is it locked?”

“Yes,” said Hamilton. “Want me to put a boot to it?”

“Did you try knocking?” Rhodes slipped past Mann and then rapped three times on the door.

After a long pause where Mann wondered out loud if anyone was even alive to answer, the latch on the door clicked and the handle turned. When the door opened, Rhodes faced a gray-haired elderly woman barely one and a half meters tall. She was wearing a tracksuit and orange fuzzy slippers.

She also seemed unimpressed by the presence of three uniformed and armed soldiers at her door.

“Are you here to help?” she asked. Then added, “if not, go away.”

Behind Rhodes, Hamilton and Mann guffawed appreciatively. For his part, Rhodes merely smiled.

“Here to help, Mrs. Tailolo.”

She nodded and stepped back, drawing the door with her. 

“Good. He’s in the bedroom. Right turn at the living room and then the door past the sofa.”

“You heard her,” Rhodes said, marching into the apartment. “Let’s go, people.”

The hallway took Rhodes past a full bathroom and kitchen before leading him into a combination living and dining area. To the left, where the living area and the aforementioned couch was another door. He paused, aware of smells other than ‘crete dust and smoke. A warm, sweet smell that caused a strange pang of homesickness. Rhodes waved it off, focusing on the battered space around him.

The living and dining area were a disaster. The windows were blown out and part of the wall below the window to the left of the hallway was completely missing. A dining table hung over the open gap in the wall as if pulled against its will over the edge. The couch sat in the center of the room, creating a bulwark against flying debris.

“Pardon the mess,” Mrs. Tailolo said from down the hall, earning another burst of laughter from Hamilton and Mann.

Rhodes passed behind the couch, ducking once as an artillery shell exploded across the street. More of them could be heard in the nearby distance, the sounds echoing off the broken walls of the buildings. At the door to the bedroom, he paused to survey the space.

The bed was nothing more than a wood head and footboard, with slats filling the space between. The mattress sagged against the window frame, unable to completely cover the space. Light leaked in through broken glass and shredded curtains. A few bits of glass sparkled on the floor and the naked bed frame.

Mr. Tailolo was in the room, near the back wall and an armoire. He sat in a recliner, fully reclined, a quilt draped over his legs and torso. He had a paper book in his right hand, ignored as his eyes were busy watching Rhodes.

“Mr. Tailolo,” said Rhodes.

“Who might you be?” Mr. Tailolo asked.

“Corporal Rhodes, Hospitallers. We’re here to get you to safety.”

“Maybe you should concern yourself with Beza. She’s got three kids and I don’t think they made it out of the building.”

“You’re right,” Rhodes said, pausing as several rounds of artillery shook the building. “But they are safe in the lower basement. Mrs. Fali told us about you and your wife. So we popped on up here to see if we could help.”

“I can barely walk. You might want to leave me and get Teniku out of here. Though you’ll have a fight on your hands.”

Mr. Tailolo laughed. Rhodes laughed with him. Mothers and fathers and spouses could be quite tenacious when it came to the safety of their loved ones and the prospect of abandoning them. Years of experience in the Orphan Corps had taught Rhodes that.

“Mind if I ask you something?”

Mr. Tailolo nodded.

Rhodes pointed at the recliner.

“That thing have wheels?”

“Only way we could have gotten it in here at our age. Why?”

“That’s how we’ll get you out of here, too.” Rhodes turned to Hamilton and Mann, who were standing behind Mrs. Tailolo. Both of them were grinning. Rhodes wasn’t sure why until Mann held up a plate of cookies. Rhodes shook his head, a smile on his face. “Save them for later. Right now, Mr. Tailolo needs a ride out of here.”

“You got it, Corporal Rhodes,” PFC Hamilton said. He excused himself past Mrs. Tailolo before making his way over to her husband. “Ready to roll, sir?”

Mr. Tailolo dog-eared his book before securing it between his thigh and the arm of his chair. He grabbed the adjusting handle on the side, bringing the chair into its upright position.

“Ready,” he said.

Just then, a deafening explosion rocked the building. PFC Mann deftly balanced the plate of cookies while also lending a steadying hand to Mrs. Tailolo. The ceiling overhead cracked in several places, releasing a shower of paint and plasterboard chips.

