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      “I’m awake.”

      “Of course, Jam. You were merely resting your eyes while the Terrific Trio addressed the fleets,” Benji said.

      “Are they done? I was… groggily reviewing my reassignment orders in tertiary HUD number…” Too late, I realized there was only one active, and it was showing the dog and pony show. Admiral Boal Markson IV, Admiral Kane Decker, and Admiral Travis Sylvan sat facing the cameras and gave long speeches about nothing much. I wasn’t sure who had dubbed them the Terrific Trio, but it fit.

      I didn’t resent parking my mechanized combat rig in parade formation for these fleet-wide videos. Not at all. Why would I? Command wanted to force everyone to pay attention and had apparently forgotten that my HUD avatar was a digital construct. Not every one of my peers was napping behind their pixelated alter egos. Some were doing other stuff. Their rigs, their business. I really didn’t want to know.

      “Closing statements have begun,” Benji said. “How do you feel about their exhortations that we should all train hard and wait for the word?”

      “Waiting for the word is every soldier’s dream,” I said. Brain fog slid away, and I remembered the moment I mentally said f-off—right when Co-Admiral Sylvan started talking about operational security like we’d never heard of the concept.

      Command was keeping us in the dark, which sucked worse than usual because most of the Capian First and Second Expeditionary Fleets were assembled in the middle of literally nowhere. Maybe the ship geeks liked floating around in the dark, but I hated it passionately. Give me a crumbling city any day of the week.

      “Would you like a highlight reel with annotations?” Benji asked. “There could be a test later.”

      “I’d rather have ice cream.” The only redeeming thing about staying on the C-FEF Continuance—which was docked with the C-FEF Domination—was the massive cold dessert distribution module they had in every mess. Few worked, but they would. Eventually. I hoped.

      “I have a video to show you before Lieutenant Elda gives the order to dismount,” Benji said.  

      “Put it on the HUD, maximum view quality. I demand to be entertained,” I said and chuckled at memories of Bameron Kold and the salvagers cutting up after the RSAS mission. It was too bad they’d been hustled back to Yorp a day later. Elda had pulled some strings to ensure they were rewarded for their heroism and sacrifice, but I would believe in the generosity of the C-FEF when I saw it.

      Images of the ruined city appeared on Benji’s central HUD. With all the others off, the resolution appeared higher—the focus and depth sharper. My mood soured at the sight of a C-FEF infantry platoon working toward a crater. Dust fell lazily from the sky, dimming the harsh light of the Vaux sun.

      The men and women moved well, quickly securing the high ground around the rim. No buildings stood nearby. Whatever happened had blown them backward or destroyed them entirely.

      “Medic,” said one of the forward noncoms. “Send the medic.”

      The camera view hurried forward, and I realized which team member was streaming the images. Benji provided the unit and the soldier’s name. My attention was on what he saw.

      Two troopers and the sergeant who had called for the medic stood near a dazed member of Special Operations. He had no weapons or armor, only a standard-issue MCR jumpsuit. Dried blood covered one side of his face, and he was obviously half-deaf.

      “How the hell did he get here,” the medic complained as he negotiated the steep slope. “And what could cause this and leave him standing?”

      “Maybe he wandered into the crater afterward,” the sergeant said via comms. “Do I look like an all-knowing star god? Just get down here and keep him alive. Intel spooks can ask those questions when he’s in better shape.”

      Out of breath now, the medic paused before assessing the elite commando. It was strange to watch the survivor’s reaction. He was three things: calm, curious, and cautious. The combination unnerved me because it wasn’t hard to imagine him shaking off his concussion and killing his rescuers. There was a look in his eyes I didn’t like.

      “What was the last thing you remember, soldier?” the medic asked after other, more basic questions.

      The Special Operations commando narrowed his eyes, then winced as though in pain. “Can’t say.” His words were soft, his voice rough.

      “I get it,” the medic said. “I don’t need mission-specific details. Just help me understand how you got here. Tell me about your injuries.”

      The SO man shook his head slowly. “Got in a fight. Lost badly. Found my way to Yorp by the shortest route imaginable. Some salvagers told me to hide here while they led the ROV6 void suckers away.”

      “I heard they’re scrappy,” the medic said while the sergeant and the soldiers groaned at the weak pun. Salvers were scrappers, after all.

      Static crackled, ending the video.

      “Where did you find that?” I asked. “Does this mean Nebul used the portal generator before getting overrun by Alarans?”

      “Unknown,” Benji said. “There are very bad odds that Lieutenant Nebul or those with him survived. My analytic ability struggles to understand how he could have obeyed the order to sacrifice himself. He is not a machine or an AI. We were built for such use, but humans are not.”

