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FIVE

 

“I DIDN’T KNOWthey came that big.” 

As usual, Jacobs talks to anyone listening and, as usual, no one answers. Scanning the dark, rocky landscape of this miserable fucking planet for the enemy we outran, I roll my adrenal capsule from under my tongue and clack the metal casing against the inside of my teeth. This cave stinks like a frontline latrine. Reflexively, I make sure I’m not laying in anything slick or slimy.

Four strokes and the pill sprays cherry against my palate. I slide the booster back under my tongue to keep it from fully triggering and suck at the flavor shot to activate the crust-flavored micro-crystals. Homemade cherry pie. Or what it probably tastes like to those rich enough for the real deal.

“Did anyone know they came that big?” Jacobs, the only Chi’Gan to join a Suicide Squad, clicks the clip releases on his pulse pistols. Like most of his kind, in action, he’s a gangly blur of taut brown skin over lean muscle and sinew. “Roach?”

Used to me replying, he frowns at my silence. 

His upper set of hands moves like lighting, switching clips while his lower set catches the empties and clicks them into the four swap spots on his pack. Pure twitch. “Have you ever seen anything that big?” When we invaded two hundred years ago, they were lanky bastards with stone spears and pinpoint accuracy. Now, they fight with us and have upgraded to our pulse pistols. “I need an expletive.”

“Damn,” I suggest.

Dixon, my dream girl if it wasn’t for the wedding ring she wore on her middle finger to flip off my advances, offered, “Fuck.”

“Profanity is the first resort of the limited mind.” Dixon and I share a look at Stripe’s opinion—always the goddamn church boy. “Expletives are not necessary.” 

The rocks are still. The pie flavor is gone. I blow air out and sniff my breath to chase the experience. My nose and mouth make empty promises to my equally empty stomach. Pissed, it growls. We have been on restricted rations for three days now. A wild thought comes and I ask, “Think they’re poisonous?”

Dixon drops next to me, a second set of eyes. “I don’t think they’re bio.” She’s been clacking too. 

Her throat works. I wet my lips. “Is that apple?”

She swallows the flavor burst, and her breath is fresh pie goodness.  “Yeah.”

“Got an extra?”

“Not apple, but I got the others.” She pats her elastic wristband. “Full rainbow pack.”

“Want to swap?” I eye the grape pill. “All I got is cherry.”

“Mouths shut, eyes out, you two.” Stripe barks from behind us. We share another brief look before doing as told. “They have to be bio. They bleed.”

“Maybe I said the wrong word.” Jacobs hums as Chi’Gan usually do when searching for a human word.

Dixon motions. “Movement at two, Roach.”

I find what she points out. When not in combat, the rock creature, a lumbering behemoth, is hard to spot against the other rocks because it moves so damned slow. “How tall would you say it is? Twenty? Thirty?”

“I’d bet my ass it’s thirty plus.”

I nod. “You’re on.”

The finger.

“Shut it.” Stripe takes a knee between us. “How far?”

I light my optics for five seconds to paint it, my energy reserve drops to sixty-one. “Two hundred and ten meters out.” I wink at Dixon. “Twenty-five meters tall.”

Again, the finger, but this time with a smile.

I do my best not to scan her body as I return to searching. Mister Dixon is one lucky man.

Jacobs’ humming stops. “I need an explosive!”

I roll over and look into his small, recessed eye slits. “No way.”

His tunnel vision shoots to Dixon.

She covers the slap-top grenades on her waist. “Fuck that.”

Stripe asks, “Are you boom-psych approved?”

“Again, fuck that.” She shakes her head at Stripe. “I ain’t going to let him pray us to kingdom come.”

A set of Jacobs’ fists land on his hips while the other arms cross. “Can your race hit a target at three hundred meters?”

She pats her thumper. “That’s why we have guns, remember?” 

Dixon is not going to give up her slap-tops. I roll back, sniffing at her words, and stare around the area where I painted it. Come on. Move, sucker.

“Dixon.” Stripe pauses. He must be giving her his will you please shut up and let me be diplomatic face. “Jacobs, before we consider the option, we need to know if you are boom-psych approved.”

“You humans make sure we Chi’Gan never get approved.”

“Because you fucking prims–”

“Dixon!” Stripe tries to shut her up.

It doesn’t work. “–will blow your dumbasses up along with any human stupid enough to trust you.” I hear her slap her body. “These aren’t tickets to some perverse afterlife where you can hump your ancestors.” 

Still no movement. My stomach churns. “Something’s wrong.”

Jacobs gives a brief hum. “Should you not be out hunting?”

Dixon pops to her feet, leaving her thumper. Her fists ball. “Is that some kind of wiseass sexist comment, snout-face?”

There’s movement—too much movement. I light my optics, grab her ankle, and squeeze the titanium weave.