Everyone paused, as if waiting for a second round to explode on top of them. When it didn’t, Hamilton patted Mr. Tailolo on the shoulder.

“Me, too, sir,” Hamilton said and then began pushing the chair out of the room.

It was a tight fit through the doorway, but with Rhodes’ help, they shoved it through with only one tear to the side of the left arm. Mrs. Tailolo waved the damage off.

“Have you seen the rest of the place?” she asked, earning another laugh from everyone, including Rhodes.

They kept Mr. Tailolo in the chair all the way out of the apartment and into the hallway. Rhodes hadn’t planned on keeping the elderly man in the chair the entire way to the basement, not even if the elevator had been working. That decision, though his own, was made more true by the damage to the hallway.

The dip in the ceiling that had been there when they’d first exited the stairwell had completely collapsed under the last artillery round. The way to the other side of the building was completely blocked. They could still reach the stairwell, but what about Scott?

“Think she’s okay?” asked Mann. She still had a hold of Mrs. Tailolo and the plate of cookies.

“She would have commed if she was in trouble,” Hamilton said.

“Unless....” Mann let the word hang in the air.

Rather than speculate, Rhodes tapped the comm of his helmet and then tapped the virtual control to connect with Pvt Scott.

“Scott? How you doing?”

There was a momentary pause before Scott answered.

“Corporal Rhodes. I’m good. Had to dig myself out of the apartment I was in. Nothing but a few scratches.”

“Corridor is blocked.”

“Yeah, I’m seeing that now,” said Scott. Rhodes could hear her over the comm and through the debris that blocked her from view. “There’s another stairwell on this side. Not sure if it goes to the basement or the alley.”

Rhodes turned to Mrs. Tailolo.

“The other stairwell. Does it go to the bottom basement?”

“Yes, it does. Wouldn’t make sense otherwise.”

“Guess not,” Rhodes said with a smile. Then, focusing on Scott, “Did you hear that, Scott? Both stairwells go to the basement.”

“Understood. If you don’t need my help on the way down, I’ll meet you in the basement.”

“We’ll be fine,” said Rhodes. “See you in the basement.”

He tapped the comm and turned his attention back to their situation.

“Mr. Tailolo,” he said. “Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

“No,” said Mrs. Tailolo. “Stubborn goat doesn’t know better. He’ll collapse before he makes it down one flight.”

The three Hospitallers turned to look at Mr. Tailolo, who shrugged.

“I’m not going to argue with her,” he said.

“Well, we planned for this possibility,” Rhodes said, holding up two of the pool cues they’d brought with them.

Between Rhodes and Hamilton, they quickly fashioned a stretcher with the help of Mr. Tailolo’s quilt, and then helped him lie down. Once they had him settled in, Rhodes and Hamilton lifted the stretcher and moved past Mann and Mrs. Tailolo, who were holding the door to the stairwell open.

Mr. Tailolo was a thin man, which made the burden of carrying him that much easier. Still, Rhodes found himself sweating with the effort as they worked their way down two floors. They had just made the turn at the half-landing leading to the ground floor when everyone was thrown sideways.

The boom of several artillery rounds exploding around and above them filled the air with sound and dust. Debris, some nearly as big as a small human, crashed down through the middle of the stairwell, bouncing off the handrail, bending it with extreme force. Mann lifted Mrs. Tailolo with one arm, moving her to the outer wall and shielding the woman with her body as debris ricocheted off the rail or bounced off the stairs.

Rhodes and Hamilton had done the same thing with Mr. Tailolo, kneeling over his body, keeping him from sliding down the stairs while they protected him. Several times, Rhodes winced as debris struck his back and one calf. He could feel the cool wet of blood from a cut as it began to flow around his calf to his shin. Hamilton tightened his head, pulling it closer to his shoulders as a piece of ‘crete struck his helmet.

“I hope Scott’s having a better time of it than we are,” he muttered, his voice tinged with pain.

“I just hope she’s okay,” replied Rhodes. Normally, he didn’t like his people wandering off. Private Scott, however, had proven to be very reliable and cognizant of her situation, whatever that situation might be. Several times she’d seen trouble before Rhodes had, saving them all from having a bad day.

