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      Camp Grafton, North Dakota, wasn’t much to look at post-invasion. In my defense, it hadn’t been much to look at before we showed up, either. I won’t lie, though, the fireworks and such hadn’t done it any favors.

      I strode across the runway, long-legged stride eating up the tarmac, and the nods, salutes, and greetings I exchanged with damn near everybody I saw didn’t make me miss a step. I was an old hand at this life, and I was determined not to be late. Scuffed up and rough around the edges, maybe, but never late. Fifteen minutes early was on time. I’d learned that a long while ago.

      I’d made the executive decision—well, technically the Chief Warrant Officer decision, I reckon?—not to clean myself up before meeting my boss. I wanted her to see the three weeks I’d just had, written all over me. I hadn’t shaved, hadn’t had my hair trimmed, hadn’t even cleaned up my fatigues beyond what basic, basic, hygiene demanded. I was mud-stained, not blood-stained, as my only nod towards decency.

      If she wanted a debriefing before I got to rest, she was gonna get one, and I’d look like I hadn’t rested. I was in an outfit that was a little more lax on that sort of thing than usual, so my looking sloppy maybe wasn’t the gamble it could’ve been. Camp Grafton was crawling with Sioux Defense Force soldiers—you’re welcome, fellas—but I wasn’t one of them, I was just with them. Same with the smaller group of Salish-Shidhe Council troops here, Rangers.

      I, on the other hand, was a merc. Embedded with and deployed alongside the Sioux and their Salish allies, my intent had been to ride along with their boys and girls taking Grafton from the United Canadian American States, or UCAS, Army. My intent had been to provide my expertise, which was just about perfect for their mission. My intent had been to serve as a technical advisor and contracted observer, firing only if fired upon.

      My intent hadn’t mattered very fragging much once the bullets, bombs, grenades, and spells started flying. My boss wanted to know just what had happened, so here I was.

      I stepped into the hangar, usually full of attack helicopters and armed drones, now holding only my executive officer. The door behind me swung shut, and we were left in cool, comfortable privacy. Lights flickered overhead, but with the main hangar doors shut, the place was almost spookily big and empty.

      “Ma’am.” I snapped to attention and gave her a salute, which she waved off with not-quite-an-eyeroll of amusement.

      “Relax, Chief. That is what most of them call you, isn’t it? Simply Chief?” Her voice rang in my head, she communicated with magic, as was her wont. Hard to be spied on that way, or recorded, or quoted.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, lifting an eyebrow to the folding metal chair set up in front of her desk. She wasn’t sitting in one. “May I?”

      She nodded. “By all means, then, ‘Chief,’ have a seat. You’ve had a busy few days.”

      “Weeks, ma’am,” I said with a tired half-smile.

      “Consider me duly corrected,” she said, her mind-voice tickling at my brain and leaking wry amusement. Apparently she didn’t get corrected often. “May I?”

      It was nice of her to ask. I nodded, and felt the mindlink strengthen and widen. It was two-way, now, not one, and a highway instead of a city street. Higher broadband. More traffic. She had more magic than anyone I’d ever seen before, and she knew how to use it.

      “There we are. More private this way, and we’ll be able to communicate much faster. Are you…familiar with such? Your files tell me you’re…” A mental chuckle tickled at me. “…well, not ‘powerless,’ no. But perhaps I’ll simply say ‘mundane.’”

      “I know how the spell works, yes, ma’am. I’ve been in this game a long time. Mundane or not, I’ve learned a thing or two.”

      “So you have, all things considered.” She nodded again, and I felt her satisfaction mingled with curiosity. I could almost feel her eyes on the gray at my temples. “Your records tell me as much. You have an impressive file, Chief.”

      “I’ve mostly just survived, ma’am.”

      “Piffle. That’s the term, isn’t it? Piffle?”

      “Something like that, ma’am.”

      “Well, then, yes. ‘Piffle,’ Chief. You don’t get a folder like this, and commendations like those, simply by keeping your head down. You’ll have a few more coming after this month.” She smiled, and despite how it looked, it felt genuine over our mental link. “Speaking of which, I believe a ‘happy birthday’ is in order?”

      “Just a coincidence, ma’am. The only gift I’m after is some sleep, don’t you worry.” I really didn’t want more medals. Not for this. Not right now.

      “All the more reason for the mindlink, and accelerated communication,” she nodded, mind-made-up, matter-of-fact. “But you’ll have to indulge me.”

      Just as much as she wasn’t used to being corrected, my executive officer was a woman very much used to being indulged.

      “It’s not simply this operation I’m curious about—though I am, and hope we’ll get to it in due time—it’s you. Thick as it is, your file doesn’t truly tell me much. I’ve been lax with that, my apologies. You’ve only been with us a few years, you and I haven’t had a chance to…chit-chat.”

      “Ma’am?” Great.

      “I should like to get to know you better, Chief. I’ve conducted rather in-depth interviews with the other members of our little organization, every single one. You are, all of you, unique assets to us, after all, and the better I know you, not merely your records, the better I know how best to use you.”

      She settled in comfortably, and gave me another predatory smile. I was stuck, and I knew it. So did she.

      “Exercise the mindlink well, then. Tell me. No! Show me. Start at the beginning, Chief, or near to it. Tell me how you got to be…you.”
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      I was young, and the wind blew, hard.

      My family and I, and everyone I ever really knew, lived off an unnamed state road that connected Highway 2 to the north and I-90 to the south us, and all around me, all around all of us, were mountains. The Cascades, which held up my sky. I was certain, as only a child could be certain, that the bottom of heaven rested on the peaks around me. As I was held up by my mother, my father, and my granddad, the blue overhead was held up by the Cascade Mountains. The wind knifed at us from the gaps between the peaks, and there was never a moment of true stillness in all my youth.

      My home, Fairbairn, used to be in Kittitas County, Washington State, in the United States of America. Fairbairn was founded in 1887 as a coal town by Mr. Sebastian Rogers Fairbairn, Vice President of the Pacific Northern Coal Company, and our mayor until the day he died. I got (most of) that right on a quiz, once.

      When I grew up, we were still Fairbairn, but we were in a new country now. We were Cascade Ork, in the Salish-Shidhe Council, part of the Native American Nations. We were small, and everything around us felt big. We were poor, and everyone that passed through felt rich. They were on everybody’s way to someplace else, and they stopped long enough to eat or drink or fuel up, and then they left us, sometimes with a small tip, sometimes with a joke at our expense, most of the time with nothing. They barely noticed we existed, and we barely noticed their comings and goings. We were unchanged by them. The wind carried them to us, the wind carried them away. We were eternal.

      The people of Fairbairn were made of simpler stuff, and the outsiders always stood out. We drove old cars rusted by the salt that kept our busiest roads de-iced, pick-up trucks thick with last spring’s mud, or dirt bikes, and quads that spent as much time off road as on. We wore plain synthcotton tees, flannels, denim, or firehose-canvas work pants. Folks my grandpa’s age smoked pipes or cigars, the ones Mom or Dad’s age smoked cigarettes or chewed tobacco, and the ones my age tried one or the other until we got sick at least once. Everyone in Fairbairn spoke with a drawl, a lack of haste, with the accent that had spread from the American South and Southwest into every rural corner of the once-great-nation thanks to tv sets and tridshows. We all looked and smelled and sounded the same, to me and my sense of self. We were the baseline, the standard, my universe’s idea of normal.