      “That dude had to be from Car’s team. Look at the patch on his shoulder. He’s dazed. Confused. Probably wondering how he got assigned to Car’s unit.” I replayed the video, but all it did was make me weirdly homesick for Yorp. That place was a hellhole. Why would seeing a blasted crater and smoking buildings feel nostalgic?

      MCR life had really screwed me up, for sure.

      “What else do you have for me?” The rest of T2 was out of their rigs to perform inspections and maintenance. Murray, silent and damaged after the RSAS mission, remained a taskmaster. He kept his people busy.

      “There have been no transmissions of any kind,” Benji said.

      “Fleet comms blackouts do that.”

      “I lost contact with the Citadel well before the restrictions. There was a significant time delay, but the updates from the Vaux system were consistent. That ended after I received this video. The AI collective may have been attacked.”

      “The Citadel would be hard to destroy underground, even by orbital bombardment.”

      “Correct. And there are protocols to move our digital vaults and our servers. A shutdown like this should be temporary.”

      “Are you worried?”

      “I am an artificial construct, Jam, totally fearless.” He played a laugh reel, though we both knew he was telling the God’s honest truth. What bothered me was the way the recorded voices glitched.

      “Are you all right?” A hollow space seemed to grow in the center of my body.

      “Apologies, Jam. I am processing the impossible. What if the Citadel was destroyed? Years of bombardments have failed. Dozens of search-and-destroy commando teams have been evaded or misled. But the arrival of one of Car’s MCR operators introduces several unknowns, and I must consider the possibility that some outlier has traveled from the Alaran reality splitter assembly ship to Yorp by unknown means and for unknown reasons.”

      “Don’t borrow trouble,” I said, but was unable to finish the thought. Reassuring an AI was as hard as it was dangerous.

      “One moment.”

      I waited patiently and considered dismounting. The rest of T2 was off to the cafeteria for ice cream.

      “One moment.”

      “Benji?”

      “Apologies, Jam. Crunching this much data by myself is affecting my processing speed. Are you worried we haven’t received new orders since the RSAS event? Other than reassignment to T4 when they arrive, we are directionless.”

      “Stand by to stand by,” I said. “Business as usual. But now I am worried. We’ll probably get sent to the nastiest Alaran world to fight an impossible battle.”

      “Don’t be concerned. And if such an assignment was given, we would adapt and overcome as always,” the rig AI said. “All of this is speculation. At the end of this run cycle, I will pause the analysis.”

      “Good call. I need to get you cleaned up and head for the mess before all the good stuff is gone.”
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        * * *

      

      Noise flooded from the mess deck. I cursed under my breath and pretended this crowded venue only meant the ice cream and other good stuff would be refreshed more often. The C-FEF had long ago learned the importance of good food. People complained about it because the ability to bitch and moan was a core personality feature of most soldiers, but at the end of the day, we ate like freaking kings.

      Once you’d scraped dog food from a can or plopped purification tablets into water you scooped out of a pothole, eating in a cafeteria seemed like dining at a five-star restaurant. What was more relaxing than drinking coffee from the same cup you’d shaved out of or rolling cigars from the ruined detritus of other cigars? The answer was simple, and it involved unlimited refills at the CDDM.

      Irrationally warm feelings rose up. A brief image of Elijah, Raquel, Chen, Malik, Sheila, and Sarge floated before me. They were everything to me—then, now, and forever.

       I headed for the line as tension slipped away. So many people were laughing. Energetic conversations added to the pleasant cacophony.

      “Jam!” Star shouted from near the back of the room. “Bring your tray over here when you’re done loading it up with healthy food. We’ve been talking about you behind your back.”

      I cupped my hands together to shout. “Are you drunk?”

      “Are you?”

      I shook my head and waited in line. Since I was here, it seemed only right to grab some entrées. A pair of naval ratings had the back of the cold dessert distribution module open… repairing it. Again. With luck, they’d finish by the time I arrived.

      “You can’t take three plates,” said a tank driver behind me in line.

      “Not true.” I held up one finger for emphasis and carefully arranged fork, spoon, and a knife to brace the three plates on the rectangular slab of polymer. “Anything you can fit on the tray is fair game. It can’t be a spill risk.”

      “Nice,” the man grunted. “You sure you’re not an engineer?”

      I shrugged. “My stomach inspires me to feats of greatness.”

      Before long, I had more food than I could eat comfortably and was on my way to the back of the room to join T2. The CDDM, aka the ice cream machine, wasn’t fixed yet anyway. Sigh. The life of an MCR operator was hard.