“She’s probably already down in the basement,” said Mann. “All comfy while the building is pelting us with rocks and stuff.”

The barrage of artillery fire had drifted away, reducing its local fury to rumbles. Rhodes gave Mrs. Tailolo a quick once over before turning to Mann. Mann responded with a nod.

“She’s good,” said Mann. “But I think I broke one of the cookies.”

“That’s yours,” Hamilton said as he grabbed his side of the stretcher, preparing to lift. “I want an undamaged cookie.”

“Then move,” said Rhodes. “Before more than the cookies get broken.”

Hamilton and Mann laughed as they made their way to the ground floor landing. Some of the debris from above rested on the stairs leading to the basement. They could step over and around most, but several times, they paused, setting Mr. Tailolo down before heaving larger debris to the sides, clearing their path. By the time they reached the last turn in the stairwell, the steps were free of debris.

Rhodes was sweating from the exertion of carrying Mr. Tailolo and clearing the debris. Behind him, Hamilton was red-faced and shiny from the work. The only person who didn’t look tired was Mr. Tailolo, and Rhodes was certain the man had fallen asleep at least once.

However, they finally made it to the basement door. Mrs. Tailolo was kind enough to hold the door for Rhodes and Hamilton. Rhodes expected to be met by Scott and was quietly surprised when she didn’t appear. He hoped the others didn’t feel his concern. They had a right to worry, but it was his job, and he’d become rather good at it over the years as a fireteam leader. Except for Scott, Rhodes, Hamilton, and Mann had been together for three years, only losing their fourth when they were promoted to corporal and given their own fireteam to worry over.

They made the last leg of the journey down the corridor to the storeroom. Mann knocked on the door and then tried the handle, finding the door unlocked. She pushed down on the handle, only to have it jerked from her hand as the door opened from the other side.

“Mann,” said MedTech Cormick, giving her fellow Hospitaller a quick nod before scanning everyone else. “Where’s Private Scott?”

“Coming back a different route,” said Rhodes. “But we brought guests.”

Rhodes’ comments refocused Cormick’s attention on the two elderly people. She gave Teniku Tailolo a brief smile before turning to Waintau lying on the makeshift stretcher. He had folded his hands over the slope of his belly, resting them on the book he had been reading in the apartment. His eyes were closed.

“Is he alive?” she asked, stepping into the corridor. Behind her, Beza Fali and her son, Lewis, filled the gap.

“Resting,” said Waintau, his eyes still closed.

“He fell asleep earlier,” offered Hamilton with a grin.

Waintau frowned, eyes still closed. “Didn’t,” he said.

“Well, let’s get everyone inside,” said Rhodes, “before the artillery finds us again.”

“Right,” said MedTech Cormick. She reached out a hand. “Ma’am, if you’ll come with me?”

“We’ve made you a nice seat, Mrs. Tailolo,” said young Lewis. “And for Mr. Tailolo, too.”

Rhodes stood back as everyone filed in after Teniku, guided by MedTech Cormick. He wanted everyone inside and safe, but he also wanted to keep an eye out for Scott. As she’d been unburdened by civilians, he’d fully expected her to have been present when the rest of the fireteam arrived.

That Scott wasn’t here was concerning.

Rhodes tapped his comm, watching the top of his face shield as he did. He tried twice, but both times, the icon for a connection with Scott failed to appear. He was forced to accept that something had happened to the private. The question now was how bad of a something had happened?

“We gonna go look for Scott?”

Rhodes turned to find that Mann had joined him in the corridor. For all the teasing Mann laid on Scott, she seemed as concerned as he was feeling now.

“I’m thinking we should.” Rhodes looked upward. “It’s quiet right now, so maybe take advantage of the opportunity.”

He went back into the storage room. Mrs. Tailolo was fussing over the children. She was giving Holly, the youngest of the three, the most attention. MedTech Cormick was talking to Mr. Tailolo, who seemed more interested in reading his book than answering medical questions. To the side, Hamilton looked as if he was attempting to buoy Mrs. Fali’s spirits. When Hamilton looked in Rhodes’ direction, Rhodes signaled for him to approach.

