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1.

The drop ship fell through the atmosphere at a rate that should have liquefied every brain on board if not for the dampeners in place to prevent just that from happening. Sixty men and women, ten to an infantry squad, sat strapped to the walls of the drop ship, most with their eyes shut tight and jaws clenched, all ready to get to the dirty work of clearing out their drop zone.

“Two minutes to touch down.”

No one flinched even though the announcement was almost ear shatteringly loud in the comms. A little ringing in the ears was the least of the infantry’s worries. 

Hrouska was a newly discovered planet, one that showed all signs of being able to support long-term human habitation, but no one had explored it beyond a few square kilometers. Any dangers the planet held would be found out by the men and women that were currently falling at terminal velocity to the planet’s surface.

“One minute to touch down. BFI!”

BFI, or brace for impact, were always the last words heard before the drop ship hit dirt. Sometimes they were the last words heard for infantry squads. Landing in the unknown was not for the faint of heart or weak of spirit. Survival was a concept, not a guarantee. 

The drop ship slammed into the planet’s surface and the men and women were up on their feet the second their straps released, the hatch of the ship began to open, and the rear ramp dropped. Coordination was still a theory at that point, so half the bodies ended up colliding with each other before the owners found stability, explosive-round carbines clutched tightly in gloved hands, and raced to the rear of the ship.

“Even squads cover the three! Odds cover the nine! Clear then proceed forward after a five count! Set the circle and protect the DZ!”

“Hooyah!” the squads replied in unison.

Squads moved like well-oiled machines, swerving in and out of each other, taking up defensive positions along the perimeter of the drop ship, carbines trained on the almost pitch black jungle that surrounded the landing zone. After a count of five, half the squads moved forward, pushing into the outer edges of the jungle until they were a good six meters in.

In unison, half of those squads took knees, eyes on the darkness, while the other half kept moving, delving deeper into the alien landscape.

“Talk to me squad leaders!”

“No hostiles on the eight!”

“No hostiles on the two!”

“No hostiles on the six!”

“No hostiles on the–!”

“No hostiles on–!”

“Jesus Christ! What the hell are those?”

The darkness was broken by the muzzle fire of thirty carbines. Strange trees that stood fifteen meters high with willowy branches and strands of hairy moss hanging off came into view in brief, strobe-like glimpses as explosive round after explosive round was fired at whatever the squads had encountered.

“Report, squad leaders! What are you seeing out there?”

“I can’t see shit, LT!”

“No goddamn clue! I’ve lost half my squad and I don’t know how!”

“LT! Call in orbital support!”

“Orbital support is last resort only!”

“What the hell do you think–?”

“Talk to me, squad leaders!”

“We are!”

“Jesus shitting on a stump! What are those things?”

Screams began to overtake the sound of carbine fire. Men and women crying out for help, screeching in agony, terror filling every warble and waver in their voices.

“Fire in the hole!”

Two trees set at the drop ship’s five o’clock position were engulfed in flames as incendiary grenades went off one after the other. The night brightened and the soldiers that hadn’t moved from their positions by the drop ship all gasped in unison.

There were things in the jungle. Alien things that none could quite describe. All they knew were the things moved fast. Real fast.

“Requesting a full retreat, LT!”

“Hold your position, squad leaders! We do not give up just because we are engaged!”

“LT! I can’t see my–!”

“Jesus Christ, LT! I just watched squads eight, three, and one get ripped apart!”

“This ain’t good, LT! We can’t hold this position!”

“LT? Come in, LT!”

“You will hold the goddamn position! This DZ has been designated as vital to our mission! Do not retreat!”

“Shit!”

“Fire in the hole!”

“Fire in the hole!”

“Fire in the–!”

Five more trees blazed, flames racing up their trunks and across the willowy limbs. The fire quickly spread out across the canopy and the entire area was illuminated in oranges and reds. So much red.

***
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LIEUTENANT HENRY NEP sat in the cockpit of the drop ship, his eyes flitting from vid screen to vid screen, as he struggled to keep from throwing up. It was far from his first mission. Hell, it was far from his twentieth mission. But, never, not once, had things gone south so fast. He’d dropped into the shit plenty of times, but never once did it get over his head so much that he was going to drown in it.

“What the hell are they fighting?” Nep snarled. “I can’t see a damn thing out there!”

“Not a clue, LT,” the pilot replied, her hands firmly gripped on the flight stick and throttle. “But you say the word and we are out of here.”

“You heard what I said,” Nep responded. “Brass wants this DZ cleared and held. We will clear it and we will hold it.”

“LT...” the co-pilot said. “I don’t know what the men and women are fighting out there, but I do know that whatever they are, they’re winning. Our people are getting slaughtered.”

Three of the twelve vid screens went dark while another was splattered with so much blood that it may as well have.

