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There was no choice. Faced with a half-dozen Skrang, all armed, all looking in his direction, there just was no choice.

Private Chann opened fire with his H16 plasma carbine multi-weapon, ripping the Skrang guards apart at their waists, spilling steaming hot guts all across the stone floor. Moving fast towards the guards, Chann didn’t let up on the trigger until he was standing over the lizard men’s corpses. Skrang were tough as nails, and even cut in half, they could be very dangerous.

The ones at Chann’s feet weren’t ever going to be dangerous again. Nothing but dead eyes stared up at him.

“What the holy hell is going on?” Sergeant Manheim shouted over the comm. “Who the hell is firing?”

“Skrang guards,” Corporal Wapnik replied as he moved to Chann’s right side, his H16 covering the corridor in front of them. “Six. Neutralized.”

“Eight Million Gods dammit! This was a quiet op!” Manheim yelled. “You do the shooting, Wapnik?”

“No, Sarge,” Wapnik replied. “Chann took them down.”

“Then it’s Chann’s ass if we don’t get out of here in one piece!” Manheim shouted, his voice rising to a fever pitch of rage. “I specifically ordered no lethal engagement! Subdue only!”

“Understood, Sarge,” Wapnik said. “No choice on this one.”

“No choice,” Chann echoed.

“We have the vault open,” Corporal Lorsk interrupted over the comm channel. “Goods are packed and on rollers. It’s like the Skrang gift wrapped this shit for us.”

“Stow the goods and get them back to the drop ship. Make it fast. Chann shat the bed for us already. There are probably more guards on the way,” Manheim ordered. “Fireteam One has the LZ clear. Fireteam Three? Don’t fuck up this extraction, you hear me? Keep the way clear for Fireteam Two, and make sure they get those goods back to the drop ship. Understood?”

“Loud and clear, Sarge,” Wapnik replied. “We are on the move now.”

The comm went silent, and Wapnik nudged Chann with his elbow.

“You cool?” he asked.

“I’m cool,” Chann replied. “The gas should have put these guys down. What else was I supposed to do?”

“They were probably on patrol outside when we deployed the gas,” Wapnik said. “I can’t fault you for this. Us or them, right? You sure you’re good?”

“I’m good, I’m good,” Chann said.

“Then suck it up, buttercup,” Wapnik said and turned to the two Galactic Fleet Marines behind him. “You heard the sarge. We clear the way for F2. Move ass, F3.”

“Moving ass,” Private Ou’guul replied.

“Ass is being moved,” Private T’Zen said.

“Chann? Let’s go,” Wapnik said.

“Going,” Chann said as he ejected his spent power cartridge and inserted a new one. He slapped it hard and the H16 powered up, the plasma meter instantly climbing to full green.

“Same formation,” Wapnik ordered. “Eyes sharp until we’re off this planet and shitfaced on whiskey back on the Romper. Right now, we have three corridors to get through before we rendezvous with F2. I ain’t faulting you, but this crap just made us late.”

“Understood,” Chann said as he stepped over the corpses. “Moving ass now.”

***

[image: ]


THE SKRANG WERE A WARING race. Muscle-bound lizards, they only had two things on their minds—making life and ending it. Chann had witnessed the latter more times than he would have liked to recall. Being a Galactic Fleet Marine at the end of the War was not for the weak and squeamish, as both sides scrambled to do as much damage as possible before the bloodshed was called to a halt.

With the Treaty signed, the war between the Galactic Fleet and the Skrang Alliance had ended a few years earlier. That left Marines like Chann with very little opportunity for advancement. Not that the Fleet didn’t still believe in promoting through merit, but there simply weren’t as many positions opening up since those above Chann were no longer dying at an alarming rate.

Three years in the theater of war, three years in the theater of peace, and still a private. Six years. No advancement. It was ridiculous, and enough to push a Marine, even one that thought of himself as honorable and upright, to consider desperate measures.

Desperate measures like assaulting a Skrang general’s compound due to intelligence that stated the lizard-man had hoarded his spoils of war within a massive vault. Millions upon millions of chits and treasures, all locked up and waiting to be plucked from the gnarled claws of the old warrior.

The intel had been correct in one way: plenty of treasure. Items made from every precious metal in the galaxy were stacked in the vault. Art pieces worth more than Chann’s entire career as a Marine. Jewelry, raw stones, cut stones, bags of them.

But no chits. Not a single stray chit anywhere.

That was what Chann’s fireteam discovered as they watched F2 push rollers of items into the cargo hold of the Galactic Fleet drop ship. F2 let the two members of the drop ship’s flight crew secure the rollers as they turned and rushed back into the compound’s main building for the next batch of treasures. The Marines of F3 could only stare at the dozen rollers piled high with valuables, but not one chit case or bag in sight. 