“What’s going on?” Hamilton asked. “Heard from Scott yet?”

“No. I’m going to take Mann with me and check the other stairwell.”

“You want me to come, too?”

Rhodes clapped Hamilton on the shoulder.

“Stay here. Consider yourself in charge.”

“Oh, great,” Hamilton said with a mock annoyed look, “responsibility.”

Mann barked a laugh, cutting it off with a fist pressed to her mouth.

“Be strong,” she said and laughed again.

Mann’s reaction broke Hamilton’s act, and he grinned broadly.

“Will do,” he said. 

“We should be right back,” said Rhodes before turning back to the corridor and going right toward the other stairwell.

They walked less than four meters past several doors. Rhodes could see the door to the second stairwell. It was then that the ceiling shook with the ferocity of a direct impact. Dust vibrated loose from the ceiling, falling in a slow, drifting rain of debris. Behind Rhodes, Mann yelped in surprise, staggering to regain her balance before collapsing to one knee.

A second impact shook the building. Something crashed overhead, pounding the ceiling above them.

“You okay?” Rhodes asked, as he helped Mann to her feet.

“I’m fine. It’s Scott I’m starting to worry about.”

“Agreed.”

A third explosion shook the building, this time with less force, giving Rhodes the impression that it had been a glancing blow rather than a direct hit. Still, it carried enough force that the building groaned distressfully. More of the structure sounded like it was collapsing above. Things weren’t looking good for Scott, assuming she was still safe.

Her situation looked even more dire when Rhodes and Mann opened the door. Dust billowed out like a fog, making Rhodes cough and Mann sneeze. When the dust settled, it was clear that they would not be going into the stairwell more than a meter.

The stairs were partially collapsed above. Blocks of ‘crete, festooned with rebar, clogged the landings. Some other explosion had pushed the outer wall inward, revealing a darkened sky.

“Scott!” Mann had leaned into the space as much as the debris would allow, shouting the private’s name several times, pausing when an artillery round exploded, overpowering her voice. After several more shouts of Scott’s name, Mann turned to Rhodes. “There’s no way anyone could have survived being in this stairwell.”

“We don’t know if Scott was on the stairs,” said Rhodes.

“Well, if she was anywhere but down here, I don’t like her odds.”

“I know.” Rhodes tapped his comm, looking for the connect icon to appear on his heads up display. It remained invisible, much like Scott’s physical presence.

“What do we do now?”

Rhodes was wondering the same thing.

“We’ll go up the other stairwell and check each floor. Maybe we’ll find a way through. Maybe we’ll see Scott.”

He left out of his comment the possible state they could find Scott in. A state Rhodes didn’t want to consider, even if it was looking likely. Keeping the negative thoughts to himself, he made his way back to the stairwell they’d used initially and later to retrieve the Tailolos. 

Rhodes was about to enter the stairwell, his hand already on the door handle, when the artillery walked shells over their building once more. The walls shuddered with the pounding of the nearby buildings and several hits to what remained overhead. Rhodes heard things crashing and creaking overhead. Something banged against the door, and he jerked his hand back.

“We’re running out of options,” Rhodes said. “Much as I don’t like it, we’ll have to sit tight until command can reason with the Kaimmu and get them to stop long enough to get us out.”

“I liked Scott,” Mann said. “That’s why I teased her.”

“That’s why we all teased her.” Rhodes put a hand on Mann’s shoulder. “I know it’s a long shot, but there’s still a chance she could be alive.”

“How?”

Rhodes laughed, though it was short and pain-tinged. “Like us, she’s a Hospitaller.”

Mann smiled a thin, doubtful smile.

“That’s a fair point,” she said.

More artillery rumbled overhead, once more moving across the city like an angry thunderstorm. Rhodes gave Mann a clap on the shoulder before turning and making his way back to the storeroom.

Inside the room, the others looked up as they entered.

“Everything okay?” Hamilton asked. His expression was bleak, as if he feared the worst.

“We can hope,” said Rhodes, joining everyone who was now sitting on boxes or using them as backrests. All except Mr. Tailolo, who had an old folding chair draped with stored blankets and padded with winter coats. “For now, it looks like we’re trapped down here. Both stairwells are blocked. Scott’s as smart as any of us. There’s a very good chance she found shelter somewhere.”