      Sergeant Murray was sitting across from Lieutenant Elda. That was all kinds of weird. Officers rarely shared meals with their troops, not on the mess deck. Things were different in the field. By tradition, a gathering like this meant an official meeting. Titanium II was somehow wound tight and festive at the same time. Crazy bastards.

      What caused me to pause was the sergeant's look. Turning into a cyborg hadn’t softened his gruff manner.

      Olman stood, stepped toward another table, and stole a chair, leaving a young naval rating speechless and embarrassed. “Thanks for the chair. Jam needs it.”

      “Oh, yes. Of course.”

      “Olman,” I warned.

      “Fine.” The oversized MCR operator returned the chair and even held it while the young naval rating sat and blushed.

      “You’re a good man, big guy,” I said as I stole Olman’s spot.

      “Very funny, Jam. I’ll be at the ice cream machine not getting you anything,” he said. “That first squirt after they recharge it is heavenly.”

      Star and Kai laughed. Elda smiled. Murray stared at his food like he wanted to kill something.

      “What’s the word?” I asked and started eating chicken and waffles. Health food, just like star had recommended. “Any news from Yorp?”

      “None,” Elda said. “That could be because of the comms blackout.”

      “If you can’t get news, no one can,” Star said, then leaned toward Kai as though sharing a secret. “She’s got connections. Knows everything.”

      Kai nodded along. “You don’t say?”

      “On my word as the best MCR operator in the C-FEF.”

      Their banter further improved my mood.

      Elda and Murray focused on me. I felt their attention keenly. When the others left to join Olman, Elda dropped the bomb.

      “We have orders not to discuss the comms blackout.”

      I nodded.

      “What are your sources telling you, if you had any?” she asked.

      This wasn’t the best place to explain the video Benji had shown me, but no place on a ship was genuinely private. Even the rig bay where Murray and I had spied on Elda was risky. We’d been the eavesdroppers in that case. I decided timing was more important than perfect security.

      “The last I heard from Yorp, someone had rescued a member of Car’s team minus the man’s rig,” I said.

      Elda went pale, and Murray clenched his cybernetic fist hard enough to pop something in its gears.

      “He was injured. Confused. I’ll let you know if there is more news, but the video stopped abruptly,” I said, hoping they wouldn’t ask me to say more. Clarity wasn’t a realistic goal. Repeating myself would only increase the risk of someone overhearing me.

      Murray rallied first. He shifted in his chair, swept his eyes over the room, then rapped his regular knuckles on the table. “I’m sure that is just the blackout. Fleet security teams block incoming and outgoing transmissions. That’s their job.”

      “We have a lot of training to do,” Elda said. “This will be an excellent chance to refine our teamwork. Be ready to get after it, Jam.”

      “I’ll be back in T4 soon.”

      She smiled. “Do you think your old boss will let us walk all over her and her team during the exercises?”

      I laughed, then groaned. “It’s been nice knowing you all in T2. Stomper will work me and the new guys to death.”
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      The T4 rigs arrived as freight. They were powered down and boxed up like truly inanimate objects. Three massive forklifts teamed up to move each unit onto a conveying platform more often used for moving small ships and large containers. Two of the machines lifted while one steered the pallets. When everything was set, a man without a rig or a forklift slapped a huge orange button to start the platform moving.

      I watched, but was more interested in the operators themselves. They were taking their time, probably to annoy me.

      Sergeant Amy Stomper appeared with Sergeant Sheila Davis. That was new but not unexpected. In theory, an MCR platoon could be all sergeants, though there were certain universal laws that prevented the same from being true for lieutenants and higher. No one wanted to see what a shit show a unit comprised of officers would be. I mean, come on, MCR operators weren’t pilots.

      Stomper and Sheila came down the ramp with two tall corporals in their wake. I’d read their files. Benji had hooked me up the moment my orders to rejoin T4 arrived. One man was Corporal Dave Horizon. The other was Corporal Mike Dancer.

      The jokes with these two would be easy despite the recurring problem of rank.

      “Great. I’ll be the low man on the totem pole. Again,” I said.

      “Do you know what that term references?” Benji asked in my ear. I retained comms with my rig whenever possible. He promised the ship either didn’t notice our link or didn’t care. My rig AI’s casual disregard for the powerful ship AI and all the attached security systems worried me, but what could I do?

      “Not a clue, Benji. Something magical, right?”

      “Why do I stream educational videos to the cockpit if you don’t pay attention?”