“Sweet Lord...” Nep whispered. His hand hesitated over the comms, pulled back, then hurried forward and depressed the link to the ship orbiting a thousand plus kilometers above the planet. “Command? This is Nep requesting authorization for immediate evac. We are getting ripped to shreds down here.”

The drop ship shuddered. Hard. Two more vid screens went dark.

“Command? Come in!”

“Shit, LT, comms are out,” the co-pilot said. “Something must have damaged the relay.”

“Then get out there and fix it, goddammit!” Nep shouted.

“You go out there and fix it!” the co-pilot replied.

“Order the evac and let me get us out of here,” the pilot said. “Call an audible, LT. No comms means it’s your play.”

“The brass wants the DZ held,” Nep said more to himself than to pilot or co-pilot.

Both were used to how Nep worked, so they gave him five seconds to figure it out before they sprang into action.

“I’m securing the personnel area,” the co-pilot said as he jumped up out of his seat and yanked open the hatch that separated the drop ship’s two compartments.

“Bringing engines back online,” the pilot said.

“All squads return to the DS now!” Nep shouted into the comms. “This is a full retreat! Get your asses into the personnel hold immediately! We are taking off in thirty seconds!”

“Faster if I can,” the pilot muttered.

The drop ship shuddered again and the co-pilot came racing back into the cockpit, slamming the hatch closed with all his might. He spun the hatch door wheel until it locked in place then mashed his palm against a red button off to the side. The seams around the hatch smoked and sparked as an auto weld began to seal the hatch closed.

“Oh, shit,” the pilot said.

“Is the ramp still down?” Nep asked.

“It’s down,” the co-pilot cried as he fell into his seat and strapped in. “Get us out of here.”

“We have to wait for the squads!” Nep yelled. “We are not leaving them behind!”

“You want to live or die, LT?” the co-pilot roared. “Because those are your choices! The squads are lost, LT!”

Nep turned back to the remaining vid screens and stared at the horror outside the drop ship. Only three screens were active and they showed men and women firing at random, incendiary grenades, concussion grenades, and the newly developed plasma grenades going off left and right. Body parts flew through the air, there was nothing but pure panicked chaos. Then one by one, the vid screens died and the local comms cut off, plunging the cockpit into silence.

Almost silence.

A heavy thudding accompanied each shuddering impact of the drop ship. Then a loud clang echoed from the hatch, causing Nep to jump and pull his sidearm.

“Put that away,” the pilot said as she slowly pushed the throttle forward and pulled back on the flight stick. “You’ll kill us with a ricochet. I’m getting us out of here.”

The hatch bowed inward as something massive slammed into it.

“Faster!” the co-pilot cried, his eyes locked onto the warped metal of the hatch. “Oh, sweet Jesus, go faster!”

Nep locked his eyes on the hatch as it continued to bow in its welded frame. He lifted the pistol and took aim.

“Faster, faster, faster, faster,” the co-pilot muttered over and over as the nose of the drop ship began to angle upward while the pilot pushed the throttle harder.

“Try the emergency comms,” the pilot said to Nep. “We have to connect with command.”

Nep didn’t move. He was frozen in place as one after another, dents began forming in the hatch.

“LT!” the pilot yelled.

“Yeah,” Nep said. He holstered his pistol and popped a panel open in the comms system. He yanked out an ancient-looking handset and depressed the button. “Command? This is Nep! We have lost the squads! I repeat! We have lost the squads! The DZ was under attack the second we touched down!”

“Don’t you dare tell them about–” the co-pilot started.

“Unknown hostile is aboard the DS! We have it locked out, but we will need assistance upon landing!” Nep continued.

“Goddammit, LT!” the co-pilot screeched. “You asshole! You just killed us!”

Nep’s eyes widened as he realized what he’d done. Unknown hostile on board the DS. No way command would allow the orbiting ship to be compromised.

“Maybe it didn’t go through,” Nep said. “Maybe they can’t hear us.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” the pilot said, her eyes forward, watching as the dark clouds of the upper atmosphere began to thin then clear away. “Let’s pray that’s what happened.”

***
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THE TWO MISSILES IMPACTED with the drop ship as soon as it broke through the cloud cover. The vehicle was vaporized instantly, leaving nothing but metallic particulates in its wake.

***
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COLONEL LAS MEERA SHOOK her head as she watched the drop ship’s signature go red then clear from the scanner screen.

“How many is that?” she asked.

“All of them, Colonel,” a tech replied. “All four drop ships have been lost. We didn’t secure a single drop zone.”

“Shit,” Meera said. “You have definite confirmation?”

“We don’t even have transponder signals,” a second tech said. “Two had to be cleansed from the air before they could contaminate the Dorso; the rest are just gone, Colonel.”

“Gone,” Meera said. “Gone. How can we lose four drop ships and twenty-four infantry squads within thirty minutes? What in God’s name is down there?”