“Are you kidding me?” Ou’guul snapped as he jabbed the barrel of his H16 at the rollers. “What the hell are we supposed to do with this crap?”

“We sell it,” Manheim barked, his H16 aimed at Ou’guul.

Private Ou’guul was a Jesperian, one of the many humanoid races that joined up with the Galactic Fleet instead of the Skrang Alliance. Jesperians were a rough-and-tumble race, their skin composed of thick hide that would dull most knife blades. Ou’guul looked like he’d been left out in the sun for a few weeks too long. 

Manheim moved closer and pressed the tip of his carbine against Ou’guul’s chest.

“You have a problem with the results of this mission, Private?” Manheim growled.

“No, Sarge, I’m cool,” Ou’guul answered right away. No hesitation, no fear.

“Good,” Manheim said. “Because the mission is not over. F2 are on their way to secure and bring the second batch of rollers to us right now. You will make sure their way is not impeded by inconvenient hostiles. Just like the last batch. That is the only thought that should be in your head.”

“The shiffle gas was supposed to last for eight hours, Sarge,” Wapnik said.

“How’d that work out with that bunch of assholes I put down?” Chann asked.

“On most races, shiffle can’t be faulted. But we’re talking Skrang here, people,” Manheim replied. “You ever know those scaly sons of bitches to play by the rules, Wapnik? Get F3 out of this damn drop ship and back inside that building. I want this last stretch to go smooth as my ass after I shave it, you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, Sarge,” Wapnik replied. “F3? On me. We secure the route then we get to bask in the fruits of our labor.”

“Still don’t see how the hell we can move this much crap without getting caught,” Ou’guul muttered.

“Shut your trap, Ou’guul,” T’Zen grunted.

T’Zen was a Shiv’erna. A lithe race, built for speed and grace, but with a dense muscle structure that made them deceptively strong. Despite their strength and agility, they tended to be mocked by other races due to their long, elephantine proboscis. It was that proboscis that T’Zen raised and pointed directly at Ou’guul.

“Sarge has this all figured out, so relax,” T’Zen said.

“Get that snout outta my face,” Ou’guul growled.

“Gentlemen, shut the hell up,” Wapnik ordered. “Do your jobs or I leave your asses on this crap planet, got it?”

“Got it,” they replied in unison.

Wapnik, like Chann and most of the squad, was human. But not entirely. He’d lost his right eye in a skirmish with a B’clo’no, an energy-sucking species that was the only other race in the galaxy to ally itself with the Skrang. He blinked his cybernetic eye at Ou’guul and T’Zen and it began to glow bright red.

“We’re going,” Ou’guul said. “No need to get hostile.”

The two Marines hurried from the drop ship towards the entrance where Corporal Lorsk and Fireteam 2 had disappeared into on their way back to the vault.

Chann nudged Wapnik. “One day, they’ll figure out that your eye isn’t a weapon and it only glows like that when you run it through quick diagnostics.”

“That day isn’t today, got it?” Wapnik said.

“Got it,” Chann replied and nodded.

“You’re point; I’ll be on your six with T’Zen and Ou’guul right behind,” Wapnik said.

“Like always,” Chann replied. He wasn’t upset by the formation. He liked taking point.

If he was going to die, then he wanted to see it coming at him head on.

***
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CARBINE LEADING THE way, Chann stepped around the corner, the visor of his combat helmet showing him a range of readings from the temperature within the building to possible movement behind the doors set into the walls on either side of the corridor.

Chann watched the first door until his visor blinked a green light. He switched his attention to the next door and the next until all of them were cleared by the helmet’s sensors as safe. He moved cautiously past each doorway, refusing to take anything for granted, his carbine aimed at each until he was at the end of the corridor.

He waved the rest of F3 on. They hustled down to catch up with him. Chann lifted a fist and they came to a stop as he ducked his head around and then back from the corner of the wall he leaned against.

Waving to the others, Chann gave the all clear signal then continued on, checking corners, scanning corridors, leading F3 through the building as safely as he could. Not a single Skrang showed its ugly, lizard face. The shiffle gas may have actually done its job. The bastards Chann had shot must have come from outside like Wapnik had said.

Chann checked the readout on his visor. Theoretically, they had about three hours until the first Skrang began to wake up. And, theoretically, the Marines would be long gone by then.

The building Chann led F3 through was part of an old base the Skrang had set up towards the end of the War. Manheim’s intel said that a Skrang general had been stockpiling valuables in order to make his retirement a little more comfortable. It was very non-Skrang. They were a race that prided themselves on dying in battle, not padding their lives with luxuries. 

Then again, greed was universal.

Chann halted and raised his fist then crouched low, signaling for the others to do the same. A red blip had come up on his visor. If it had been any one of the other Marines, then it would have registered as bright green. The blip moved closer to his position, and Chann slowly took his finger from the outside of the trigger guard of his carbine and placed it on the trigger itself.