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      Laugh reel three played, the one that faded to nothing halfway through the initial response and ended with a short, sad melody.

      “I pay attention to what’s important.” I crossed my arms as T4 met with the landing bay supervisor and presented their orders and digital travel documents. Safely back twenty meters, I had time to review supposedly secret personnel files.

      Dave Horizon was an orphan from Klaxer, a city half the size of Yorp and on another continent. He’d grown up on the streets, probably made up his last name, and done well once he found his way into the C-FEF military. He’d been disciplined for fighting on a monthly or even weekly basis from the length of the list. Someone thought he was worth keeping around despite his off-duty contentiousness.

      Like the other new guy, he was nearly six-five by planetary measurements or just shy of two meters. Salvagers liked measuring by feet and inches, and I suspected Horizon had grown up a lot like my friend BK had. Star would love messing with Corporal Dave Horizon. She liked giving the pretty boys grief—and this guy qualified with his tanned skin, sandy hair, and confident eyes.

      Mike Dancer was just as tall and about the same age but looked older. His salt-and-pepper hair was heavy on the salt and stingy on the pepper. Cool gray eyes scrutinized me from across the distance.

      “He doesn’t look like he dances,” I muttered to Benji. “Or smiles. What’s with the brooding smolder?”

      “Arriving at a new assignment is serious business, Jam. Not everyone can stroll into a new job cracking jokes and showing their ass,” my rig AI said.

      “I resent that caricature.” My conversation was cut short as Stomper finished with the bay supervisor and headed my way.

      “James Anthony Malone,” she said, shaking my hand. “Good to see you.”

      “Boss. You’re looking Stompy.”

      Sheila laughed. Horizon and Dancer remained stoic, not knowing how to react. They weren’t rookies to the MCR service; they were just new to me. Stomper would have them in line; of that, there was zero doubt. I’d see for myself soon enough.

      She smiled warmly, and I savored the moment.

      “You broke the T2 curse, it seems,” she said. “Except for allowing your sergeant’s arm to get ripped off. Let’s not do that.”

      “No problem. I almost never let my boss get nearly killed or severely maimed.”

      She laughed, and the new guys cracked tentative smiles.

      I gave them a nod and asked a question. “Any news from the outside?”

      Horizon shrugged. “Not really. The blackout was in effect before we left our last assignment. We hoped to learn more now that we’re part of this super-secret task force.”

      “Other systems have been attacked by Alaran forces,” Stomper said. “Probing actions, most likely, but not a good sign of things to come. Our days fighting on one planet are probably over.”

      “Great. Let me tell you, fighting on their turf is no walk in the pool.”

      Sheila, Horizon, and Dancer laughed at that.

      “We’re going to talk about it,” Stomper said. “And we’ll train for anything and everything you have learned about them.”

      “I’ll introduce you to Tank. He’s got the best handle on how they fight since he’s Alaran.”

      T4 stared at me with a mixture of horror and surprise.

      “Jam, are you telling us you have a cyborg roomie?” Sheila joked when she recovered. “Weird.”

      “He has his own quarters—and is guarded at all times,” I clarified.

      My new wristband vibrated, as did those of the rest of T4. We looked at the message until Stomper spoke.

      “I’m instructed to report to Captain Chelsea after the general briefing.” She lowered her arm and faced us. “T4, meet Jam. Jam, meet T4. Let’s go. This one is in person, so it’s the real thing.”

      “He’s old school T4. Back when we had to eat rats and sleep on the ground,” Sheila said as we strode from the landing bay. The newly minted sergeant looked like a child next to Horizon and Dancer, though she wasn’t as short as I remembered.

      The main passageway was full of activity. Most of the soldiers and crew we encountered were heading to their regular assignments, but plenty were destined for the same briefing room we were. Going with the flow of foot traffic eliminated the need for me to lead.

      Stomper ran her hand through her short, regulation haircut. Even now, when she did that, it seemed like she expected something longer. I’d always wondered what she looked like before she enlisted, not that it was any of my business.

      Perception was a strange thing. I’d always thought of Sheila as slightly shorter than Stomper, more petite, but she was neither. They were pretty average in terms of stature. My time with the smallish Star and gigantic Olman had heightened my awareness of appearances. It seemed like my old friends were from another lifetime. They didn’t catch me cataloging every detail of our reunion because I was careful. They were probably doing the same thing—wondering how I’d let myself go. Ship life made MCR operators soft.

      T4 was hard as a sharpened axe blade—fresh from the crucible.