“You’re missing one of your people?” asked Beza Fali.

“Yes. But for now, let’s focus on making sure everyone here is safe.”

“Mr. Tailolo says we are.”

Rhodes turned to see Elonie Fali, the older of the two girls, standing, nodding her head as she continued.

“He said there are reinforced girders that will hold up the building even if it falls.”

Rhodes looked around, confused.

“‘Gearders’?”

“Girders,” said Mr. Tailolo. “It’s an old law from the Radial War times. All new buildings had to be built to provide protection for its residents. Even private homes have sub-basements designed to protect the families.”

“But not the floor above us?” Mann asked. “Because it sounds like everything else has collapsed onto it.”

“Really?” Mr. Tailolo asked, picking up his book and fingering the gap left by his bookmark. “Never mind, then.”

Rhodes wondered if Mr. Tailolo’s final words were cause for worry or just the confidence of a local. As the ground vibrated from artillery explosions, Rhodes hoped it was the latter.

“You ask.”

“No! You said you’d ask.”

The conversation, or argument, continued in a whisper that wasn’t as quiet as the Fali children hoped. They paused and looked with startled eyes at Rhodes, the other Hospitallers, their mom, and the Tailolo’s, who were now looking in their direction. Even Mr. Tailolo had closed his book over his thumb as he paid attention to the children.

“What’s going on?” Beza Fali asked.

“Lewis said he’d ask,” said Elonie as she elbowed her brother.

“It’s your question,” Lewis said, giving his sister a little shove in return.

“Well, someone ask the question,” said their mother. Then, “Elonie? Was it a question you wanted to ask?”

“Yes, Mummy,” the girl said, now suddenly shy-voiced.

“Do you want to ask it?”

Elonie looked at each of the Hospitallers. Rhodes saw them all smile encouragingly at Elonie. Finally, she took quick, mincing steps to her mother’s side and whispered into her ear with a cupped hand as a barrier.

“That’s it?”

Elonie nodded and then positioned herself so that her mother partially shielded her.

Mrs. Fali shook her head and then looked at Rhodes.

“Apparently, before you left to get the Tailolos, one of your people said something about a Founders’ Day? Now they are curious about what it is. They aren’t usually this shy.”

Mann laughed and then covered her mouth.

“Sorry,” she said, “but it reminds me of someone who was always so loud in the dorm barracks and on the game fields, but lost the ability to speak whenever there were visitors to the orphanage.”

“Oh, Mann,” said Hamilton. “That’s so cute.”

“Watch it, pal.” Mann delivered the words with a glare, but the story was obvious to everyone.

“That was you,” said Lewis.

“Yes.” Mann drew the word out, accompanied by a slow head nod. “Now, do you want to know what Founders’ Day is?”

“Yes, please,” said Lewis. Elonie nodded eagerly but remained behind her mother. The youngest, Holly, had crawled into her brother’s lap.

Mann sat on the ground, cross-legged, so that she could see all three of the children.

“Founders’ Day,” began Mann, “is when we celebrate the seven people who established the Hospitaller organization. They built orphanages across the second radial arm of the galaxy, helping thousands of children orphaned by the war.”

“Oh,” said Elonie, who was not standing next to her mom and not hiding behind her shoulder.

“Yeah,” agreed Mann. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. Rhodes noticed that everyone but little Holly was paying attention to Mann, who was continuing. “And it was that way for tens of years. But then the children grew up and many of them wanted to help other children, other people who suffered like they had, like their families had. So, the Hospitallers became a service organization. They brought food, medicine, housing, clothes, and all the things people needed to recover from war or a natural catastrophe.”

Mann paused, taking a sip of water from the hydration pouch that was part of the utility suspenders holding all her gear.

“And that was fine for more than a hundred years,” she added after wiping at the corner of her mouth with her thumb. “But too often, people the Hospitallers were helping were killed by invading armies, who couldn’t respect the lives of civilians. That’s when we learned to fight, to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves.”

By this point, Elonie was sitting on the floor, her knee touching Mann’s. Her brother had also scooted forward, but stopped as Holly began to fuss.