A Skrang boy, maybe in his teens, hard to tell with Skrang, walked around the corner and bumped right into the muzzle of Chann’s carbine. He gasped and stumbled back, his butt colliding with the opposite wall. The Skrang boy’s eyes went wide at the same time Chann squeezed the trigger, obliterating the head that held those eyes.

“Shit,” Wapnik snarled. “Where the hell did that little snot come from?”

“Same place those guards came from,” Chann replied. “We got bad intel on this op.”

He scooted forward half a meter and swiveled on his knee, carbine aimed down the next corridor. It was empty. No sign of hostiles.

“F2, this is Chann, come in,” Chann called into the comm. “F2? Lorsk, you reading me?”

“Here,” Lorsk replied over the comm. “What’s up, Chann?”

“Juvenile hostile has been neutralized,” Chann said. “You guys picking up any movement by the vault?”

“Hold,” Lorsk said.

The rest of F3 gathered close to Chann. Wapnik aimed his carbine the same direction as Chann while T’Zen covered their six, making sure no one could sneak up on them from behind, and Ou’guul covered the corridor they’d just come from.

“We’ve got nothing but empty space,” Lorsk finally reported over the comm. “Did you say you took down a juvenile?”

“Yep,” Chann said. “We’re missing something here. Too many hostiles up and moving around.”

“Gas should have taken out the whole building,” T’Zen said.

“It didn’t, obviously!” Chann snapped. “That’s why I said we’re missing something.”

“I’ll call Manheim and have the flight crew do another scan of the grounds,” Lorsk said. “We’re done here in the vault. Last of the rollers are full and we’re heading back to the drop ship. Wapnik?”

“Here, Lorsk,” Wapnik replied.

“Take F3 outside and scout the area,” Lorsk ordered. “I’m done being surprised. Make sure we aren’t going to get a nasty send off. No point in being rich if we’re blasted out of the sky before we can get off planet and enjoy our spoils.”

“On it,” Wapnik said. “See you back at the drop ship.”

While Lorsk and Wapnik were technically the same rank, Lorsk was team lead of F2, putting him just slightly above Wapnik on the hierarchy of the squad. It was a pecking order that was never questioned. Discipline and chain of command was crucial for the success of a mission. Any petty jealousies could be worked out later over bottles of whiskey and pints of wubloov, a hallucinogenic beer developed on the tavern planet of Xippeee, and a favorite of Fleet Marines everywhere.

“Chann?” Wapnik asked.

“Closest exit is this way,” Chann said, following the map on his visor. “Stick tight. Could be more.”

“There always are with Skrang,” T’Zen said. “The things breed like Bverns. Little rat bastards.”

“Skrang?” Chann asked.

“No. Bverns. They’re the rat bastards,” T’Zen said. “You ever seen one?”

“Not long enough to care,” Chann said.

T’Zen laughed. “You’re a strange one, Chann.”

“Cut the chatter,” Wapnik ordered. “Eyes on the prize, kids.”

“On me,” Chann said as he followed the route indicated in his visor.

“You sure?” T’Zen asked. “Aren’t we on the wrong side of the building?”

“LZ is the other direction, Chann,” Ou’guul said.

“Those Skrang are coming from somewhere,” Chann said. “Lorsk wants us to cut the surprises then we cut the surprises.”

“Wap?” T’Zen asked.

“Chann’s right,” Wapnik replied. “We have a look then haul ass around the building to the LZ. Better safe than sorry.”

“What’s safe about walking blindly into an area we haven’t scouted yet?” T’Zen responded. “Just asking.”

“Don’t,” Wapnik said.

T’Zen shrugged as Chann moved out, leading them down the corridor to the closest exit.

***
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TWO DOZEN STEPS. THAT’S how far F3 made it before diving to the ground.

“What are they doing?” T’Zen asked.

“Hold on,” Wapnik said. “I’m scanning.”

“Helmet display says there are at least forty Skrang,” Chann said.

“Why are they just standing there?” Ou’guul asked. “How’d they not notice us? How’d they not see the drop ship come down?”

There was a loud bang then a muffled explosion from the other side of the building.

Plasma fire erupted immediately.

“I’d say they did see it,” Chann said. “We’ve been set up.”

“F2! F3!” Manheim shouted over the comm. “Fall back to the drop ship now! We’re taking heavy fire from Skrang guards!”

“On our way, Sarge!” Wapnik replied as he jumped up and opened fire on the group of Skrang that stood about fifty meters away.

The rest of F3 joined him, their carbines glowing red hot from the continuous bolts of plasma they sent flying at the Skrang.

“Oh, shit,” Wapnik said as the Skrang began to return fire. “I know why they let us land!”

“What do you see, Wap?” Chann asked, ducking below a half-dozen blasts that would have taken his head off.