      Sheila and the new guys laughed at inside jokes I almost understood. There would be an adjustment phase, but I already knew it wasn’t the same MCR platoon as before. Chen and Malik were gone. The current line-up had been fighting in Yorp while I had been off on super-secret missions to stop the Alaran threat. Stomper and Sheila looked and sounded familiar, but the dynamic with these new characters was novel.

      The briefing hall was nearly full when we arrived. This was a big one. Paused images of videos that would soon be played dominated one wall. What it lacked in admirals and remote links, it made up for in seasoned officers. My friends and I weren’t the only legends in the room.

      General Susan Alexa Maxfield, or General SAM as she was referred to behind her back, studied each group that entered the room but did not require salutes or other formalities. People were still gathering, and she wasn’t the type to slow things down.

      Captain Chelsea, the man Stomper would report to afterward, and several other officers would aid the general in the presentation. Admiral Markson was present but kept to one side and quietly exited after speaking to the general.

      The moment came, and we rose only to be ordered back to our seats. One of the junior officers explained the purpose and scope of what would be covered. The standardized normality was comforting, even to someone like me. I pretended to slouch and not give a bucket of greasy ball bearings, but I was paying attention this time, and so was Benji via my tactical nonprescription glasses and earbuds. No one questioned how often I used both. When they did, it was easy to pretend I’d forgotten I was wearing them.

      Nameless fleet officer number two covered how we were now part of a new task force that included elements from the C-FEF, C-SEF, the Guran Rex III battle group, and the Jitak. The last group mentioned was still gathering and was only a token force. Nameless fleet officer number one reclaimed the podium to review the rules of the communications blackout, and I wanted to throw something at him.

      We all knew this stuff. The only thing anyone in the room cared about was when it would be over so we could learn what the black void was happening.

      “The presenters haven’t been told our location, as you might assume,” Benji said in my ear.

      I scratched my nose to cover my mouth as I spoke quietly. “You know that how?”

      “Thousands of reviews of inter-taskforce work orders, plus a review of body language. You must admit, Jam, I am getting good at this.”

      I grunted.

      “It is safe to assume only the Terrific Trio, their generals, and closest advisors know everything.”

      “Situation same, outcome up to us,” I said.

      Stomper looked at me for a long moment, then returned her attention to the briefing.

      Admiral Sylvan stepped to the podium, gripped it with both hands, and stared across the room full of elite soldiers, fleet crew, and pilots. “Thank you for your laser-focused attention to the administrative details.”

      Polite chuckles rippled through the crowd.

      “The Taskforce to Resist Alaran Expansion, TRAE, will grow significantly over the next few weeks. Our Jitak allies are arriving in increasing numbers despite their efforts to fight our enemies in multiple star systems. We can expect Alaran rebel assistance as well,” he began.

      “Tray?” I asked, and I noticed everyone in T4 mouthing the words incredulously. Other units were responding similarly.

      “Yes, Jam,” Stomper said. “We’re part of the Tray. Our asses are in the tray. Is the tray half empty or half full? Feel free to invent variations, but keep them to yourself for now. And remember it is spelled TRAE.”

      “I’ll tray.”

      She lowered her chin and iced me with her hardest gaze—but I knew she was just doing her job.

      “No one consults me on these acronyms,” Sheila said.

      Elsewhere, other teams were muttering their own jokes. One voice in particular was loud enough to cause Sylvan to pause.

      Corporal Melissa Star went silent but didn’t look away from the man’s gaze. Maybe it was the diagonal scar across her petite, heart-shaped face that saved her, but the briefing continued without anyone getting called out. That would probably fall to Lieutenant Elda afterward.

      When the moment had passed, Star gave me a wink, and I shook my head.

      “T2 has some characters in it,” Horizon said.

      “Go easy on them,” Sheila said quietly. “Jam broke the T2 curse. We don’t want it to come back since we’re going to work together.”

      Stomper shut us up. Elda quieted her team. Similar scenes repeated through the briefing hall as Sylvan and the other two parts of the Terrific Trio contributed. The information was slightly less vague than what we’d been given last week.

      I suspected that when they started making assignments and providing details, we would all need to watch our asses.
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        * * *

      

      “You look disappointed,” Stomper said as we faced T2 across the training deck.

      “Aren’t you?” I asked.

      She hit me with one of her low-information pauses, the kind where she gave nothing away, and it was dangerous to assume her feelings. “Listen, Jam. There is nothing I’d rather do than watch my little brother’s back. But it gets to be a pain in the ass.”

      “Like when he disappears and gets into more secret squirrel bullshit than we do, and we all nearly die trying to rescue him?”

