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  Five




  “I didn't know they 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 three 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.”
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