“Breeding pond,” Wapnik said. “They’re standing around a breeding pond.”

“So what?” T’Zen shouted, running backwards towards the building.

“You never seen a breeding pond before?” Chann asked as he sent a wave of plasma at the enraged crowd of Skrang. Two in the lead exploded, their guts splattering those behind them. “Skrang breeding ponds are filled with their young! Very hungry young!”

“Oh, shit,” T’Zen said. “They want to feed us to their babies?”

“We’re tadpole food,” Chann said. His carbine clicked empty and he ejected the power cartridge, slammed in a new one, and started firing again without pausing. “That’s why they let us land.”

“Wap? Back through the building or around?” Ou’guul asked.

Right before his head was turned to mist.

A chunk of his helmet slammed into Chann’s shoulder, spinning him to the left. Good thing since eight Skrang guards were turning the corner, plasma rifles up and firing. Chann let his momentum take him to the ground. He rolled twice before he was able to stabilize himself and return fire.

“Back! Back!” Chann yelled as he took out four Skrang. “Left is not an option!’

“Neither is right!” T’Zen yelled.

“Inside we go!” Wap cried.

Chann felt a tug on his ankle from Wapnik and he started to crawl backwards as Wapnik covered him, dropping two more Skrang coming from the left.

T’Zen screamed.

Chann looked over his shoulder to see his teammate falling to the ground, a massive hole where his belly should have been. T’Zen’s helmet was askew and his eyes were wide with pain and fear. The pain and fear were gone in a blink as his eyes glazed over.

“Come on!” Wapnik yelled as he pulled Chann to his feet and yanked him back to the door of the building.

Once inside, Chann pulled a hand welder from his belt, lit it up, and sealed the hinges of the door.

“That’ll buy us a few minutes,” Chann said.

“We’ll need more than a few,” Wapnik growled as the sound of heavy boots echoed down the corridor. “How do we get out of here?”

Chann brought up the map of the building then pointed to their right. “That way. Scanners show six hostiles converging on us from there, but fifteen coming at us from behind.”

“Six sucks, but it’s better math than fifteen,” Wapnik said. “Charge up.”

They both ejected their power cartridges and slapped in fresh ones, neither mentioning that they each only had one left on their belts.

***
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SIX THEN FIVE THEN seven then six then nine. The Skrang kept coming.

Chann dropped his plasma carbine and tore a rifle from the grip of a dead Skrang. Wapnik did the same, wincing at the motion. His shoulder was a scorched patch of uniform and flesh. Chann frowned at him, but the corporal nodded and pointed his chin forward.

“Two more corridors, right?” Wapnik gasped.

“Right,” Chann said. He cocked his head and smiled. “Hear that? The drop ship is still here and tearing shit up. We’ll make it.”

Wapnik grunted.

Chann took point and led the two of them into the next corridor. No Skrang. From the sound of things outside, the guards left were engaging the drop ship. Chann headed straight for the noise.

The two Marines hit the front door and kept their fingers pressed on their triggers until they were halfway from the building to the open hatch of the drop ship. Their rifles went dead simultaneously, and Chann wrapped an arm around Wapnik’s waist as he helped the corporal sprint to the waiting ship.

Manheim and the rest of F1 were laying down cover fire, sending Skrang guards scrambling for cover. That cover was ripped apart as the turret guns from the drop ship locked on and opened up.

“Move!” Manheim shouted at Chann and Wapnik. “Wheels up now!”

The ramp to the cargo hold was already rising when Chann stepped onto it. Wapnik cried out and collapsed, his hands going to the back of his right thigh. Blood spurted from between his fingers and he looked up at Chann, eyes panicked, even the cybernetic one.

“Need some help here!” Chann shouted as he pulled at Wapnik’s collar.

He was falling back on his ass before he realized he only held a strip of material. The rest of Wapnik’s collar was gone, as was half the man’s upper torso. Chann stared at the strip of material and screamed.

He kept screaming even as the ramp closed and he was pulled into a jump seat welded to the side of the cargo hold. He didn’t stop screaming until Manheim’s fist hit him right between the eyes.
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“Chann?”

“What?”

“Sarge wants you.”

Chann opened his eyes and sighed.

He was still strapped in to the jump seat. Private Kay was kneeling before him, her vertical slitted pupils focused intently on his face. 

“How long was I out?” Chann asked. He pinched the bridge of his nose then pulled his hand away immediately as a sharp pain shot through his skull. “Ow. Shit.”

“Sarge knocked you good,” Kay said.

The woman was a halfer—half-human, half a feline race called Cervile. Her whiskers twitched as she shoved her helmet back from her face, letting it rest at an angle on the back of her head. Her pupils narrowed, widened, narrowed, widened, matching the movement of her nostrils.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “Eyes are bright and clear. You don’t smell like you pissed yourself, so he didn’t hit you as hard as he could have.”