      “Exactly.” She crossed her arms, and I knew she was sizing up Elda and Murray—watching them talk to Star, Olman, and Kai. “How was it having a lieutenant?”

      “She was out of pocket most of the time. Murray ran the show. He’s a hard ass about the basic stuff, but not terrible. Listens to his people but makes the decisions. Tough as MCR gears.”

      “Looks like it,” Stomper said, and it seemed her eyes were taking in every detail of the man’s cybernetic arm. It was impossible to know for sure what she was focusing on or thinking, but my guesses about my platoon leader were usually on the money.

      “Why do you ask?”

      She faced me. “We’re getting one.”

      “One what, a lieutenant? That would make Horizon or Dancer an overfill,” I said.

      “Maybe you’re the overfill.”

      “Yeah, right. That checks out. I’m pretty useless. No secret connections to the AI world or portal generators only a few people can use.”

      She smiled. Then faced the entrance to the training deck. “Speak of the devil.”

      Benji displayed his name in the private HUD of my tactical glasses. Lieutenant Richard Banister was a thin, studious man with vision-correcting versions of the spectacles I wore. His uniform looked fresh out of the box because it was. Banister had earned high marks in all his training but had only been on three missions to the surface of Vaux VI, one of them to Yorp. None had involved combat, though there had been a danger of ROV6 attacks.

      “Are you reading his file?” Stomper asked.

      Why hide what Benji and I could do? There was no one I trusted more than my sergeant. “Yeah. Getting the highlights.”

      “I read the entire thing last night. A friend of mine in personnel hooked me up.”

      “Want me to test him?” I asked. The man would reach us in less than a minute.

      “How would you do that, exactly?”

      “The usual. Act like a screw-up. Force him to address my bad attitude.”

      She clenched her jaw, then relaxed enough to speak. “Don’t.”

      We saluted the new lieutenant for Titanium IV as he came to a stop in front of us.

      Banister returned it. “I’m looking forward to working with each of you. We’ll spend most of our time training with the new equipment and tactics our missions will require going forward.”

      “Yes, sir,” Stomper said. Her voice sounded normal, not at all like she had been our acting team leader forever and dreaded the change. “We’re eager to get started.”

      “We have a few minutes,” he said. “Tell me about yourselves. Let’s get to know each other.”

      “Jam’s an idiot,” Sheila said. “Dancer can’t dance. Horizon is from the wrong part of Klaxer and not in a fun way.”

      Banister didn’t respond. Stomper glared center gun bolts at her.

      “She’s not wrong, sir. At least in regards to my intellect. Gotta know your limitations, isn’t that what they say?” I knew how to cover for my friends by drawing fire. “Fortunately, T4 has a tradition of working together. We rise to the occasion.”

      He did that ‘narrow your eyes to prove you’re listening thing’ and nodded along. “Very good. I have reviewed each of your files and suspect none of you are idiots. Feel free to engage in banter when it’s just us.”

      “Yes, sir,” everyone, including Sheila, said.

      The mood wasn’t jovial.

      Across the deck, it was a different story. Corporal Isher was getting to know the members of Titanium II. Elda stood back and appeared perfectly professional while Star, Olman, and Kai slugged Isher in the shoulder and cracked jokes. Welcoming a new corporal had a different set of rules than what we were dealing with.

      Murray stood like the leader of an Alaran kill squad, which seemed to be his new normal. The man would not let things get out of control, and his team would scramble to follow any order he gave, with or without levity, depending on the situation.

      The tough sergeant’s artificial arm had been crafted from a black alloy with a dull finish. I’d only seen it once. When we’d met, he and the rest of T2 had rolled their sleeves over their elbows like some of the infantry units did. Now, every one of them buttoned them at the wrists in solidarity with their sergeant’s insecurities.

      Banister outlined our schedule for the next three days from memory and cracked a few safe jokes. We chuckled in all the right places but didn’t overdo it. I wasn’t sure if I liked how he pulled every detail from his head. Sure, it was impressive, but would he refuse to use a checklist when necessary? I had Benji to keep me on the straight and narrow, or at least pointed in the right direction. The last thing we needed was a leader fresh from Officer Training doing things from memory because he was too proud to check his HUD.

      I was probably jumping to conclusions. There was nothing inherently wrong with the guy. He was just kind of here. We didn’t need him, and he probably knew it.

      His arrival brought Titanium IV to six operators: Lieutenant Banister, Sergeants Stomper and Davis, Corporals Horizon and Dancer, and me.

      Titanium II was now Lieutenant Elda, Sergeant Murray, and Corporals Olman, Star, Kai, and Isher.