      When people wandered off the larger highways to come through for whatever reason they had, they rolled up in huge half-automated big-rig trucks, in roaring vector-thrust thunderbird hovercraft, in Whippet or Golden Eagle busses, or in shiny city cars that struggled with our snow and ice. The outsiders from Seattle wore the rare suit and tie, or leather with chrome spikes and chains. Outsiders from the east, the rest of the Native American Nations, sometimes wore feathers and beads and moccasins and furs. Some outsiders, from either or both, wore a wondrous variety of military surplus outfits, dresses, coats, thick hats, trucker caps, and team jerseys from places far away. Sometimes they had outrageous cyberware nobody in town could dream of or afford or imagine a good use for.

      The people of Fairbairn were bucks and does, squirrels and black bears, bull moose, jackrabbits, and mountain lions. We were drab, practical, creatures, colored in browns and greys and the occasional faded blue-jean denim.

      The outsiders were a crazed variety of brightly-plumed birds, red foxes, or gaudy butterflies. They were reds and bright blues, yellows and oranges and purples. To my young eyes, they were absurd, impractical, pointless. They stood out for no reason, and that made me ignore them.

      Home was home—everyone else was strange.

      Our little community was cradled between Goat Mountain and Mount Daniel, Summit Chief and Chimney Rock West, Chikamin Peak, Lemah Mountain, Hawkins Mountain, and ridges like Polallie and Box. They were high. We were halfway to heaven, but kept in this little basket, walled in by mountains that touched the sky. People from outside here didn’t understand us, and we didn’t understand them, and the beautiful part was that we didn’t ever really need to.

      We had all we needed. I had all I needed. Mom, Dad, Granddad. My world.

      The places that surrounded me were cold and hard, but still green and full of life. The waters of our creeks that fed into the Cle Elum River or Waptus Lake were shiver-frigid but pure, and I swam them even when Momma and Daddy said it was too cold to. I lived in a place where the names were a mixture of white and Native, where stone jutted out from snow and dared you to challenge it. In Fairbairn, the sun rose late, but when it shone down from over a mountaintop it was the brightest, cleanest, warmest, thing in all the world.

      And the wind blew. Hard.

      Always. Forever. The wind was a never-ending presence, a friend when I walked with it at my back and it pushed me forward, a burden when I walked against it, eyes stinging and cheeks wet with cold tears as I trudged home after school. The wind made our trailer creak and sigh like a living thing, it made the trees sway and the snowfall dance and my mother’s long black hair whip, and it made my father curse when he lost his sweat-stained ballcap to it.

      The wind blew here when this place belonged to the first people, the ones who are gone now, the ones who we honored with remembrance. It blew and carried the words of the Waptailnsim and Stkamish and Taidnapam and Sinkakaius and more. Later, the wind blew colonizers here, and carried their germs and their guns and their hollow words.

      The wind blew outside our classrooms when those lessons come up, the history lessons that got the other kids—kids with darker skin and hair and eyes than mine—to start giving me dirty looks. I tried not to let it bother me. The Salish-Shidhe Council was a new thing, not much older than me. My mom reminded me that our country is only in its teens, and my dad reminded me that teenagers are cruel as they figure out the world. Granddad just muttered and shook his head and talked about the world changing.

      Some of the mountains we drove through were Cascade Ork land, ours, the tribe we belong to. Some of the mountains nearby were Cascade Crow, and on longer drives—like when Dad went 150 kilometers to Wenatchee Valley College ever Monday Night to teach classes at the trade school, Introduction to Welding in the spring and Intermediate Automotive Mechanics in the fall, and sometimes I got to come—sometimes I saw mountains that belong to other Salish-Shidhe Council nations. It’s all a mess, a mix, all made-up. So am I, sometimes.

      Dad spent a lot of time at the shop, and Mom sometimes had to close at the Stuffer Shack pharmacy, so lots of the time it was just me looking after Granddad, and sometimes Granddad looking after me. He helped me with my homework when he could, like when we got school assignments to go with the new census forms last year. All the adults in the Salish-Shidhe had to fill in their official stuff from the government, so the school had all us kids do our own little worksheets, too.

      I learned the details of my mom’s Native blood, or at least the details she had. She was more Native than Anglo, but she called herself a mix, a cocktail, a Bloody Mary that came about from all the tribes mixing and mingling during relocations, forced adoptions, reservations, and stuff. She was still proud, though, of the history she knew. The history they’d let her keep.

      “Cherokee, my grandma used to tell me.” She’d nodded to me as I ignored my breakfast to scribble down her hurried answers. “And Choctaw, and some Oglala, I think. But, sweetie, the important thing isn’t this or that tribe, you know that. We’re all human underneath it, right? We’re all just people. Human beings.”

      Granddad and my dad weren’t any of those. They weren’t really any tribe. My dad was on the roster of the Cascade Orks—they said he was one-sixteenth Native—but everyone in town knew it was a lie. He and Granddad were only on the rolls because of Granddad’s time as sheriff and because Dad was such a good mechanic for the Bigtops.

      “Some kind of English, I think.  Or, no, Scottish, Irish, something like that, right?” Dad scratched his head, fixed his ballcap, then looked to Granddad for an answer over a cup of coffee. “What was Pops again, Dad? Irish or Scottish?”

      Granddad shrugged back. “Hell, I don’t know, boy.  Just write ‘Texan.’”

      Genealogy was not one of Granddad’s passions. He had traced the family history back to the era of that first Mayor Fairbairn, had discovered a retired Texas Ranger who had settled here, and had found no good and godly reason to research any further.

      Which left me a mess. A big mess. I was all of those things, and none of them. Cherokee, Choctaw, Oglala. Scottish or Irish or something, and Texan for sure.

      But I was listed as Cascade Ork, officially. Same as Dad and Granddad. Technically Native. Just like that mountain was Cascade Ork, and that one Cascade Crow, and that one something else. All made up. Like the lines on a map, the ones Granddad complained about them just drawing and redrawing every damn time they felt like it.

      It was home. That’s all I knew. Fairbairn was where I was from, period. I’d been born in our double-wide snowed in during the last day of 2020. I’d bled in the gravel of our driveway, eaten the dirt in our yard when I was too little to know better, been baptized in the cold waters pouring off our mountains, and peed in the creek out back more times’n I could count. I was a part of this place, and this place was a part of me. It didn’t matter what nobody else said.

      I was Dashiell Riggins, and by the gods and my Granddad, Fairbairn was my home.
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      I was thirteen, and knew it. I knew I was on the verge of something great. I knew I was just about to hit my stride. I knew I was about to start big things. Every thirteen-year-old is filled with potential, and knows it in their bones, in their hearts, in the core of their souls. Not a single thirteen-year-old in the history of thirteen-year-olds has had the words to tell anyone that, though.

      The news was all abuzz with some of the Sinsearach breaking off from us Salish-Shidhe and making their own country. Granddad shook his head at how we’d been whupped by the Tír Tairngire army, and Mom blamed it on them cheating with elves and wizards and dragons and such. Dad didn’t have much of an opinion, he’d just been busy with work. He usually was.