“Whatever they are, they don’t want us setting foot on their planet,” Chief Science Officer Kev Cheepa said as he walked onto the bridge of the command ship Dorso. “You gonna listen to me now, Colonel?”

“I listened to you before, Kev,” Meera said. “But we all have our orders.”

“Except those orders cost those men and women down there their lives,” Cheepa responded. “I said we needed to do more scans before sending boots on the ground.”

“Yeah, you are so damned smart,” Meera snarled. “Sit your ass down at your station, Cheepa, and shut up.”

“Aye aye,” Cheepa said.

“What’s our turnaround?” Meera asked one of the techs.

“Colonel?” the tech replied.

“Ship to station,” Meera said. “What is the turnaround on the comms to Station Beta Eight?”

“Two weeks, Colonel,” the tech said. “The wormhole is all the way across the system and not the most stable portal. It’ll take a week for the message to reach the relay before it can be sent via trans-space.”

“Shit,” Meera snapped and slammed her fist against the console in front of her. “No way to get it there faster?”

“Speed is what speed is,” the tech said. “Two weeks is the best we can do.”

“Fine,” Meera said. “Open a channel to Station Beta Eight. We’re gonna need backup.”

“Backup?” Cheepa laughed. “Have you lost your mind, Colonel? We don’t need backup, we need to leave. We get back to SBE, show them the data, and regroup from there. This planet is lost to us. We’re one command ship. The Dorso is not equipped to handle whatever is–”

“That’s quite enough, Cheepa!” Meera shouted. “We are not leaving orbit! Whatever killed our people down there is down there! Down! There! Not up here in orbit! I will send a message to SBE and await further instructions! Are we understood?”

“Loud and, sir,” Cheepa replied instantly. “Loud and...”

“Good,” Meera said and closed her eyes. She shook her head. “How much data can you send?”

“Data, sir?” the tech asked.

“What little vid we were able to gather,” Meera said. “Can you send that with the message?”

“I can, sir, but it’ll reach SBE about five days after your message.”

“Do it. I’ll let them know in my message that it is incoming. Is the channel open?”

“Channel is open, sir,” the tech said. “Ready to record on your mark.”

“Record,” Meera said and cleared her throat. “Station Beta Eight, this is Colonel Las Meera of the Orbital Command Ship Dorso...”

2.

“After exploring thirteen exoplanets all within Goldilocks parameters, we have yet to encounter a xeno species more sentient than a house cat, General,” Ambassador Beryl Torn said, a wicked smile on her face. “Why should the United Exploratory Coalition continue to fund what seems to me, an excessive amount of firepower to put down some overgrown vermin?”

“Have you ever pissed off a house cat?”

“You know what I am saying, General.”

General Malique Jennings leaned back against the railing of the catwalk that hung above the main repair hangar where everything from drop ship landing gear to orbital command ship engines to half-assembled battle mechs were all in various states of repair and disrepair. The space was massive, and the noise from below was nearly deafening, but the members of the special tour General Jennings was leading all had protective earpieces which allowed them to communicate with each other while avoiding permanent hearing damage.

Still, the shrieking of metal saws and shrill whines of hydraulic drills was hard to keep out, and Jennings had to suppress a grin as Torn flinched from the sound of a tungsten saw blade shearing in half as it lost its battle against a stubborn coupling that had frozen solid on a battle mech’s leg.

“Did you have your inoculations before taking this trip to the outer reaches, Ambassador?” Jennings asked.

“I fail to see how my personal medical information is relevant, General,” Torn said, her nose ticking up a centimeter into the air in indignation. “Unless you are merely trying to avoid answering my question by picking a fight with me on a personal level. Let me warn you that–”

Jennings held up a hand and shook his head.

“No, Ambassador,” Jennings said. “The last thing I want to do is pick a fight with someone known for her crushing debate skills.”

The rest of the tour group chuckled and even the ambassador had to smile at the compliment.

“Let me answer my own question,” Jennings said. “As the commanding officer of Station Beta Eight, I have access to the files of every single person that steps foot through the airlocks. That includes you, Ambassador. Now, I haven’t looked at yours, or anyone else’s here, but I can say with certainty that you have had your inoculations or you would never have been cleared for travel this far out.”

“You are amusing, General, but you are also trying my patience,” Torn said.

“My apologies,” Jennings said. “What I am getting at is that you had those inoculations in order to minimize the threat of succumbing to any diseases that your body is not used to. I like to think of my Mech Expeditionary Units as the military equivalent of those inoculations.”

“You are reaching with that metaphor, General,” Torn said.

“Could be. You are probably right,” Jennings said and laughed. He pushed away from the railing and stood straight, his eyes narrow and intense as he stared down at the much shorter ambassador. “How safe would you feel if I took a couple steps towards you?” Jennings took two steps closer. “And coughed?”