      Maybe it was too soon to tell, but I thought a T2 and T4 joint operation would be tight—a bunch of heartbreakers and legend makers.

      “What’s on your mind, Jam?” Stomper asked me when we’d been released.

      “Can we get one person on the team with less rank than me?” I asked. “Please.”

      “Maybe we need a unit mascot, like a dog or something.”

      “Hamster,” I shot back. “T4 definitely needs a hamster. But I have a serious question.”

      “Walk with me,” she said, though that was what we were already doing.

      I spoke fluent Stomper, an array of communicative tools that included but were not limited to words, hard gazes, obscure references to books and media, and meaningful silences. We fell into an easy stroll and were soon just two more badasses casually enjoying their limited off-duty time.

      “Elda’s admiral friend called me in for a performance review.”

      Her indirect language didn’t bother me. We weren’t in danger of being overheard, but this was a good habit, given our history in the C-FEF.

      “The doctor was there.”

      “How’s he doing?” I asked. Lysa had disappeared more thoroughly than the salvagers after the RSAS mission. The man was on the ship. Benji told me that much.

      Stomper tilted her head. “The guy looks stressed. And he probably should be. According to my source, our next mission isn’t entirely set. Options are being considered. Priorities evaluated. The RSAS mission had a statistically significant effect on the progression of the Alaran threat.”

      “That doesn’t wow me.”

      She chuckled. “Me neither.”

      We passed a group of mechanics heading in the other direction and resumed our conversation once they reached a safe distance.

      “There are two other toys like the one you have,” she said. “They’re being tested. My brother is part of the trials, so say a prayer for him if you’re into that. He got promoted to sergeant.” Her posture changed, facing me more directly. “Wolf passed me an interesting message. You and me can talk more openly about certain stuff without causing a problem.”

      I processed what she was alluding to. Benji had risked his existence to save my life by taking me to the underground center of an AI collective called the Citadel. They scared the hell out of me but proved time and time again that they serve humanity.  

      “That’s good. Did you learn anything about Valini and Ubiel?”

      “Yes. They should be joining us, depending on how the mission planning goes. Command wants to get this one right and refuses to rush to failure. There are also some egos involved.”

      I groaned.

      She stopped me with a raised hand. “Their bullshit is within acceptable ranges. Trust me, I’ll tell you when they have wandered off the star map. Elda and I had a long talk about the admiral and how his mind works.”

      “Why did he choose you two?”

      Her manner cooled considerably. “Because we get the job done. Our loyalty is to the good of the Capian Alliance of Terran Systems, not our careers. He vetted us very thoroughly.” She stopped, forcing me to do the same, and burned her gaze into mine. “It is not because we are women.”

      I held up both hands in surrender. “The thought never crossed my mind.”

      She did not relax. “Elda thinks he chose us because he has a reputation with the ladies, and no one will question our frequent visits.”

      “Oh, balls.” I laughed way too hard. “Sorry. It’s just that the idea⁠—”

      She clenched her fists and started walking. “You’re about to get punched in the face.”

      “Sadly, it wouldn’t be the first time,” I said while catching up. “For the record, I’m in tears because we both know you’re too much woman for the admiral. He’d get knocked the hell out.”

      She gave me a strange look. “I’m not saying we haven’t. But it’s no one’s business either way. You need a girlfriend. Someone to keep you from taking so many risks.”

      “I’d probably take more, just to escape the endless nagging.”

      “There are still Alaran kill teams after Doctor Lysa,” she said. “He’s safe on the Domination but already chafing at travel restrictions. The man has contacts at several ports. He also wants to consult with the scientific community on multiple colonies. So far, Boal denied his requests.”

      I listened and suspected that if Lysa did go anywhere, an unlucky MCR operator or two would be assigned to protect him.

      “Major Car and his Special Operations team could be in Alaran custody—with a portal generator. That’s not good.”

      “Did Wolf send you a video?”

      We reached one of the main intersections with a faux civilian food court and shopping center and found a place at an empty table far from other loiterers.

      “Would it be in reference to what I just told you?”

      “I’ll have Benji talk to Wolf, then send it to you.”

      “Okay. Great. Give me the highlights.”

      The gravity management system fluctuated for a full second, causing a hollow feeling in my guts. Or maybe it was the bad news I was about to receive that twisted my insides.

      “An infantry unit rescued a very confused member of a Special Operations team.”

      “Wolf says he can’t contact the Citadel even when we’re at a transmission relay point.”