      “Finished up another Bigtop special today. Big tires, suspension, bull bars, winches, impact glass, the works. The sons of bitches keep me busy, I’ll give ’em that,” Dad said at the table, but he was really talking to Mom and Granddad, not to me. “There’s sixty-eight hundred and seventy-seven people on the census for Fairbairn, and I swear half of ’em are goddamned Bigtops.”

      “Or might as well be,” Granddad sighed, still not to me. “Married into that damned clan, or buying from them, or driving for them, or cooking for them. Them and their mayor and their new ‘sheriff.’”

      “I swear, that family bred like orks before they were orks.” Momma nodded matter-of-factly, passing the potatoes.

      “Never been no good,” Granddad agreed, jabbing the air with his table knife. “Half their family selling their pills and patches, the other half using that money to buy property, like that damned car lot.”

      Mom, Dad, and Granddad rattled off a list of grievances, Mom at the size of their family and how it felt like the orks would take over if they kept at like they did, Dad complaining about how they muscled out other customers to see their rigs finished first, and Granddad…just…well, complaining. Old Hank Riggins had been a lawman for a long time, and losing that had left him awful bitter. The fact a Bigtop wore the badge now, enforced local tribal laws, and made up those laws as he pleased, rubbed Granddad the wrong way.

      Wesley Bigtop, the Old Man, was the patriarch of the sprawling clan, and if Fairbairn today had a man like Sebastian Fairbairn—the town’s founder, who owned half of it and ran the rest—it was Old Man Bigtop. He’d bought his way onto the Cascade Ork rosters, conveniently finding he was one-sixty-fourth Crow or something, and as such indigenous enough to not leave with the other Anglos after the Ghost Dance War. He’d taken the tribal name Bigtop, and then done great things with it. Somewhere near sixty, Old Man Bigtop sat atop a pyramid of six sons and three daughters, most of whom had goblinized into orks, and who had given him dozens of grandchildren (a couple of whom were absolute pains in my behind). On top of his blood, like it weren’t enough, he’d welcomed into his band a great many goblinized natives who’d fled, or been tossed out of, their old tribes and families.

      Johnny Bigtop was the eldest of his sons-by-blood, and his face, his circus tent logo, and his hideous tie were all over our town, thanks to the used car lot he’d taken over from his father. Johnny had three billboards scattered around the county, and he bought up all the time he could for his cheesy commercials on all the local access tridchannels. Old Man Bigtop’s second-born ran Fairbairn as the mayor, Buddy.  His third son was the sheriff, another ran two silver mines and one zinc. The Old Man had a daughter who was county treasurer, and another that had married Representative Pawl Shaggy Mountain’s middle boy, which gave the Old Man ties straight to our tribal leadership. All these Bigtop brothers and Bigtop sisters and all their husbands and wives had all spat out little Bigtops, kids my age or near to it, and it felt like there wasn’t a pie in this town they didn’t have a finger in.

      I nodded along like I got it, looking from grown-up to grown-up, the pillars my life rested on. Sometimes Granddad forgot what year it was, and he talked like a Bigtop hadn’t been mayor for as long as I could remember, and like Dad didn’t do half his work on Bigtop trucks, and like a Bigtop didn’t franchise the Super Stuffer Shack where Mom worked in the pharmacy. Tonight was a better night, though. He was keeping up okay, talking to Dad about how things were, not about how things used to be.

      They talked to each other, all agreeing the Bigtops were no good but were rooted deep, all talking about grown-up things I pretended to understand, all talking about things I didn’t quite get and didn’t quite need to. I was growing into an understanding that there was something very wrong with Fairbairn, and that the Bigtop family was worse than just a few kids that were jerks to everyone at school.

      “Eat your broccoli,” Mom said. Finally someone talked me, and it was the thing I wanted to hear the least in all the world.

      That was all I got?

      I started to open my mouth to complain, but I got cut off.

      “Eat it.” Dad pointed my way with his own fork. “Your momma fixed it up, you eat your food.”

      I looked to Granddad for a reprieve, hoping to appeal to the simplicity inside him. Granddad had always been a meat and potatoes type of guy, so sometimes he’d stick up for me when Mom tried to make me eat too much green stuff, and broccoli was green as heck.

      Later on, I’d learn the word ‘spartan’ for how Hank Riggins lived, sequestered away in the back room of our little trailer on this strip of land he’d gotten from his granddad (way back in the 1900s) and that we sold a little bit of every year. My Granddad Riggins didn’t owe anyone, he didn’t want much, he’d never lived on a dirt road in his life, and had no plans to.

      Granddad sometimes bragged he’d only owned three shiny things in his whole life; the stainless Ruger revolver he’d kept on his hip for thirty-plus years as a deputy and then sheriff, a state championship football ring that was about five times as old as me, and the simple white-gold wedding band Grandma had given him, once upon a time.

      Every once in a long while, I could count on Granddad to intercede on my behalf, when Mom was coming down on me. Especially over vegetables.

      That night wasn’t once in a long while. He just glared at me under snowy white eyebrows, face as craggy and distant as the mountains all around us.  Vegetables bothered him, but insubordinate grandchildren did, too.

      “Finish.” She shot me The Look, and the situation escalated. “If you don’t want to keep your mouth busy with broccoli—but you will finish it, young man—why don’t you talk to us about what happened at school today?”

      “Wha…what do you mean?” I lifted my eyebrows just like Dad did when Mom accused him of farting.

      “Dashiell Hammett Riggins,” Mom kept up The Look, and she busted out my middle name, so I knew I was heading towards trouble. “You know very well what I mean. Ms. Talks-Fast came by the store today for her mother’s medicine. Now tell me, son, just what do you think she and I might have talked about?”

      “She should change her name to Ms. Talks-Too-Much.” I tossed my fork down in disgust and crossed my arms.

      My family was unmoved by my bluster, like the mountains ignored the wind. And patient. Dad stopped eating to look at me, hard. Granddad chewed a mouthful of pork chop and waited to see if he ought to be mad or not.

      “Fine,” I rolled my eyes like only a thirteen-year-old can, going for melodrama if I couldn’t go for wide-eyed innocence.

      “First off.” I set the stage with my hands wide at them, palms up, in a universal “calm down” sign a tridshow had told me helped to ease angry predators. “I want you to know the Bigtop boys started it.”

      Dad frowned.

      “Second off, I want you to know there was more of ’em than there was of me!” Keeping them calm didn’t work, time to try copying them. “I swear, half of this town are gosh-danged Bigtops!”

      It didn’t work, either. My stomach churned with anxiety, but I worked to maintain what I thought was an adult aura of calm and reason. “And third off, I did it to help someone smaller than me. Sallie-May Wind Blows. They was—”

      “Were,” mom corrected me.

      “They…were…picking on her ’cause of her parents.” Sallie-May’s family was like mine, a mix of Native and Anglo. All human, no orks. More of the Bigtops were orks than not, and they were proud of it. “So…I…asked them to stop.”

      “Ms. Talks-Fast says you did a little more than ask them.” Mom arched one perfect eyebrow.

      “Well, Tommy Bigtop shoved her! And then Jimmy Bigtop took her backpack, and Ken Griffey Junior Bigtop smacked her right on the butt!”