He coughed and Torn took two involuntary steps back.

“Now, imagine that cough was the first aggressively sentient xeno race humankind encounters,” Jennings continued. “You’ve had your inoculations, so that cough shouldn’t worry you. Just like I have my MEUs, so when we do encounter that aggressively sentient xeno race, I won’t be worried. And, Ambassador, if I’m not worried, then you aren’t worried. My job here is to take the worry out of exploring the stars and finding us all some new homes we can settle while poor Earth quickly collapses under one environmental catastrophe after another.”

“Point taken, General,” Torn said. “Now, let me make mine. When you cough, you should cover your mouth. I oversee the UEC’s expansion budget, which includes all military provisions. Think of me as the crook of the arm that covers the cough of your expenditures.”

“And this is why I won’t ever try to win a debate against you, Ambassador,” Jennings said, chuckling. “Your mastery of my own metaphor is proof of that.”

Jennings looked at the rest of the dignitaries and elites that accompanied Torn on her trip to the outer reaches. Sycophants and toadies of the current political culture every one of them as far as he was concerned. Torn was the only true threat.

“How about we break for lunch?” Jennings asked. “We can discuss the latest discoveries while I show...”

Jennings trailed off as a chime rang in his earpiece. It was a channel the tour could not hear and a tone that told him he was going to be skipping that lunch.

“If you’ll excuse me for a minute,” Jennings said. 

He nodded at a corporal that had been standing unobtrusively out of the way. The corporal hurried to take the tour from the general.

“Is everything alright, General?” Torn asked.

“Of course,” Jennings replied. “Corporal Stern will show you to the mess level and make sure to answer as many questions as he can. Corporal?”

“If you will follow me please, ladies and gentlemen,” Corporal Stern said and waved his arm towards the hatch at the end of the catwalk.

Jennings watched them leave then answered the chime. “Jennings. Go.”

“General, we’ve received a message from the Dorso. It’s not good.”

“Explain not good, Major,” Jennings replied.

“I’d rather not do that over comms, sir,” Major Tappa Nomo said.

Jennings’ eyes strayed to the hatch that was just closing as the tour left the catwalk.

“I’ll be right there, Major,” Jennings said. “What precautions have you taken?”

“Command deck is locked down and only need to know personnel are present, sir,” Nomo said.

“Jesus Christ,” Jennings swore and pinched the bridge of his nose. “That bad?”

“That bad, sir.”

“On my way.”

***
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“Station Beta Eight, this is Colonel Las Meera of the Orbital Command Ship Dorso. You will be receiving this message two weeks after I have sent it. As of this moment, we have lost all drop ships to an unknown threat on the planet Hrouska. We were forced to take cleansing measures, something I am not proud of. At this moment, we are still analyzing all data, but my Chief Science Officer believes we are dealing with an aggressive sentient race. One that has the capability to defeat our best infantry squads within minutes of landing.”

“Did she say she was forced to take cleansing measures?” Torn asked. “As in killing our own?”

“What the bloody hell?” Jennings shouted as he held up a hand for the transmission to be stopped while he whirled around to face the ambassador. “Torn, you overstep your authority. The command deck has been closed to need to know personnel only. I have to ask you to leave immediately.”

“Now it is you that has overstepped his authority,” Torn said as she walked further into the command deck and presented her wrist. “If you will scan me, please, General, you will see that as of the moment I stepped on board this station, I became the highest-ranking civilian here.”

“Good for you,” Jennings snapped. “But the highest-ranking civilian is still under my command.”

“A quick scan, General?”

Jennings sighed and took the ambassador by the forearm and waved her wrist over a sensor set into the side of his console. There was a quiet beep and a light flashed green then the ambassador’s information appeared on a vid screen.

“Son of a bitch,” Jennings muttered as he stared at the words “Full Access Granted.” 

“I believe you have a message to listen to?” Torn said, taking her arm back from the general’s firm grip. “Please proceed.”

The command crew stared at Jennings, their eyes locked onto his face, waiting. He finally nodded and the comms officer continued playing the message.

“Currently, we are maintaining orbit until we hear further. We have two remaining drop ships, but only four squads of infantry left on the Dorso. Despite my soldiers’ insistence that they be allowed to go down and hunt for survivors, I am keeping them aboard ship. There is zero evidence that they will not face the same fate as the squads already lost.”

“I am sorry to interrupt,” Torn said.

“Then don’t!” Jennings snapped.

“But did she say the message was sent two weeks ago?” Torn continued, walking to the comms console. “If that’s the case, then there is either a glitch in the system or this message was delayed.”

“I was going to inform the general of that as soon as he finished listening to the message,” Major Nomo said.

“Shouldn’t he have been informed first?” Torn asked.