“I lost my shit,” Chann said as he unstrapped and stood up. He paused to make sure he didn’t fall over. Kay stood with him, a hand close to his elbow, obviously thinking the same thing. “Who made it?”

“You’re the only one from F3,” Kay said.

She was a foot shorter than Chann, but that didn’t mean much since her feline musculature, and retractable-clawed fingers, could rip him apart in seconds if she wanted to despite his superior size and strength. Chann was glad she didn’t want to. At least not in that way.

“I know,” Chann said, trying to keep the bitterness from his voice. “F2?”

“No,” Kay said. She looked about the cargo hold to make sure they were alone then stood on tiptoes to give him a quick kiss. “Come on. Manheim is not feeling patient.”

She hurried to the ladder at the end of the hold and began to climb. Chann watched her move, not because he liked looking at her body, which he did, but because she was still in full combat armor and every movement she made projected alarm.

“We’re not out of the shit, are we?” Chann asked as he followed her up to the landing above. He grabbed her arm as she punched the controls for the lift. “Kay? Has the drop ship even gotten to the Romper yet?”

“We’re docking now,” Kay said. “You weren’t out for long.”

They stepped into the lift and Kay hit the button for the bridge. The two Marines stood in silence for the ten-second ride up to that level. When the lift doors opened, they were plunged into a world of shouting and blaring klaxons.

“Turn that shit off!” Manheim yelled.

The drop ship’s pilot killed the klaxons, but she couldn’t do anything about the shouting Marines.

“Four Skrang fighters coming fast, Sarge!” Private Nordanski, a human, yelled. “It’s gonna be close!”

“You get us on the Romper,” Manheim snarled into the pilot’s ear. “You hear me?”

“Get away from me, Manheim,” the pilot snarled back. She was human, but half her face was a melted mess of scarred flesh stretched over jagged bone. Old injuries from a mission long gone by. “When this bird is in the air, I’m in charge, got it?”

“You want to test that?” Manheim growled as his hand went for his sidearm.

“Stop it!” the co-pilot yelled. 

A Leforian—a quad-armed, strange-looking mix between a huge beetle and a Great Dane—the co-pilot shook with anxiety. Intensely loyal, and incredibly competent soldiers, Leforians also tended to nearly worry themselves to death despite being close to seven feet tall and covered in chitinous armor. Most everyone called them “moms” because of their propensity to worry about everyone around them.

“Rosch, don’t start,” the co-pilot, Teffurg, snapped. “Same with you, Manheim.”

Rosch huffed loudly, but that was all the reply she gave her co-pilot as she pulled back on the throttle and aimed the drop ship for an open portal in the underbelly of the Galactic Fleet Marine Assault Transport ship known as the Romper.

“Sarge?” Chann said as the drop ship was swallowed up.

“Chann, you’re awake,” Manheim said. “Good. We need all hands on deck. You and Kay will take port side turrets. Nordanski and Ma’ha will have starboard. I have missiles.”

“I have the controls,” Rosch said as she undid her straps and leapt up from her seat to shove past Manheim. “Teffurg. Make sure this drop ship is secured before you join me on the bridge. Then I want the flight crew to strap in and get ready for battle.”

“Completing lockdown checklist now,” Teffurg said, his bug fingers clicking across the console at a blinding speed. “Be there in less than five.”

“Five more fighters coming fast,” Nordanski said. He swiped his hand across the console, and the reading he’d just been watching popped up as a hologram projected directly from his wrist. “Make that ten. Where the hell is Ma’ha?”

The bridge door opened and a massive Gwreq appeared. Like Leforians, Gwreqs had four arms and all four of Ma’ha’s were crossed across his stone-skinned chest. He didn’t bother wearing battle armor since his flesh was hard as granite. 

“Flight crew is powering the drop ship’s fuel cells in case we need to bail,” Ma’ha said, his voice a deep, rumbling timbre. “Only two left.”

“Fuel cells?” Chann asked.

“Flight crew,” Ma’ha said. “Two didn’t make it.” He looked to Manheim. “Eject the bodies?”

“Once we’re out of this mess,” Manheim said. “You hear me over the com?”

Ma’ha tapped at his earhole and nodded. “I’m on starboard turrets with Nord.”

“You have your assignments, people,” Manheim barked. “Get to them!”

***
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THE SHIP ROCKED AS its shields were pummeled by the Skrang fighters’ plasma blasts. Chann cringed with each impact, but he knew the shields would hold. They always held.

The “Assault” part of “Assault Transport” was a misnomer. Four gun turrets and a small battery of missiles, the Romper was designed for the “Transport” part more than anything else. Its entire reason for existing was to punch through enemy fire so that the four drop ships it held could deploy and land each Marine squad right where they were supposed to land. 