“Let me go.”

“No.” I tug. “Look.”

She drops down.

Stripe pivots on his knee.

Jacobs leans over me, his Chi’Gan funk-mouth musking the area, killing what remained of Dixon’s apple scent and my appetite.

Dixon and Stripe jack into my feed. The extra draw drops my reserve to sixty. Through me, they can see the fifty, one-meter-tall rock creatures rushing our direction.

Chi’Gan vision is better at night. I wonder what else Jacobs sees when he asks, “Can I have an explosive now?




 

 

 

 

TWO

 

DRIVING THE BURRITOinto my mouth, I smell the seasoned meat, beans, and cheese after I rip a bite away. The lettuce is cold and crisp, and the sour cream helps temper the searing strip steak and molten filling.

Eyes closed, I hold the two-pound delight under my nose. It warms my hands and I inhale deeply. Chewing, I nod as I swallow a portion.

Being first in the Mess, I hear other squaddies bump through the swinging doors. They clack their trays on the shelf to slide the line to see what’s what. Benson and his squad move past the salad and vegetables to the main course. They’re wearing operation black fatigues and are rightfully treating this as their possible last meal. 

Garcia, now lean with a nubby ponytail, leaves his empty tray to beeline at me, going serpentine through small tables and hopping over longer ones. “Roach!”

I call back, “Garcia.” Before taking a bite, I stand and chew the steak-heavy meal. We slap hands and bump chest. His titanium weave makes a weird tinking sound when it contacts my orange cotton. “Damn, you’re no longer that bald chubster I had to e-vac on his virgin run.”

“Nah, check it.” He points to his chest. A nickname is stitched over where the Velcro strap once displayed his last name.

“Spider King?” I pretend to buff it. “Solid.” I offer him a chair, sit, and cut my burrito in half. “What’s the origin?”

He sits, grabs the unbitten portion, and answers, “NE-73.”

“The bug-ball?”

“Yup. The Brains picked up something on the scanners we left behind and sent us back.” He takes a bite and chews through his update. “Biggest operation I’ve ever seen.” His mouth continues to move—part chewing, part talking, no sound.

The doors thump open as more squaddies, in stand-down blue, pile in and clack their trays on the food shelf. A general hum fills the mess from conversations, but for some reason, Spider King and his chewing remains silent.

His smacks and chomps come back mid-sentence, “...fifty squads and, using the method of extermination I learned from you when you pulled me from that fucking rock...” He bops the top of his hand to drop his other fist and spread his fingers, imitating a wave rolling across the table.  “Pop. Boom! More kills than the rest of them, combined.” He smiles a proud new parent’s smile and rubs his nickname. “Thus, Spider King.”

“So, King.” Only a blind man wouldn’t have seen how the ten squads were all lumped together at the other side of the Mess Hall. I motion my head to them. “What’s with the distance? I’ve cleared bio-iso.”

“Shit, man. You know how worry spreads.”

“What’s worrisome?”

“You.” He moves to thump my chest. Everything goes silent when he gets close to my orange jumper. He knocks twice and pulls his hand back to the table. His mouth hadn’t stopped moving, and sound returns in the middle of his sentence. “...you’ve cleared bio. Everyone just thinks your run on QM-4818 has given you the crazy.”

“We’re all crazy.” I turn my back to them and focus on the oozing filling. A burrito is a composite food. No matter what you put in a tortilla, as long as you wrap it a certain way, it’s technically a burrito. 

I frown and keep my mouth from repeating the unprompted definition.

“Yeah, but-” His eyebrows lift and spread. “Not the real crazy.”

I use a fork to spear three steak chunks. “Fuck ‘em.” Strings of cheese dangle from the meat to the mass. “They’ll see what’s what when I’m back in black.”

“Nope.” He stands and makes a show of fixing my orange collar before pulling me to my feet and grabbing my tray. “They’ll see now.”

 

+

 

Most hate bioorganic isolation because The Brains make us recall every facet of our latest mission, how it made us feel, and how we think any of it relates to the various objects they display for us. Big Blue is an impossibly huge square room that’s been painted light blue. Except for a white bed—a cloud in the sky with a pillow which smells of antiseptic—the room is a large waste of space in the Command Ship.

I’ve never seen one of the scientists and don’t believe there are any. Their voices are probably synthesized by computers pulling and feeding information into our files to make sure our sanity is still, more or less, intact.

Laughing at Benson mocking Young, I realize nothing about bio-iso bothers me more than not having lunch with my fellow squaddies.

Young gets up, about to fire back when he stops and everyone goes quiet. Their eyes train over—and several feet beyond—me before falling away to their food or somewhere else on the table.

I turn to see who’s fucking up my bonding time.

A brown crew cut with badges on his tactician gray stamps his heel on the mess hall floor. All squads, black and blue, stand and salute him. Stupid academy kids always want to be saluted. 