“If my XO thinks I should listen to the full message first, then he has a very good reason, Ambassador,” Jennings said. “If you continue to interrupt, then I will remove you from the command deck, authorization to be here or not. Kindly sit down and shut up.”

All eyes went to the ambassador and she nodded then found a seat against the wall.

“We have completed six full scans of the planet and do not detect any signs of survivors. Worse yet, we do not detect any signs of civilization or proof that there is a sentient race on the surface. My Chief Science Officer believes the creatures, whatever they may be, are subterranean. However, I am not convinced. The attacks on our drop ships came too fast and were too coordinated for the creatures to have been waiting underground. They were ready for us. I do not know how. But they were ready for us.”

A loud squeal of static filled the command deck.

“Confirm! ... But, how? ... Yes, immediately! ... Evasive maneuvers! Evasive–!”

Another loud squeal then a neutral voice stated, “End of transmission.”

“That’s all we have, sir,” Nomo said. “It took six weeks for it to arrive, not two, as you can see. I’ve already had the message traced, and it appears it was stuck in a data loop within the wormhole portal comms relay for three weeks.”

“It should only take two weeks for it to reach us,” Jennings said. “How do you account for the lost week?”

“I don’t, sir,” Nomo said. “There is no accounting for the lag other than equipment malfunction on the Dorso or the ship was on the planet’s opposite side and the message was bounced around the system for a week before reaching the wormhole relay.”

“May I ask a question now, General?” Torn asked.

“No,” Jennings said. “Nomo? Talk to me.”

“We can have an MEU there within a week if the ship burns the engines hard and they come through that wormhole hot,” Nomo said.

“General? I believe my question is relevant to the issue at hand,” Torn said.

“Not now, Ambassador!” Jennings shouted. “Nomo, if they burn hard and come in hot, they risk a hull breach upon exit.”

“Yes, they do, sir,” Nomo said.

“We have one MEU Command Ship that can handle that,” Jennings said.

“Yes, we do, sir,” Nomo said.

“Are they close enough to rotation to risk the trip? I do not want burnouts being sent into an unknown like this,” Jennings said.

“They are two rotations out, sir,” Nomo said. “Not ideal, but it is the Jethro. If any MEU can handle the stress, they are the ones.”

“I know, but still...” Jennings rubbed his forehead.

“General?” Torn said. “I am going to insist you listen to my question.”

“Break the news to Colonel Parveet, Major,” Jennings said, ignoring the ambassador. “She’s going to be pissed, but you know that’s only a front. That woman loves this sort of thing.”

“That she does, sir,” Nomo said and smiled. “That she does.”

“I’m just going to ask the damn question then!” Torn snapped. “Listen or don’t! Can anyone tell me what those voices are saying in the static?”

All heads turned to regard the ambassador then turned to regard the general.

“Voices?” Jennings asked then snapped his fingers.

The comms officer isolated the static bursts and played them.

They were faint, and the words were almost impossible to make out, but there was no mistaking the fact that within the static bursts there were voices. Panicked, terrified voices.

“That’s the Dorso, sir,” Nomo said. “What are they saying?”

“Too hard to isolate,” the comms officer replied. “I’ll clean it up as much as I can.”

“Did she say they were landing?” Jennings asked.

No one could answer.

“Good catch, Ambassador,” Jennings said after a few seconds of fruitless listening. “My apologies.”

“I appreciate the apology, General,” Torn said. “Now, if I can be so bold, may I request a private audience with you? Perhaps we can adjourn to my cabin for lunch while we discuss your decision to send a MEU Command Ship against an unknown threat?”

“Ambassador, with all due respect–”

“That wasn’t really a request, General,” Torn said. “I will expect you in my cabin within the half hour. Thank you.”

The ambassador left the command deck. All eyes made a point of not looking at General Jennings that time. Major Nomo cleared his throat.

“Speak,” Jennings said.

“Sir, she holds the purse strings to everything outside the Sol System,” Nomo said. “As you know, my family is well connected and...”

“I said speak, Nomo,” Jennings growled.

“Her family is more connected than mine, sir,” Nomo continued. “Much more. Whether you want to or not, you will have to listen to what she has to say.”

Jennings sighed and rubbed his forehead vigorously before moving towards the command deck doors. He left without saying a word.

3.

Jennings nearly sprayed water across the small table set with food delicacies he hadn’t seen since leaving Earth to command Station Beta Eight a dozen years earlier. Nearly sprayed. Water was precious enough; he didn’t need to waste it and also taint the dishes set out before him.

So he choked and coughed, kept his mouth shut, then finally managed to swallow the sip he’d taken just as Torn said, “I plan on accompanying this MEU to Hrouska.”