      I got louder as I kept going. “What was I supposed to do?! There was three of ’em and just one of her, and they’re all so big, and remember, Granddad, you used to say that thing about, uh, about the…the…sheepdogs and the wolves and whatever? So, like, I…I…tried to stop them.”

      “Your son.” Mom turned her glare from me over to the family patriarchs, including the one who’s life lesson I’d tried to invoke in my defense. She was using that extra calm voice she used when I was in trouble. “Punched Ken Griffey Junior in the face, then took his bike and rode off on it.”

      “You stole?” My grandfather’s eyes turned hard.

      “From a Bigtop?” Dad put down his knife and fork.

      “So that they’d chase me and leave her alo—”

      “You stole a Bigtop’s bike?”

      “I didn’t steal it, I took it to, like, to distract ’em! It ain’t like I stole a whole chunk of country like them Southern Sinsearach did, it was just a, a, a, combat ploy! To draw them off! Like, the, uh…sheepdog, something something, uh, flock? Shepherd? You know! The thing!”

      Mom had turned her look to Dad and Granddad like this was entirely his side of the family’s fault, which sometimes meant I was off the hook. I was left with the impression it wasn’t gonna get me out of trouble this time.

      “Go to your room,” my dad said in that quiet, certain, voice that meant this wasn’t over, he just wanted me gone before he got loud again.

      “But my brocco—”

      “Go.”

      He was still, and not looking at me, and I was pretty sure he was scared, not just angry. Had I just gotten him into trouble, somehow?

      I went. I sat on the floor next to my door and tried to listen in. Our trailer was small enough I could hear them, even if I couldn’t make out the exact words, I could hear the emotion in their voices. None of it was good. Granddad sounded confused, Mom sounded angry, Dad sounded that special kind of loud that meant he was afraid. Then I heard the door slam, and I scrambled to the window to press my face against the cold glass and peer outside.

      “—can’t believe she didn’t tell me ’til now,” Dad muttered as he stomped across the driveway, hauled his Carhartt jacket on, and puffed out steam as he hurried toward our battered old Toyota Gopher. “Get ahead of this thing, Pete, get ahead of it.”

      I heard the tires spit up gravel as he raced it away like he was putting out a fire.

      Nobody talked to me about it the next morning, or the day after, or ever again. But I knew less than a week later, paperwork went through, and another slice of Granddad’s-Granddad’s land was sold off. Whatever apology Old Man Bigtop finally accepted, it was taken out of Riggins land.
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      The seasons changed fast in Fairbairn, and summer nipped on spring’s heels like a Chihuahua on combat meth. Our parents were all abuzz about the New Visions, Ohio church fire, and some kind of stupid terrorist thing going on real far away.

      We kids cared about different kind of heat; school had just let out, the sun was out, and every single person in Fairbairn under the age of “grown-up” had big summer plans involving swimsuits, inner tubes, and floating the season away in the Cle Elum river. It was the best part of my year, challenging other kids to breath-holding contests, paddling around in the clear water, and looking at all the exposed skin soaking up the sun. I felt more comfortable swimming in the Cle Elum than I did walking the halls of my school, that was for damned sure.

      When the summer heat was upon us, the children and teens of Fairbairn turned into aquatic herd animals. It became a daily ritual, a communal migration, an instinctual urge like lemmings or somethin’. Everyone just piled into whatever pick-up truck rolled by their house the closest, the earliest, and then did the reverse to get a ride back home after that night’s bonfire dwindled away. Didn’t matter how you got there, didn’t matter how you got home. What mattered was spending the day in the water.

      You either splashed in, laughing, rolling a tube in front of you, or—if you were as daring as the high school kids—you leapt into the cool, clear, waters from the graffiti-slathered heights of Old Ingalls Bridge. You could jump in however you liked, being there made you part of the giant, living, flowing, thing every child in our community belonged to while the summer heat lasted. We lived in and along the river all summer long, it became our Main Street, our burger joint, our mall where the kids on tv shows hung out.

      The younger kids kept alive by junk food, pop, and the hope of stolen kisses and glances. The older kids spent the summer sneaking beers, telling tall tales, and pairing off to duck into the woods or someone’s backseat. We all spent our days soaking in the sun and splashing in the water, our afternoons grilling hot dogs and burgers, and our evenings finding a ride home.

      I loved it.

      Summer had been in full swing, and then—suddenly—I’d started to miss out. Sicker’n hell.

      The first week had gone fully according to expectations for a fifteen-year-old on his way to his freshman year. The first chance I got, I took The Leap, cannonballing my fear away as I plunged from Old Ingalls Bridge down into the Cle Elum like the other high schoolers. The second week, things cruised along just fine, and I’d even gotten a kiss right on the mouth from Ellie Three-Trees after I showed her I could hold my breath underwater ’til she counted to a hundred. Then, on the third week, I got a doe-eyed look from the lean ork Toby Magpie I was pretty sure promised more in the future. Things were going great.

      So I got home on Friday night, hurriedly clambering off the back of Russell Wilson Bigtop’s still-rolling pickup as his brothers and cousins laughed and jeered at me to tuck and roll, but everything had been mostly fine. It was after I got home, maybe an hour into me lying in bed, that suddenly things inside my body went very, very, wrong.

      So the fourth week of my freshman summer had kicked off, and I’d been laid up with a fever, cramps, and a stomach that wouldn’t hang onto a damned thing I put in it.

      Dad was sure it was some sort of flu, and kept his distance so he wouldn’t spread it to the other guys at his shop. They had another order of custom Bigtop big-rigs to fix up, adding all the cool off-road and utility gear the Old Man constantly needed on a seemingly never-ending string of trucks and sport utility vehicles.

      Mom took my temperature, made sure I drank lots of water, asked awful questions about my puke and poop, and did her best to put off a trip to the clinic. She knew we’d already used up our annual insurance allocations ’cause of Granddad’s surgery earlier that year, and she wasn’t in a hurry to throw away a couple hundred nuyen. Especially not for a doctor to do nothing but order some over-the-counter stuff from the very Super Stuffer Shack she worked the pharmacy at.

      Granddad kept an eye on me, or tried to. On the second day, he called me Pete—my dad’s name—and told me I needed to get up and go to school or he’d make a switch. He stood in my bedroom doorway, and we went at it for like five minutes before I saw a little something “click” in his head, and then—Granddad being Granddad—he just gruffly told me to shut up if I was so damned sick, then, and left to go watch his tridshows. Granddad never apologized for the times he got confused. Riggins men don’t admit to fear easy, and don’t say sorry often.

      It was mid-summer, and I was miserable. I sweated through my sheets. I stumbled from my bedroom across the hall to the bathroom I shared with Granddad, and sat on the toilet, doubled over with cramps, until I felt empty inside. I showered cold to rinse off the sweat, showered hot to try and stop shivering, and gulped acetaminophen and ibuprofen by alternating handfuls to try and make everything stop hurting. I was voraciously hungry, but couldn’t keep a damn bite of food down, it leapt out of my body one way or the other. I was thirsty all the time—Granddad yelled at me when he saw me trying to just stick my head under the faucet—no matter how much I drank, and my pee came out with a little pink in it, I was sure. I’d never felt so sick in my life.