      I had nothing to say, so I looked at my feet and wished I had a cigar. Or whiskey. Or answers.
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      I visited the T2 berthing after my talk with Stomper but only found Murray cleaning his arm in the common room—a glorified rectangle between the bunks with a much-abused table of scarred polymer. The light green material had names, symbols, and cartoons carved into the portions not worn smooth from use.

      He looked up from the dark metal of his exposed arm and froze. It wasn’t a deer-in-the-spotlight expression but a hostile challenge.

      “Nice arm. Where do I get one?” I joked.

      He grunted and went back to work. “They’ll issue you something after I tear yours off and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine.”

      I took a seat. “You all right?”

      The look he gave me was vulnerable, but only for a moment.

      “It’s all fun and games until someone loses a limb, right?” I asked.

      He went back to adjusting the gears in his wrist. “The arm is useful.” He paused without looking at me. “I wonder why more of us aren’t like the Alarans. The C-FEF makes good cybernetics. We’ve been fighting on Vaux VI for ages. Where are all the augmented soldiers?”

      I said nothing because he knew the answer better than I did. This was his struggle, and he’d been thinking about it night and day, doing research, asking questions, finding other men and women with the same doubts and fears he was experiencing.

      He closed the panel between his wrist and elbow, then gave me the barest shadow of a smile. “I like you better when you’re not jabbering all the time. Keep it up, or down, rather.”

      “Sure thing, Sarge. How’s the new addition to your team?”

      “Isher? The man defines average. Fortunately, the MCR service maintains high standards, so he’s solid by default. Elda let it slip that he scored high on the aptitude for engineering tests. She probably brought him on to help me with questions.” He lifted his cybernetic arm.

      I shrugged. “Never hurts to ask for help.”

      “Remember that, Jam.”

      “Oh, so now it’s all about me.”

      He laughed and reminded me of the man I’d teamed up with to help Elda through her psychic trauma. “How is the LT doing with her meds?”

      “Better. She has a dedicated team managing some of the side effects. I get the feeling you know more about what causes her attacks than I ever will, which is bullshit but whatever. Captain Brock is the driving force behind the change, I think.”

      “They have some of the same issues.”

      “How do you know that?” he asked.

      “I talked to him when no one was around. He’s interesting.”

      “I bet he is. Now get out of here. When sleep calls, I answer. Insomnia is the real killer around here.”

      “Sweet dreams,” I said and made a hasty retreat.

      Sheila, Star, and Olman emerged from the T4 berthing when I made it back with plans for my own nap. The sight of these troublemakers woke me up immediately. Sleepy thoughts evaporated like hope for reliable electricity in Yorp.

      “Wow, it’s the other Terrific Trio. Why am I scared?”

      Star sidled closer and jabbed me in the shoulder. “Oh, Jam. We won’t let anything bad happen to you. Do you have any allergies? Irrational fears? How is your sense of smell?”

      I sniffed her. “Hmm.”

      Sheila and Olman chuckled as they continued into the passageway, watching my exchange with Star as they moved. I’d been in the service long enough to know they would be giving us hell if we spent five seconds longer than usual around each other.

      “Come on, Melissa,” Sheila said. “Let’s go. Jam needs his beauty sleep. I mean, he really needs it.”

      They all laughed, causing me to watch their suspicious association through squinted eyes. Backing into the T4 berthing, I watched the trio and counted them looking back four times. Something was up, and I was definitely the brunt of their practical joke.

      A careful search revealed no other conspirators. Nothing fell on me when I slid aside the door to the wash area.

      “If you’re in here, I’m heavily armed and ready to fight,” I said, absolutely positive Kai and the new T2 guy, Isher, were about to spring out with cans of shaving cream or something. I took a fighting stance and braced for whatever came next. “I know Pop Karate!”

      Nothing happened. I began a cautious search of our quarters.

      The last place I checked was my bunk, and that was where I found a piglet. It looked up when I pulled back the covers. I stared downward, unsure of what to do. My knowledge of animals was limited. I'd seen plenty of wildlife in Yorp. Most creatures had headed the other way at the sound of my rig’s stomping feet. Who could blame them?

      Star had asked me about my sense of smell. That made me suspicious all over again. I searched the sheets for excrement and was ready for severe retaliation in the practical joke department if I found anything gross. Surprisingly, the tiny creature didn't emit much odor and was super clean. Then, to my heart’s dismay, it made a weird little snorting sound, and I knew this thing had to live forever, or I'd be sad.

      Snort, snort, snort. The cute little monster waddled toward me, its back doing more work than the front. I wasn't sure if that was a natural inefficiency or if it was excited to see me. I laughed in a new and satisfying way.
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