“To honor all that the seven founders did,” said Mann, “and to honor all the people who served as Hospitallers, we celebrate Founders’ Day.”

“Every year?” asked Lewis.

“Every year,” said Mann.

“So,” began Elonie, pausing to collect her thoughts. “How do you celebrate?”

“Fireworks!” shouted Lewis startling the Tailolos and his mother.

“No,” said Mann, laughing. “We keep it simple. Cake, always. Presents sometimes.”

“And you’re going to miss celebrating your Founders’ Day because you’re trapped here with us?” Elonie asked.

“We don’t have to be anywhere special to celebrate Founders’ Day,” said Hamilton.

“Well,” began Mann, “wherever we are when we celebrate is special. So right here is a special place to celebrate Founders’ Day.”

“Too bad you don’t have cake,” said Lewis. This time, he was the startled one when all the adults burst into laughter.

The laughter was like a relief valve. All the pressure from the stress and worry the Hospitallers had been feeling, along with Beza Fali’s concern for her family, and even Mrs. Tailolo’s concerns for the safety of her and her husband was released in that moment of laughter. The children laughed after a moment, though Rhodes was certain they didn’t know why they or the adults were laughing.

Finally, after wiping the tears from her cheeks, Mann leaned toward Lewis.

“We may not have cake, but we have cookies.” She held out a hand and Hamilton set the plate of cookies from the Tailolo’s home on it. Mann moved the plate closer to Holly. “Traditionally, it’s the youngest person present who gets the first slice of Founders’ Day cake. In this case, Holly can have the first cookie. Okay, Holly?”

Holly reached out, her hand hovering over the plate as she looked toward her mom. When Mrs. Fali nodded, Holly snatched a cookie, pulling it to her chest to guard it with both hands before taking a small nibble of it.

Mann then held the plate for Elonie and then Lewis. She paused after Lewis selected his cookie, turning to look at Rhodes over her shoulder. He knew what she was thinking. Private Scott would be the next person to select a cookie if she were here.

“I believe you’re next, Mann.”

“I know.” Mann took one cookie and then passed the plate to Hamilton who carried it to Rhodes, then Beza Fali, and on to the Tailolo’s. When everyone had a cookie, Mann held hers up. “Happy Founders’ Day.”

“Happy Founders’ Day!” shouted Lewis and Elonie, drowning out the Hospitallers’ subdued response.

“Hope you saved me one.”

Hamilton nearly dropped the plate, quickly steadying it with both hands as he turned toward the door.

“Scott?” asked Mann, even though it was Pvt Scott leaning against the door frame.

Scott looked worse for the wear in Rhodes’ opinion. Her helmet was missing. There were several large tears in her uniform, some minor scratches on her face, and blood dripping from her right hand.

“Present and accounted for,” Scott replied. She stepped forward but then seemed to lose her balance and quickly leaned her shoulder against the wall, grimacing with contact. “I’ll just stay right here for now.”

“Cormick?”

“On it, Corporal Rhodes,” the medtech said. She grabbed up her med kit and stepped over to assist Scott to the ground.

Rhodes joined them as Cormick began examining Scott’s right hand, working her way up past the wrist.

“Have to say, Scott, we thought we’d lost you. What happened?”

“You mean besides all the artillery?”

Rhodes laughed despite the seriousness of the situation. Cormick had cut away some of Scott’s sleeve to better assess the damage.

“There’s a lot of it.”

“No truer words,” Scott said. “After talking to you through the rubble, I went to the stairwell, only to have the level below me destroyed before I could pass. ‘No problem,’ I told myself. ‘I can just go up to the roof, cross over, and take the other stairwell down.’”

“The roof was probably a mess,” Rhodes said. He was listening to Scott while watching Cormick work on Scott’s arm. He flinched as he saw the wound.

“Bad?” asked Scott. “I know it hurt pretty bad when I landed.”

“Compound fracture,” Cormick muttered and then started digging through the medkit.

“Landed, Scott? Did you fall?”

“Yes and no,” Scott said. She looked at her arm and just as quickly looked away. Rhodes didn’t blame her. He’d seen some ugly wounds in his time as a Hospitaller, but that never made seeing the next one any easier.
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