      And I hurt. I hurt. It felt like I’d sprained every joint I had. It felt like the worst sunburn I’d ever gotten, paired with the food poisoning I got from the buffet steakhouse in Roslyn, paired with the broken arm I’d once gotten jumping off the school roof for a kiss from Lilly Great Bear, and then paired with the worst kick-in-the-balls I’d ever taken. All over.

      Days passed. I got sicker, not better. My teeth hurt. My bones ached. My pulse was a sledgehammer hitting my temple. The summertime light spearing through my shades cut deep into my brain.

      I swam in the fever for a week, then started a second. Things got real fuzzy, real blurry, everything around me got fluid and soft around the edges, with only the pain staying sharp and real. I remember the sounds of cloth tearing, glass breaking, an old man’s voice. I remember my mother yelling, my father cursing, hearing someone vomit. I remember feeling my Ninja Raider tee and my underpants and even my lazy-loose-around-the-house sweatpants shrink and tighten and constrict and try to strangle me until they tore. I remember the taste of pain. The taste of pain. I remember throwing an arm over my eyes at the light that clawed at my brain from the summer-bright window, and I remember the sounds of duct-tape and Granddad muttering as he spread cardboard boxes across the windows to bring me blessed relief that never came.

      I remember sinking into the darkness and hearing Granddad pray over me in that gruff tone he used, like he was disappointed he had to ask someone for something, and I remember—distinctly, clear as day—praying, too, to whatever god or devil or wizard might hear me, begging them to break something inside me, to take anything from me they needed to take, to make the pain stop.

      I felt the pain inside me, clawing at me like a living thing, trying to get out. I wanted to let it out. I wanted to die, if I had to, go be rid of it.

      The darkness parted, and my mother stood over my sweat-reeking mattress.

      “Drink this,” she said as she tilted a red plastic cup toward me, her tone clipped, precise, clinical. Like she was just a pharmacist, not a mom. Not my mom, at least.

      It was water. I tried. I felt some dribble down out of my mouth and splash on my chest, and I was so hot the water that was so tepid in my mouth felt as cold as the creek out back as it hit my body. My torn shirt was already soaked through (was it sweat?) but she still looked at me, disappointed (disgusted?), over the spill (or something else?).

      “Mom…it all hurts…” I said, but it didn’t come out a whine. Or did I just not hear it right? My voice was rough and harsh, like two rocks being ground together, or the crunch of gravel under the tires of Dad’s Gopher pick-up when I was in trouble. That special sound it made when your folks came home, and you knew a lecture was coming? That was how I sounded. My own voice hurt my ears, and made me scared. Talking hurt my throat, my jaw, my teeth. Looking at anything hurt my eyes.

      Everything I did hurt my everything that could hurt.

      “It does,” she said. Not warmly. “It does hurt.”

      She stood up and turned away from me. My mouth somehow still felt dry, my chin and chest felt embarrassingly wet, my head ached, everything felt too hot and too cold at the same time. I fumbled with the damp washcloth she left for me on the nightstand, but my hand felt wrong and heavy and slow and I dropped it, knocked over my lamp, and dumped the half-full cup of water onto the floor, too.

      She didn’t clean it up. She didn’t scold me. She didn’t say anything. She was already gone.

      I lay there and ached, limbs half-hanging off my bed, the cool and fun memories of the Cle Elum a distant memory. The weak sunlight coming through cardboarded-over windows still felt like white-hot ice picks going through my eyes and straight to my brain, the harsh electric light coming from the living room, down the hallway, was impossible to take, the once-soothing glow of my Tacoma Timber Wolves nightlight was a spotlight beaming right into my eyes. My feet hurt like I’d stubbed every toe, my arms like I’d bashed both funny bones, my groin like when KG Bigtop’d kneed me that one time two years ago. My chest ached and creaked, and I felt like I was a fat rainbow trout flopping on shore every time I tried to take a breath.

      I tried to talk to my mom, but I was never sure when she was there, and if my voice was really working or not. I drifted in and out of consciousness, in and out of sanity and perception, in and out of myself.

      Once, I woke up to hear my parents yelling, but instead it sounded like thunder, like an avalanche, like it would make my ears bleed. It was too loud, pounding into my skull too hard, for me to make out words. Just ideas. I tried to cover up and hide from the sound of everything, but my arms were too weak, my hands were too heavy, my body was too clumsy.

      I lay there and listened to them fight, Mom, Dad, and Granddad, and I imagined it was how the Greeks felt, listening to battles on Mount Olympus from them books. I heard the fury of the gods, felt it shaking our trailer, felt it threatening to break the sky and destroy my world. I heard a door slam and Granddad curse his way across the driveway. He went for walks when he was mad. The arguing kept going, though, just Mom and Dad, for what felt like a long time. Then the shouting went away, and suddenly my bedroom door opened again, leaving me to squint against the spearing bright light. The pain in my eyes brought up a fresh wave of nausea, but I glared through it to see my mom walking in from the hallway. I heard gravel in the driveway, and I realized the shouting had only gone away because my dad had left. Probably work. What day was it? What time was it?

      “This will help,” my mom said, her voice distant, pill bottles rattling in her hand. “Take these. Swallow. That’s it. A few more. More. They’ll make you better. Another one.”

      I tried my best to keep up. She gave me a pill, and again, and again, and I just swallowed and swallowed. Each pill felt like a piece of gravel in my mouth and a piece of glass going down my throat, the water felt like the coldest ice cream ever, my teeth and jaw hurt from the effort of drinking one frigid sip, then another, then another.

      “Shh,” she finally said, when the bottles didn’t rattle any more, and she was out of pills to feed me. “Shh. Just sleep.”

      The hurting didn’t stop, but the pills pulled me into the waters of darkness again, and I was sinking fast.
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      I woke up, vomiting, way over in Cascade Medical.

      We were all the way up in Leavenworth, over a hundred kilometers away, but the pain had followed me there, kept its fangs in, and hadn’t let me go. Everything still hurt. New things, somehow, managed to hurt, too, a slithering pain in my guts and a bone-deep exhaustion that made all the confusion and terror worse. My throat was as raw and savaged as it had ever been in my life.

      The only person I could make out as a broad shadow, looming against the harsh white glare of every single surface I could see. Everything was blurry, everything was awful, everything was sickening. Nothing looked right, everything was blue and cold or red and orange and—

      “Easy, boy,” the broad, warm shadow said, just like I was a dog or a horse. His voice was low, calming, sure. “Easy. Eaaaasy. There you go. Slow down. Breathe. Just breathe, chummer. It’s okay.”

      He reached out, and his touch was light and sure. A nurse’s touch. He wiped my face clean, switched washrags, cooled my forehead.

      “Let your eyes adjust. Be patient with yourself. Give yourself time. I know it hurts. I do. Easy does it.”

      I tried. I squinted. I felt tears roll down my cheeks. The colors changed, and the lights got softer, softer, softer, as I blinked and adjusted. Then everything was normal; the lights weren’t harsh, they weren’t all spotlights pointed straight at my brain, they weren’t all strobing spears of agony. They were just lights. The room wasn’t blue and weird, it was just a room, off-white and clean.

      The man looming over my bedside wasn’t just a man, he was an ork. He coupled an ork’s broad features with Native-high cheekbones and dark palate, and wore scrubs that strained against his biceps.