Taking a couple deep breaths through his nose, just to make sure he was good, Jennings smiled and cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry, Ambassador, but did you say you are requesting that I allow you to accompany the Jethro to a planet where an aggressive sentient race may have wiped out a first wave expeditionary force?” Jennings shook his head. “Because, there is no way I could have heard that. There is also no way I can authorize that to happen.”

“General, we have established that your authorization is not needed when it comes to my actions,” Torn said. “I am cleared to carve my own path in this complex situation.”

“And how is it complex?” Jennings asked. He took a quick, cautious sip, set the water glass down then looked at the savory dishes in front of him. “I am sending an MEU to ascertain the fate of the Dorso. As with all MEUs, I will leave the decision to attempt a planetary landing with the officer in charge. In this case, that would be Colonel Jala Parveet. Having you in her way could inhibit her decision-making abilities. When a commander’s decision-making abilities are inhibited in a complex situation, as you say, like this one, then good people die. Wave your wrist at any scanner you want, but there is no way I will allow you to step foot on the Jethro.”

“Your disapproval will be noted for the record, General,” Torn said. “But it stops nothing. While my colleagues are here on a simple tour which will help them inform their decisions regarding their specific realms of influence at the United Exploratory Coalition, I however, am here to decide whether continued exploration, and expansion into systems, is even necessary.”

“Necessary?” Jennings asked, plucking a pickled something from a plate and popping it into his mouth. He grimaced, but chewed and swallowed. “Ambassador, of the planets we have found that are possible candidates for the human race’s expansion, only two can be considered viable. And of those two, only one has the water resources needed for colonization. Exploration is vital if we are going to survive as a species past the next century. Need I remind you that–”

“No, General, you do not need to remind me of anything,” Torn interrupted. “Earth will be unsustainable by the middle of next century. We have approximately four decades to find an alternative planet or our species will die out. Not to mention the few other species that are left on Earth. We have already lost 99% of the plant and animal life that existed at the beginning of this century.”

Jennings eyed the ambassador for a few seconds then pushed back from the table and crossed his arms.

“You want to keep exploring,” Jennings stated.

“Yes,” Torn said. “I want to keep exploring.”

“But the UEC doesn’t.”

“But the UEC doesn’t.”

“Jesus,” Jennings said. “They’ve already made up their minds, haven’t they?”

“Precisely,” Torn said.

“How many people have you pissed off in making your little trip happen?” Jennings asked.

“None,” Torn said and smiled. “Let’s say my presence here is not widely known among the UEC. My colleagues will report when they return, but by that time your MEU, with me accompanying it, will have surveyed Hrouska’s viability thoroughly.”

Jennings returned Torn’s smile.

“You’re sneaky,” Jennings said.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Torn replied, smiling wider.

“You will do everything and anything that Colonel Parveet tells you to,” Jennings stated. “Non-negotiable.”

“From what I’ve heard, Colonel Parveet is your best officer,” Torn said. “I’d be suicidal if I didn’t listen to her.”

“I don’t know a lot about you, Ambassador, but my XO says your family has wealth that puts you in a very different strata from an old soldier like me,” Jennings said. “Being an old soldier, I know how to take orders. But you being from your background, I believe orders are more concepts to you than hard realities. You will learn some hard realities on this mission. Some of those could be quite painful. And I mean that literally.”

“I will not interfere with any aspect of the mission,” Torn said. “On one condition.”

“You see, we already have a problem,” Jennings said. “A civilian cannot set conditions on a mission like this.”

“It is a condition I think you can agree to,” Torn said.

“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” Jennings said and shrugged. “Doesn’t matter because once the Jethro leaves Station Beta Eight, it’s up to Parveet what conditions are set. She is not a woman that will hesitate to jettison your privileged ass out an airlock if it means saving one single life from her crew. You sure you want to play in that kind of sandbox?”

“You are all over the place with your metaphors, aren’t you?” Torn chuckled. “May I state my condition?”

Jennings nodded.

“I will hold zero authority on the Jethro–”

“That’s already been established.”

“–but I will insist that I am privy to any and all intel. All Colonel Parveet will need to do is keep me informed. That’s it. The mission is hers, but the data is mine. Do you think she’ll agree to that?”

“No,” Jennings said. He smiled so wide that it looked painful as he leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “This is what I am trying to tell you, Ambassador. On the Jethro, Parveet is God. And she is not a merciful god. Not in the slightest.”

Torn slid her chair back and stood up.

“Then perhaps you should introduce me to her,” Torn said. “Where would she be now?”

Jennings watched Torn for a moment then shrugged and activated the comms.

“Nomo?”

“Yes, sir?” Nomo replied.

“Where is Colonel Parveet located currently?”

“Let me see, sir... Ah... Well, sir...”

“Have you broken the news to her that the Jethro is going out?”

“I have, sir.”

“Was she as angry as we expected?”

“More so, sir.”

“So she would be in the cages?”