Without superior shield tech, only a tiny percentage of Marines would have ever made it to their targets. Not that many made it out once they had been deposited in their various fields of battle.

The Romper had been decommissioned four years earlier and was scheduled for commercial retrofit, but Manheim had finagled some deal where it was taken off the books and held in storage. Chann had no idea how the sergeant had managed the nearly impossible task of making a transport disappear from Galactic Fleet records, but when the heist mission to raid the Skrang general’s compound had been proposed, Manheim had instantly said transportation was covered.

The squad had been tight during the War, so the idea of not following Manheim hadn’t even occurred to any of the Marines. The GF brass didn’t blink when Manheim put in for R&R for everyone; they were happy to have a squad’s less worth of supplies to deal with for a month. It was almost like the GF had set the stage for the ill-fated mission.

Ill-fated mission...

Chann struggled to keep his thoughts on firing the gun turret instead of the fact that his entire fireteam had been wiped out a little more than an hour earlier. He struggled to keep his eyes on the targeting system, not on the images of his comrades’ faces that kept shoving their way to the front of his mind.

He’d lost plenty of friends in battle, all Marines had, but the op was supposed to be a cakewalk, not a death trap. It was supposed to set them all up for life so they could retire from the Galactic Fleet and experience the freedom of the Treaty that the rest of the galaxy was experiencing. 

In a way, Wapnik, T’Zen, and Ou’guul were free. And in the same way, Chann would never be free, no matter how many chits the treasures were worth. He had a sinking feeling he’d be trapped by the memory of the botched heist for the rest of his life.

Not that his life looked to be a long one. That was made clear by the ship suddenly listing to port as a barrage of Skrang missiles hit the aft shields, taking out one of the engines.

Chann followed two Skrang fighters with his targeting system, sending plasma blast after plasma blast at the ducking and dodging ships. One took a hit in the starboard wing and went spinning out of control into the depths of space. The other dove hard and avoided Chann’s attacks then swung back up and came at him full throttle.

“Shit,” Chann snarled as he opened up on the fighter with everything he had.

The pilot was good. Surprisingly good for a Skrang. They weren’t known for their finesse in battle. Half the time, they collided with their targets in a suicidal offense that was impossible to defend against. A glorious death in battle and all that Skrang crap.

“Come on, come on!” Chann yelled as he stopped firing and reset his turret’s position.

He’d simply been spiraling after the fighter, chasing it instead of leading it. Chann slowed his breathing, narrowed his eyes, watched the fighter get closer and closer, then pressed the duel triggers of the turret gun’s controls and sent the Skrang ship to one the many Hells the galaxy boasted.

The Romper’s shields lit up as the fighter’s debris pummeled the area directly in front of Chann’s gun turret. He dimmed the targeting display as explosion after explosion filled his vision. 

“We’re gonna lose the second engine,” Rosch called over a general channel. She sounded pissed off, bordering on frantic. “I’m putting everything I have into it and heading for the closest portal.”

“They’ll be waiting for us,” Manheim barked back over the comm. “Shoot for a secondary wormhole.”

“There is only one sanctioned portal in this system,” Rosch replied. “The two other wormholes are backdoors and not stable.”

“This ship isn’t stable!” Manheim shouted. “We stay where we are and we’ll be ripped apart by the Skrang! I’d rather risk getting ripped apart by an off-the-books wormhole portal. That way we have a chance of escape. You hear me, Rosch?”

“I hear you, Manheim,” Rosch growled. “It’ll still take twenty minutes to get us to the closest backdoor. Can you fight these bastards for twenty minutes? Not looking like you can.”

“I’ll handle the Skrang, you handle the Romper,” Manheim said. “Get us out of here in one piece, without being followed, and there’s a ten percent bonus on top of your cut.”

“Make it twenty and I’ll hide us somewhere where not even the GF can find us,” Rosch said.

“Fifteen,” Manheim countered.

“Deal,” Rosch said. She chuckled. “Hang on. This is going to get ugly.”

The gravity stabilizers cut out, and Chann was glad to be strapped into his targeting seat. If Rosch was cutting off the grav, then she planned on executing some maneuvers that were not going to be fun. Chann swallowed hard and was thankful he hadn’t eaten in the last twelve hours.

The Romper angled sharply, and Chann had to swivel his turret halfway around to get a shot at the next two Skrang fighters. He sent plasma flying at the enemy ships, taking out one and forcing the other to disengage and retreat from his target area. Chann doubted that the ship was flying home, but for the moment at least, it wasn’t his problem.

“Scanners show two dozen more fighters have just broken from the planet’s atmosphere and are heading our way,” Kay announced over the comm. “I’ll be out of plasma before they get here. No time to recharge.”