      “There we go. Atta boy.” The ork’s voice was deep, chest-deep, belly-deep. Like a bear. Like a storm. Like a cartoon about God. “See? Not so bad. You’ve got the hang of this. Good job, Dash.”

      Then, to someone else, a soft, insistent, addition.

      “Sirs. Sirs?”

      I followed his gaze and saw my dad slumped over in a chair. He had his Carhartt jacket over him like a blanket, his battered, grease-and-sweat stained ball cap down over his face. He had more stubble on his chin than I ever remembered seeing before. Granddad was standing in the corner like a cactus who’d been planted there. He gave me a matter-of-fact nod, his craggy features showing no emotion, just exhaustion.

      “Mr. Riggins? Sir? He’s awake. You can—”

      My father awoke and crashed onto me like an avalanche, tossing his makeshift bedding aside, hugging me. Sobbing.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” I tried to say. It came out a croak as my eyes rolled in their sockets. “I’m sorry I got sick.”

      I heard my dad start talking, heard Granddad snort, but I couldn’t make it all out. The room spun, I fell back into those cool, black, waters, and it was, I later learned, another day and a half before I awoke again.

      “There he is, welcome back,” the massive, orkish nurse flashed his tusks down at me in a smile. “Easy there, Dash. Easy. Let your eyes adjust again. That’s it. Thaaat’s it. Good.”

      The lights were less awful this time, but a different panic rose in my chest when I saw nothing but an empty chair where my father had last been, saw just an empty corner where Granddad had stood.

      “He’s here, your dad’s here,” the nurse said, hands up, palms at me. He could tell when, and why, a patient was afraid. “Sheriff Riggins headed back home, but your dad’s still around. We made him get a bite to eat, is all. He’ll be back from the cafeteria in no time.”

      Another flash of tusks, this time almost a boyish grin.

      “In fact, you know what? Doctor said you could have some solid food when you wake up next, so I’ll go get him, and we’ll bring you back something.”

      His observation cursed me with a roiling, achingly empty stomach. I was dizzy with it as soon as he left the room. The hunger gnawed at me—sudden, harsh, feeling closer to true hunger than I ever had prior in my whole life—until they came in, my father rushing to my side, the burly nurse carrying a plastic tray.

      I ate. I didn’t really taste anything, didn’t care that it was chicken noodle soup, little soypork patties and rice, bread gravel-rough with nuts and oats, all washed down with three meals’ worth of protein/replacement shakes. I only cared that it was food and it was mine and damn, did I want more of it.

      I didn’t notice. I didn’t notice my hands, or the shape of my mouth. Not at first. I just ate. I just feasted. I did my best to listen, but I was so hungry and so tired that only snatches of my father’s bedside words got through to me. The world was still glares and everything still hurt and my head still spun for no good reason, but I tried to listen to my father’s voice, no matter how far away he sounded.

      “—it’s goblinization, they call it, remember? Like the Perkins girl last winter—”

      “—a troll, kind of. A special kind. A fomori, it’s called—”

      “—very different, but you’re still you, son, you’re still—”

      “—and, this nurse fella, he’s Gavin, he goblinized, too, and he’s okay—”

      “—I still love you, Dash, you’re still my boy, no matter—”

      “—Granddad and me, we’ll never leave you, boy, I promise—”

      “—made a mistake, that’s all, she made a mistake, giving you—”

      “—she’s gone, for just a little while. But your momma’ll be back, I’m sure—”

      My dad’s voice broke, but the orkish nurse’s voice never wavered.

      Gavin took over, talking more about my metatype, about my new…body. He tried to sound confident and reassuring as he explained to me about Homo Sapien Ingentis as though I didn’t live in a territory run by the Cascade Orks who’d thrown open their tribal rolls to every troll who could make the trip. He tried to talk just like the hospital must’ve wanted him to talk, calmly, soothingly, a voice of experience behind carefully whitened tusks. He tried to tell me it was okay. He tried to tell me he’d gone through goblinization too, and turned out just fine.

      But how do you take someone seriously when they tell you—a kid, a wiry one, if not scrawny, a fifteen year old—that suddenly you’re two and a quarter meters tall, and you now weigh two hundred kilograms? How do you…how do you wrap your head around that, while you’re still trying to understand how small your Daddy’s hand is in yours?

      But the nurse, this guy Gavin, he…he almost made it all make sense. He almost explained it all to me, the way my body had changed, the way I wasn’t done growing yet, the way I needed to change my caloric intake, my clothes, everything. He explained it to me like a medical thing, like a condition, and it almost worked. The nurse and his deep, soothing, voice, held up me, my dad, everything. Like the mountains held up the sky.

      Then he held up a mirror, instead, and it all fell away.

      I wasn’t me anymore.

      My face was transformed, almost comically. Being bigger, broader, was just the start. My skull and jaw had broken and repaired themselves three or four times, by the doctors’ best guesses, over the course of the three weeks—three weeks?—I’d spent goblinizing. I was lantern-jawed like a cartoon hero. My chin jutted like a cow-catcher, like an ice-breaker, like the prow of a battleship. My lower teeth had all fallen out and filled back in, most prominently my bottom canines. I had tusks, now, pearly white like a baby’s, but still…feral. Sharp. Animalistic. My ears were huge and pointed, and I saw them droop as I took them in and my shoulders sagged; they were expressive and responsive, at least partially, like a damned dog or something. The hair on top of my head was still dark brown, but was almost impossibly thick, already impossibly long, a briar, a thatch, wild like some anime character’s. I, at fifteen, suddenly had sideburns that reached down, wooly, to my monstrous jawline. A pair of horns jutted up from my forehead, just below that shaggy-wild hairline, softly curling, grotesque, obscene. My skeleton itself had warped and grown, every centimeter of me; my shoulders had broadened, along with my ribcage, my hips, my femurs, fibulas, tibias. Every bone in my body had splintered, stretched, grown, sucked up energy to heal and reset and strengthen itself as I’d warped and twisted my way through this second puberty. I looked at least five years older.

      At least five years older, and inhuman. Not even a normal ork or troll, no, I didn’t even have that. I was a fomori. A monster. An outsider, even among the outsiders.

      Both of us had cried as I took in the thing I’d become, but my dad’s grip on my hand—his feeble, human, grip—was as strong as mine. He wasn’t letting go, not ever.

      I found out later I broke two of his fingers, but he never said a thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5

          AUGUST, 2036

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My dad had been wrong about Mom coming back soon. She wasn’t gone for just a few days, or even weeks, no. She apparently didn’t need time to think it over. She apparently wasn’t clearing her head then coming back to us. She was gone. Just gone.

      My dad found himself alone with a monster for a son, one that needed to eat triple what he had last year, with no wife to share his home or burdens, with an angrily confused father and a pile of hospital bills taller than the mountains that surrounded our home.

      I spent the rest of my freshman summer left alone with my monstrous new body to grow into, weeks atop weeks of chronic aching, of still growing, before I found a good night’s sleep. I stayed in our trailer, shunning the light, locked in with a confused Granddad who didn’t recognize me about once a week and had pulled a gun on the looming stranger in his house. Twice. I tried not to take it personally, Granddad had pulled his Ruger on a cockroach once…but it didn’t put me in good company.