“She would be in the cages, sir.”

“Thank you, Nomo. I’ll call you if I need you further.”

“Sir?”

“Yes, Nomo?”

“They’re all down there, sir. All of them. They’ve taken it over, sir.”

“Good. I believe this is exactly what the ambassador needs to see.”

“The ambassador, sir? General, please do not–”

Jennings killed the comms.

“What are the cages?” Torn asked.

Jennings smiled and smiled and smiled.

***
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TWO OF TORN’S SENSES were assaulted as soon as the lift doors opened onto the level of Station Beta Eight that housed the cages: the intense smell of sweat, blood, and piss, and the roaring noise of voices screaming for more sweat, blood, and piss. The sensory assault almost took her down.

“Where have you brought me?” Torn gasped as Jennings placed a careful hand in the small of her back to keep her from tumbling over.

“Reality,” Jennings said and shrugged. “Sort of.”

The ambassador tried to turn around and head back into the lift, but Jennings firmly, yet respectfully, moved his hand from her back and took her by the arm, steering her around the side of the massive room that took up an entire deck of the station.

“You want to go on the Jethro? Then you are going to have to not only see this, but accept it,” Jennings said. “You don’t get a choice anymore. Unless you want to go back to your cabin, wait out the three days remaining on the tour, then go home to your cushy world of diplomacy and debate. Is that what you’d rather do, Ambassador? It’s a decision you’ll need to make now.”

Torn didn’t respond, but she also didn’t try to pull away from Jennings, letting him guide her to a long bar set against the wall. Two soldiers saw the ambassador and general walking towards them and hopped up off their bar stools. They saluted Jennings then disappeared into the roaring crowd that was busy watching the violence that filled four of the cages.

The cages.

They lined the walls of the deck as well as filling three long rows that stretched from end to end. Almost every inch of floor space not occupied by cages was occupied by crew members. Crew members that were screaming and cheering, booing and hissing, holding up hands to get the attention of several overworked bookmakers and holding up hands to get the attention of several even more overworked waitresses.

It made Station Vegas Six look like a Sunday church carnival on valium.

“Beer and whiskey,” Jennings said to the bartender as he sat down on one of the vacated stools and offered the other to the ambassador. “What’ll you have?”

“I thought one of those drinks was mine,” Torn said.

“Nah. You need the whiskey to numb your mouth to the taste of the beer and you need the beer to mask the taste of blood and piss that eventually gets in your mouth if you stay more than five minutes down here,” Jennings said.

“Yes, I can see that,” Torn said, wrinkling her nose. She smiled at the bartender. “Beer and whiskey.”

The bartender started to move off and she grabbed his arm.

“Make it a double.”

“Double whiskey? Or double beers?” the bartender asked.

“Yes,” Torn said.

Jennings laughed then spun about to face the chaos.

The drinks were set on the bar and Torn took her shots of whiskey then picked up a beer, sniffed it and frowned. Jennings looked over at her and smiled.

“Told ya,” he said as he downed his shot of whiskey then began sipping his beer as his attention returned to the violence that filled the deck.

“What am I looking at here?” Torn asked. “Are they actually fighting? How can you sanction this?”

“I don’t sanction it,” Jennings said. “That would be completely against every single regulation in the book.”

“Then why isn’t this being shut down?” Torn asked.

“You see any books?” Jennings asked and chuckled. “Listen, Ambassador, things work differently in the outer reaches. Regulations are good for maintaining order, but they are shit for maintaining life. And that is all we deal with. Life. Or the ending of it.”

“Explain it to me then,” Torn said.

“Okay, sure,” Jennings said and swept his hand out to indicate the entirety of the deck and the scene. “The cages. This deck is on every damn expeditionary station. Wall-to-wall cages meant for the keeping and studying of xeno creatures. There are more problems in that plan than I can begin to explain in my lifetime.”

“Most living creatures do not like to be caged,” Torn said and sipped her beer, coughed hard, then sipped again. “It tastes like... I don’t know what it tastes like.”

“You don’t want to know what it’s made from,” Jennings said and continued. “First problem was cages like this are too utilitarian for study. Short-term containment, sure, but not any kind of meaningful study.”

“Which is why we have Gamma stations,” Torn said.

“Precisely,” Jennings said. “And we figured out early that it’s easier just to ship the creatures to a Gamma instead of housing them here. They die here. Pure and simple. That metaphor can be used for the crew, as well.”

“How so?” Torn asked, sipping again with a slightly less aggravated cough.

“The stations are just giant cages,” Jennings said and held up a hand. “You could argue that the ships are cages as well, but you’d be wrong. Ships are vehicles. They have a destination. If you are on a ship, then you have a defined purpose and that is to get from Point A to Point B. You don’t have that purpose on a station. On a station you are static. You have your duties, you have eating, you have sleeping, you repeat. No different than a creature in a cage.”