“Do what you can,” Nordanski replied. “If we have to, we can suit up and take the fight outside. Just me and my carbine against two dozen Skrang fighters. It’s an uneven fight, but that’s what the lizard bastards get for messing with a Fleet Marine!”

“Shut up and concentrate,” Ma’ha barked. “You missed your last two shots.”

“But I made the six before that,” Nordanski replied. “Give credit where it’s due, Ma’ha.”

The Romper continued to climb, and Chann watched in alarm as his heads-up display showed energy being siphoned off from his turret’s reserves.

“Hey, Rosch?” Chann called.

“I said it was going to get ugly,” Rosch responded.

“Yeah, well, can it get ugly without powering down my turret?” Chann asked.

“Guns ain’t gonna cut it anymore,” Rosch said. “Take a look.”

Chann’s display was filled with the sight of two Skrang destroyers popping out of the system’s official wormhole portal. Bright white tracer lines faded as the ships exited the portal and became solid once again instead of merely quantum theories flying through trans-space.

“Rosch!” Manheim yelled.

“What, Manheim, what?” Rosch shouted. “You think I’m suddenly going to be able to fly faster and better because two destroyers are now heading our way? I’m doing what I’ve been doing the whole time and that is pushing this bucket to its limits so we can get out of here alive! So shut the hell up!”

“You’re doing a fine job,” Nordanski said.

“You shut up too, Nord!” Rosch snapped. “I don’t need your smart ass in my ear right now!”

“That brings to mind an interesting picture,” Nordanski responded.

“I’m done,” Kay said, joining the chaotic conversation. “Turret is out of power.”

Chann sent one last volley of plasma bolts towards three fighters before his display began to flash red and his targeting shut down. He pushed back from the controls and spun his chair around to face the small door behind him. He unstrapped and kicked his toe against the door’s controls. As it irised open, he shoved off from his seat and floated through the door out into an empty corridor.

The corridor wasn’t empty for long as a second door irised open and Kay came floating out. She nodded at Chann before spinning her body so her boots hit the opposite wall, their magnets engaging and keeping her from rebounding back to the closing door.

“Sarge? We getting in one of the drop ships?” Kay asked, her eyes on Chann as she listened at her comm.

“No need,” Manheim replied. “Those destroyers would pick us off in a half-second. Our only shot is for Rosch to get us through one of the backdoors.”

“What part of shut up do none of you understand?” Rosch barked. “Shut up!”

“We best head to the bridge,” Kay said, waving a hand at Chann. “It’s the most protected area of the ship.”

“Good idea,” Chann said.

He steadied himself against the wall then copied Kay and engaged his boots’ magnets. Chann’s head still hurt from Manheim’s knock-out punch, and the sideways orientation wasn’t helping.

“Can’t we walk on the floor?” Chann asked.

“We can,” Kay said as she hurried along the wall to the closest bulkhead. She waited for Chann to get to her then punched a bright red button, sealing the bulkhead and that part of the corridor from the rest of the ship. “But I like walking the wall when we’re in zero G. Keeps me from getting disoriented when the ship goes ass over tea kettle. Which it’s going to do, knowing Rosch and her evasive maneuvers.”

“You’re probably right,” Chann said.

They made it through three more bulkheads, sealing each behind them, before reaching the closest lift. Once inside, gravity kicked in for their brief ride, then kicked back off when they reached the bridge. A full velocity lift without gravity was not fun. At least the stopping and being thrown up against the ceiling part wasn’t fun, so each lift had its own grav generator that worked independently of the ship’s. 

But as soon as they stepped onto the bridge, the gravity disappeared, and Chann had to grab the back of the closest seat to keep from floating out of control.

“Rosch?” he cried as he struggled to pull himself into the seat and strap in.

His arm shot out as Kay began to drift by, but she swatted it away and gave him a look of disdain.

“I got this, thanks,” Kay said.

“Don’t get comfortable,” Rosch said as her hands flew across the ship’s controls. “You aren’t staying up here.”

“Excuse me?” Chann asked. “Why the hell not?”

Rosch ran her palm over a flashing light, and the bridge was drowned in the roaring, ear-splitting wail of an emergency klaxon.

“Turn it off!” Kay yelled, her hands gripping a stability handle set into the bridge’s wall.

The klaxon went dead with another swipe of Rosch’s hand, and the pilot took a precious second to glance over her shoulder at the two Marines.

“Hull is breached,” Rosch said before turning her attention back to the constant stream of info coming at her from the control console. “Bulkheads are sealing, but most of the ship is about to be uninhabitable.”

“That doesn’t explain why we have to leave the bridge,” Chann snapped.

“Get to the drop ships,” Rosch said, hooking a thumb over her shoulder without looking back. “Suits are in the locker.”

“What about Manheim and the rest?” Kay asked.

She didn’t hesitate and was already moving towards the locker. She slid the door aside and pulled out an environment suit. Her battle armor was off and on the floor before Chann had a chance to get up from his seat.