      Everything—everything—in my life was worse, and it was all my fault. My mother had tried to medicate Goblinization out of me, then fled. My father was wracked with debt and guilt and shame that threatened to drown him, and my grandfather’s mental health was dwindling, his tenuous grip even more strained by the fomori his grandson had transformed into.

      We all had problems, thanks to me, and we all three dealt with them in our own way.

      Granddad, like a proper Riggins man, stoically ignored the problem. He worried about his daytime drama tridshows, he cleaned his revolver, and he talked about the good old days with the other good old boys.

      Dad avoided his problems in his own way, selling the shop to Bigtop Motors and getting their stylized circus tent logo to get slapped up over his old sign. He could throw himself into his work, sacrifice his independence for the steadier paycheck Johnny Bigtop promised, and he could tell himself he was doing what he needed to do.

      And me? I had to go back to school.

      The Bigtops were the most vocal once I got there, of course. They always were. Old Man Bigtop hadn’t raised a single quiet, introspective son, nephew, grandson, or anything else, in his whole miserable life, and it was easy for teenagers to be cruel.

      Growing up, me and the rowdy Bigtop boys been halfway-friends, rivals, just boisterous kids who sometimes butted heads because of mean streaks. Now, though? Now, as I walked the strange new halls of the Sebastian Fairbairn High School—as opposed to the familiar halls of, just next door, Sebastian Rogers Fairbairn Primary School—I had never felt so much like prey, and seen the Bigtops so much like predators. Size alone wouldn’t protect me. I was a moose, they were a whole pack of wolves.

      Or, no. Maybe not predators. More like scavengers. Vultures, maybe, or coyotes. Or, yeah, hyenas. Hyenas. Cackling, grinning, circling together to pester the sickly animal until they could gnaw on the dead.

      I’d stayed at home the rest of the summer, hiding my face, my body, my shame. I hadn’t gone back to the Cle Elum, hadn’t leapt off Old Ingalls to reach the water, hadn’t sat in the sand and smiled around a campfire. I’d locked myself in my room in our trailer, a minotaur without much by way of a labyrinth, but determined to be left alone.

      Granddad wouldn’t let me stay, though, not once school started.

      “I didn’t raise you to be no kind of drop out, no matter how you look, boy, and your daddy didn’t, neither. Ruck up and get you to class. I’ll not have truancy officers beating on this door, or that damned Bigtop’s deputies coming ’round to serve no citations.”

      It didn’t matter that the Salish-Shidhe government would never know or care my attendance record, and that the very notion of truancy officers had never so much as flitted through the head of Pawl Shaggy Mountain or any other Cascade Ork tribal leadership. It wasn’t a reason thing, to Granddad Riggins, it was a pride thing. He’d gone to school and his boy had gone to school, so his boy would go to school. New nation be damned, new government, new fomorian body.
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      It took the Bigtop boys two days—just two days—to force the issue.

      It started in the bathroom on a Wednesday afternoon. I’d taken to cramming myself into one of the two locking stalls in the boy’s bathroom, riding out our class’s lunch break in solitude and quiet. Jimmy had spotted my feet while checking his stupid hair in the cracked mirror, though, and the crowing had commenced as soon as Tommy and Ken Griffey Junior had stopped pissing long enough to join in. I heard murmuring from further outside, which meant one of them had opened the bathroom door to call more kids over to listen as they started in.

      I took it.

      I stood in the stall, hunched low so my horned head wouldn’t peek over, and made up my mind to let them say their fill. Dad had told me, after every scrap I’d gotten into growing up, that words were just words, and I shouldn’t let ’em get to me. He’d told me a boy’s pride was a stupid, brittle thing, and that my sense of self-worth shouldn’t be so fragile that someone else could take it from me. He’d told me that timeless classic, that generations of kids have heard and never been able to internalize, about sticks and stones and breaking bones, but words not being able to hurt me. He’d told me, over and over again, after fight after fight, not to lash out.

      So I tried, for my dad.

      I closed my eyes and I willed them to leave. My prayers were unanswered. The Bigtop boys mocked my strange new horns, my awkward new height, my face, my lanky build. They called me a freak. The only fomori in the whole Salish-Shidhe, they said, the most pinkskin, colonizer flavor of troll in the whole world.

      I balled my huge hands into fists, but I stayed still and quiet. I managed to keep it under control. I managed not to rise to it. I knew about my blood, even if they didn’t.

      And then that changed.

      “Hey Dash,” KG Bigtop laughed, raising his voice and hushing the others.  He knew he was escalating, because he knew he’d found a new angle, because he was certain this insult would break me down, if those insults hadn’t. “Did you kill your mom and eat her, or did she kill herself when she saw how ugl—”

      Gods help me, I don’t know how that little shit thought he was ever going to finish that sentence.

      I saw red, and I leaned into it and just let it happen. I rushed the bathroom stall open, backward on wailing, ruined, hinges, and the swinging blue-painted sheet of metal sent Tommy Bigtop sprawling. I brushed off Jimmy’s attempt to stop me, and I got both my big hands on Ken Griffey’s jacket, his shirt, his chest, and I just rushed him and didn’t stop rushing, I took him with me, lifting, snarling, shoving. I smashed him against the mirror, then pushed and slid him up sideways and up even higher, wedging him against the ceiling in the corner, breaking the hand-dryer off the wall with his ribs, breaking the ceiling lights overhead.

      Jimmy and Tommy Bigtop tried to get me off him, to no avail whatsofraggingever, then Danny Salmon Leaping and Billy Christian jumped on, too, all cursing and wide-eyed to try and break it up. I ragdolled them off me as I swung Ken Griffey over and around and then just slammed him down, pounding him into the often-sticky floor of the bathroom, leaning my weight onto him, grinding him into the tiles. Donny Bundy bullrushed me and I backhanded him away, and then I growled and gave KG an open-handed slap that sent three teeth skittering across the tiled floor.

      But then Mr. Flaherty from English came in, cursing, and Jeb Wilson, the janitor, followed by the no-nonsense coach, Ms. Red Clay. The adults turned the tide, thanks to our janitor’s and Mr. Flaherty’s orkish mass, and Coach Red Clay getting one of my arms behind my back in a way I just couldn’t undo. The three of them, with further help from a few students, managed to grapple me up and off KG and over against a wall.

      Ken Griffey Bigtop lay there, spitting blood and soaking in pee and fear, and his brothers looked at me with a mixture of hatred and terror that, at the moment, I found satisfying as hell.

      The rest of that day was a blur of lectures and my own brooding, surly, half-answers. Principal Talks-Fast, Ms. Talks-Fast’s wife, from primary school, did her best to explain things to Dad, but he blew the hell up, anyways. His voice rose with that mixture of anger at me and terror that I’d come to expect of late, and he swore at me about the Bigtops, his job, the shop, our future. Granddad spat brown tobacco juice on the floor of the principal’s office as his only commentary as Dad dragged me out to serve a week of at-home suspension. My dad hauled me by one overlong ear out to our battered old Gopher, and I rode in the back—I didn’t fit up front no more—to get me home.