I hold my tongue, turn back to my cold burrito, and take a bite.

“You.” Without Benson’s eyes dropping to me, I know he’s pointing at my back. “I stomped for presentation.”

“And just because you whip your dick out doesn’t mean I have to give you a hand job.” I glance at Spider King, Benson, and Young standing on the other side of the table. Their faces are serious, but their eyes are wet with held-back laughter. “This area is for squad only. So why don’t you slide on to the cushy Tactician Lounge and let us get back to lunch.”

“I am a stripe.”

“Spoken like you still have a stick jammed up your ass.” Why would a Tactician want to dip their toe into grunt work? “Still, no such thing. Either you’re squad or you’re not.” I turn to mock him further and notice his gray is cut in style to match our stand-down fatigues. 

I rise.

Scrap and Vault each hook one of my arms to keep me from assaulting an officer. Their titanium weave makes the same weird tinkling sound as Spider King’s did before. 

“See?” He motions to the uniform like he’s showcasing one of those useless fucking badges on his chest. “Now slide over. I’m hungry.”

A nod to Scrap and Vault, and they let me go. I straighten my top and process his name strap. “Lawrence, is it?”

He glances at it and gives a slow, patronizing nod. “Yes.”

“If you’re squad, how many kills you got?”

His chin raises and his chest puffs. “Twenty-seven.”

“Quite impressive...” 

He smiles.

I continue, “-for a first run.” I look around the small sea of black and blue. “Any confirmation?”

No one speaks up.

Lawrence offers, “All of them were confirmed by Command.”

“I wasn’t talking to you!”

He flinches.

I unclench my fists to sweep an open hand toward my fellow squaddies. “Not one of them has seen you kill, while each of us can confirm nearly all of the others’ kills.” I motion to his gray uniform and decide to hold back my opinion about Tacticians. I’m sure The Brains are going to have me talk about this when I get back, and if I dump on him too much, they might revoke my lunch rights. So, I shake my head instead and start to turn to my food. “Come back when your kill count grows up.”

“I am the only person to stripe into Squad.” He glares. “Show me some respect.”

Before Scrap or Vault can grab me, I spin and close the distance to get right in his fresh young face. “You’re fucking Tac!” He flinches again, but to his credit, he holds his ground as I point between his eyes. “You’re not a killer. You study what we do and your kind advises us on how to do it better.”

Dixon comes over, hovering her wedding band hand between us. I start stepping back as she moves her hand closer to me—controlling me, making me restrain myself in a way no other squad member could. “I’m in iso-orange, so I’m able to tell you what they are dying to say.”

His eyes search the other squad members for a different opinion; none comes. They narrow and shift back to me.

My mouth continues to flap as she walks me backwards. “In a week or so, I’ll be back in blue or black and will hold my tongue like these soldiers. But until then, Stripe.” I thump into the bench and sit. “Fuck off.”

He looks around one more time before walking away.

Benson whispers, “It’s good to have you back, Roach.”

I face my food, fist bump Benson and then the others who extend their hand. “It’s good to be back.”




 

 

 

 

SIX

 

I DIVE FURTHERinto the cave and, instead of my chest armor protecting me from the hard rock floor, I splat in something slimy and slide to a wall. It reeks like a rancid mix of decomposing bio mass and shit. To beat the smell, I clack my adrenal pill. Getting a mouthful of cherry on the first strike, I curl my tongue around the booster to keep it stable. 

Instead of swallowing, I channel the mist back toward my nasal cavity, and homemade cherry pie temporarily overpowers the stench. Dixon’s grenade at the mouth of the cave detonates, rocking the area and ringing my ears.

Darkness spreads. My optics light.

Laying over Dixon to protect her, Stripe calls, “Sealed.”

She shoves him away.

His mouth forms a playful schoolboy smile as he grabs at her body in a familiar way.

She bats his hands away.

If Dixon chose him over me... my fingers scoop the mess and my fist balls around something solid in my growing jealous rage.

She decks him across the jaw. The blow shakes his brown crew cut and sends him into the wall.

He’s no longer smiling, but I am. 

“Humans,” Jacobs calls and points to a wall. “Can you see?”

Stripe is cradling his jaw and, in the dark, my smile widens. “I can.”

Running a finger over his teeth, he turns his face in our direction. “No.”

Dixon is moving toward our voices, fumbling. “My jack came out.”

I push to stand but slide a bit further into the slime. “Don’t move closer, Dixon.” Though she can’t see, I point from habit. “Some kind of goo starts halfway into the cave.” I stay prone, drop the rock, and dig my hand into muck. Rubbing my fingers together, I note the friction impairment. Friction impairment?

She stops. “Is that the stench?”

“Yeah.” There are black heaps beneath the yellow slime. “And I got some on me.”
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