“Why are you taking your armor off?” Chann asked as he floated to the locker and grabbed out a second suit. 

“It’ll slow me down,” Kay said as she stepped into the enviro suit. “There’s more armor on the drop ships.”

Kay pulled the suit up over her mostly naked body and slapped the seal patch. The suit conformed perfectly to her body, emitting a single chime when done. She reached back into the locker and snagged a pressure helmet.

“Get your ass in that,” Kay said, nodding at the enviro suit in Chann’s hands. “We have to move.”

Chann didn’t argue. He struggled to get out of his battle armor, the left leg refusing to disengage from his skin, but managed it finally as Rosch began a long litany of curse words.

“What’s up?” Chann asked as Kay helped him into his enviro suit. It grated at him that he wasn’t as efficient as she was when getting suited up, but he let the irritation go. Kay was one of those Marines that had perfect control of her body; Chann just wasn’t. “Rosch?”

“I can’t get Manheim,” Rosch said. “He’s not answering his comm.”

Kay slid her helmet on and sealed the pressure ring around her collar. Chann did the same, watching the suit’s diagnostics stream by on the inside of the helmet’s faceplate.

“We’ll find him,” Kay said. “You worry about the Romper, we’ll worry about everyone else.”

“Once you’re out of here, I’m sealing off the bridge,” Rosch said. “Get to the drop ships ASAP. You don’t want to be floating in a corridor when I punch us through the wormhole.”

“Not one of these backdoor ones,” Teffurg added. He hadn’t said a word the entire time they’d been on the bridge, and Chann had almost forgotten about him. “Unpredictable. Could splice you with the wall.”

“The drop ships will give you stability and shielding in case the ship is ripped apart,” Rosch said.

“Shit, is that possible?” Chann asked.

“No, Chann, I said it to hear myself talk,” Rosch snarled.

“Come on,” Kay said and slapped Chann on the shoulder. “We find Manheim and the others then get to the drop ships.”

“Take one each,” Rosch said. “The more we have active, the better. May need you two to do some rescuing on the other side.”

“Rescuing?” Chann replied. “Rosch, I can barely fly—”

“Are you certified to pilot a drop ship?” Rosch asked.

“All of us are,” Chann said. “But I haven’t had to—”

“If you’re certified then you’ll be fine,” Rosch said. “The AI in each will keep you from blowing yourself, or any of us, up. Engage it the second you power up. It’s one of the simple programs, but it’ll talk you through everything or flat out take over if you get stuck. Careful, though. One of them’s been glitchy. Can’t remember which.”

“What?” Chann exclaimed.

“Come on!” Kay exclaimed. “Stop being a terpig!”

“Good luck and Eight Million Gods speed,” Teffurg said as they stepped back into the lift.

The door slid shut before Chann could respond.

“We find Manheim first,” Kay said, more to herself than to Chann. “No one left behind.”

The Romper rocked and shook. Chann put a hand out against the lift’s wall and frowned. It was hot. Hot enough that he could sense it through the enviro suit’s glove.

“Kay, we’ve got bigger problems than a hull breach,” he said and brought up what ship diagnostics he could in his faceplate screen. “Shit. Power surges running all through the ship. We aren’t going to have time to find Manheim.”

Kay whipped her head around and glared. Her eyes were fire and rage.

“We don’t leave a Marine behind!” she snarled.

Chann held up his hands. “Hey, I agree with you, but check your readings, for Eight Million Gods’ sake!”

Kay hesitated then her eyes focused back and Chann could see she was scanning the readings on her own faceplate.

“Shit,” she muttered.

“We get to the drop ships then try to scan the ship for Manheim and the others,” Chann said. “We’ll do more good from there. If this bucket comes apart, then at least we can search the debris for survivors. They’ll know by now to get enviro suits on.”

The comm crackled and garbled shouts could be heard for a second then it all went silent.

“Fine,” Kay said as the lift stopped at the hangar level. “But we don’t abandon ship unless we absolutely have to.”

“No shit, Kay,” Chann said. “You think I want to be stuck in this system in a drop ship with a squadron of Skrang fighters bearing down on me?”

“No, no,” Kay said, shaking her head.

They left the lift and moved as fast as their mag boots would let them, each heading to one of the four drop ships secured in the hangar.
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Chann was not comfortable in a pilot’s seat. 

Certified? Sure. Confident? Hell no.

Put an H16 in his hands, some plasma grenades on his belt, a Kepler knife stashed in his boot, and he was comfortable as a hibernating gump. Flying a drop ship was the opposite of that for him.

Needless to say, he was almost joyful when he heard the banging on the outside of the drop ship as he began the startup procedure. At first, he thought the ship was coming apart, but the banging was too rhythmic for it to be a mechanical malfunction.
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