“And this violence helps? How can that be?” Torn asked.

“It helps some,” Jennings said. “Not all come down here. In fact, less than one percent of SBE’s crew even thinks about it. The MEUs on the other hand...”

He waited until Torn got the point and began to look around. After a minute of observation, her eyes went wide.

“These are all the same crew?” she asked. “From the Jethro?”

“Tonight, yes,” Jennings said. “This space was probably seventy-five percent MEU to begin with. Once I gave the order to send out the Jethro, though, the others, even from the different MEUs, vacated. They knew better than to stick around.”

“Why?” Torn asked.

“Jethro is its own entity,” Jennings said. “The top predator amongst top predators. The pecking order was established a long time ago.”

“They fight each other?” Torn asked.

“There is a specific personality type that joins a Mech Expeditionary Unit. That type is highly intelligent, highly motivated, highly independent, and highly aggressive. Highly aggressive. They must have an outlet for that aggression at all times or they will tear a station to pieces within weeks.” Jennings shrugged. “Same with a MEU command ship. Get it out on station before any beefs or aggressions can build up on the mission. And Jethro is the most aggressive, by far.”

“Why have I never heard of places like this before?” Torn asked. “I’ve been on other stations and never seen anything resembling these cages.”

“This is not on all stations,” Jennings said. “Each general has their version of what they do to allow their MEUs to keep the pressure from building up, but there’s no reason you’d know anything about those strategies. You wouldn’t know about this one except you’ve extorted a spot on the Jethro from me.”

“Extortion is a rather harsh term,” Torn said.

“What else would you call it?” Jennings asked.

All friendliness was gone as he focused his gaze on the ambassador. She laughed then grew uncomfortable under his gaze. A quick glance around and she nodded.

“I have no friends down here, do I?” she said and laughed again. It was a frightened, cautious laugh, but also filled with understanding. “If something were to happen, you’d have a hundred witnesses to backup any story you made.”

“Not the reason I brought you down here, but yes,” Jennings said. “One part of military life that is spelled out in the regulations, although it transcends beyond what a book can hold, is loyalty. The cages exist because I let them exist. You exist because they know I want you to exist. But...” 

He snapped his fingers and despite the cacophony, several heads turned, looked at Jennings, then focused on the ambassador. Jennings smiled, nodded, and waved them off, and all attention left the two of them, returning to the action in the cages.

“Okay, you have my full attention,” Torn said. “Why did you really bring me down here?”

“An introduction,” Jennings said and pointed at the crowd.

“To...?”

“Colonel Jala Parveet,” Jennings said.

“Where is she?” Torn asked. “I don’t see her in the crowd.”

“She’s not in the crowd, Ambassador,” Jennings said. “She’s in a cage. That one. There.”

4.

Wrists wrapped with mechanic’s tape, Colonel Jala Parveet threw a fast jab with her right hand at her opponent then dropped to a knee and threw an even faster left jab at her opponent’s groin. There was a cry of pain then a long list of curse words.

“You think you’re funny, bitch?” the opponent, Sergeant Tag Schroeder, said and laughed. “I ain’t got no balls.”

“Still hurts,” Parveet said as she came up fast with an uppercut that clocked Schroeder just under the chin. “And makes a good distraction.”

Schroeder would have been knocked off her feet if the side of the cage hadn’t kept her from falling on her ass. She shook her head, obviously dazed, and managed to put her arms in front of her face before Parveet came in with wicked fast jabs followed by several right and left hooks. 

Of course, arms up to protect one’s face left one’s midsection exposed.

Parveet sent a last right hook at Schroeder’s head then started in on her gut. Fist after fist connected before Schroeder could double over and drop into a protective crouch. A crouch right at knee level. 

There was no hesitation in the attack. Parveet switched to kneeing Schroeder over and over and over until the sergeant managed to get a hand free and tap the plasticrete floor of the cage. Parveet’s onslaught stopped instantly and she smiled.

“That’s eight out of ten, Schroeder,” Parveet said. “Six in a row?”

“Five,” Schroeder said as she held out a hand and Parveet helped her to her shaky feet. “Jesus, Colonel. You really clocked me on that last hit.”

Parveet frowned and grabbed Schroeder by the sides of her head, turning it one way then the other.

“Shit, Schroeder, my bad,” she said. “You got a hemorrhage in your left eye. Hit sick bay and get checked out. That’s an order.”

“Did I fall or run into a piece of equipment?” Schroeder asked.

“What did you say last time?” Parveet replied.

“Hell if I know, Boss,” Schroeder said. “You knocked that memory outta my skull.”

“No need for excuses,” Jennings said, his fingers laced through the cage’s metal alloy mesh as he leaned against the side. “Dr. Leung is on shift.”
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