      Granddad’s reputation kept the Bigtop boys from coming after any get-back at the trailer, and Old Man Bigtop’s pride kept any of his grandsons from pressing charges. Retaliation came to my father the next day at work, though, where he suffered a split lip, a black eye, and bruises all up and down his ribs, all thanks to the same strange shop accident that smashed aluminum baseball bats into our old Gopher pick-up thirty-something times.

      The end of that second day, I had resigned myself to the rest of my life being at-home suspensions punctuated by fights. Dad was drinking, never blaming me out loud, but sullenly pressing a bag of frozen peas to his eye. Granddad was watching the game on the trid and cleaning his Ruger wheelgun on the coffee table, leaving me uncertain if he remembered anything was wrong or not.

      I was fumbling in the kitchen to make us all something to eat…and then came a knock on the trailer door. A bold one. I wondered what fresh violence was coming our way, and looked to the other Riggins men for leadership. Dad didn’t even look up, he just took another long drink, straight from the bottle, resigned to accept whatever might come next. Granddad calmly, matter-of-factly, swung the cylinder closed on his big brushed-steel revolver, thumbed the hammer back, and sat comfortably.

      I sighed and answered the door.

      It was Coach Lucille Red Clay, standing before me like she owned the place. She was every centimeter the classic high school coach; team ballcap perched high on her head, polo shirt in Fairbairn Blackbird colors, khaki shorts, and a whistle hanging from a lanyard around her neck. A Black woman of middling-dark skin tone, she kept her hair buzzed short, and used a belly-deep voice that made every word she said a barked command.

      “Evening, Dash, Sheriff,” she said, giving me and Granddad, past me, brusque nods. Like most of the folks in Fairbairn, she still called Granddad by his old title, but her acknowledgement of him was as abrupt and casual as her acknowledgement of me. It was my dad she had eyes for.

      “Mr. Riggins,” she raised her voice ever so slightly, dragging his attention away from his self-pity and the ringing in his ears. “After what I saw this week, I think I know how to keep your boy in this town and out of trouble. Can I have a word, sir?”
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      Dad told me sit down and eat while he and Coach Red Clay talked outside. Granddad sat down at the dinner table and started in on the Reddy-2-Eet boxed pasta I’d cooked like he hadn’t a care in the world. I poked at mine with a fork, anxious.

      “What?” He finally got tired of me gawking at him.

      “What? What what? What, like you don’t want to know what they’re talking about?” I gestured with one long arm.

      “Well, shit, grandson. It ain’t no mystery.” He shoveled pasta and sauce in beneath his mustache, then looked at me like I was the biggest dummy he’d ever met. He drew out the moment, as patient as only a grandparent can be, savoring my impatience as much as the long, slow drink of water he finally took.

      Then, under those bushy white eyebrows of his, he gave me a long, bemused look, and a simple smile, just tickled pink that I hadn’t figured it out yet. “Boy, it’s got to be money.”

      The trailer door reopened, and Dad came in and sat at the table. Coach Red Clay waited just outside, again, and just cleared her throat that way people never, ever, do on accident.

      “Dash, why’n’t you come on over here a minute?” she said in a way that made it clear she wasn’t asking me anything, and the only appropriate answer to her statement was, or would ever be, me coming over there.

      I glanced my father’s way, but he busied himself sitting down and taking my untouched plate of Reddy-2-Eet. Granddad smirked.

      “Ma’am?” I stopped at the doorway, hunched low, and spoke slowly.

      “Looked like you didn’t eat much, is that right? How you feelin’ tonight? You doin’ okay? Any problems?”

      There was no warmth in Coach Red Clay’s questions, she said every question in a way that made it sound like an answer, instead. It was formalities. Rural expectations of civility, that was it.

      “No ma’am, I didn’t eat much. And no, I mean yes, I mean, I’m feeling okay, ma’am.” Since the change, words came hard to me, sometimes. I’d slowed down my talking, as a result, but I still tripped some times.

      “Good. Good.” She turned, hands on her hips, and strode a steps away, down the driveway. She didn’t ask me to follow, and Dad and Granddad didn’t ever tell me to go outside with her. I just knew I was supposed to. I just knew I was meant to.

      I did what the universe needed me to, ducked my head, and shuffled outside. Then I stood there, feeling awkward, as she turned and looked me up and down. Partially, the awkwardness came ’cause it was the middle of the evening on a school night and instead of being inside my own home, I was standing under the early moonlight in one of the half-dozen pairs of XXXXL sweatpants we’d bought for me, and the biggest Fairbairn Blackbirds t-shirt we’d been able to find in town. Mostly, though, the awkwardness came from…being me. Being looked at. Being.

      “What do you think I talked to your pa about, just now?” Coach’s voice was rich with her roots in Alabama. It gave her a different twang, a deeper drawl, than ours. Country was country, though. She talked like all the rest of us, just more.

      “Uh, me?” I answered slowly.

      “That’s the easy answer, and a shortcut, son. Not quite. I talked to him about war, Riggins. I talked to him about war, and money, and heroes. And you. Now go on over there by my truck, there. Come on, hustle up.”

      I trotted away, confused. Coach Red Clay knew a thing or two about war, and everyone in town knew it. I’d heard the rumors same as everyone else. I’d heard Granddad talk about her with the other old men in town; he wasn’t quite a “veteran,” but the old VFW hall had been co-opted into just kind of an Old Man’s Club, and sometimes he had me sit and do homework in the corner while he drank the afternoon away. I’d heard the talk. I knew she’d been in the Army.

      “There you go. That’s it, right next to it like you’re ’bout to race my truck over here. Looks like forty yards t’me, don’t it? Now, when I say, you’re gonna run this way. Fast as you can. Right at me. Drag race.”

      She had summoned a stopwatch to her hand from somewhere. I got down real low and dug in my feet as best I could, leaning over, tilting my too-large body forward for momentum. I…I hadn’t really run, since the goblinization, had I? I hadn’t done much of anything.

      “Go.”

      I rushed her, arms and legs and heart pumping, with all my height, all my weight, all my mass, bearing down on her like a freight train. I rumbled just barely past her instead of over her, veering only slightly at the last second to make it a miss. I heard her little stopwatch let out a little beep.

      She hadn’t batted an eye. Lucille Red Clay didn’t scare easy. Not after her time in uniform, not after her time on the wrong side of the Great Ghost Dance War, and not after her time—finally—on the right side of it. She’d seen too much in the blood for her to get spooked just by a scared kid running at her, fomori or not.

      “Do it again.” She nodded me back over toward her truck. I shuffled back over, not sure what was going on, and moving like it.

      “Boy, don’t you drag your feet on my field!” she called after me as I didn’t hustle enough to get back to the start.

      “But this is just my yard, Coa—”

      “From this day on, where ever on the good green Earth I happen to lay my eyes on you, Riggins, you are on my field, do you understand me? I see you in the halls, I see you on the street, I see you in the Stuffer Shack, I see you in church, it don’t matter, you’re on my field. I interrupt a sermon to tell you to jump, you ask how high and flap your arms, is that clear?”

      No. It wasn’t. Not much was, really. I nodded anyway.

      She puffed on her whistle. I sprinted. Her stopwatch beeped.

      “Again,” was all she said.

      “Your expensive little bathroom tantrum, you know what I saw? I saw you’ve got the potential to be a genuine phe-nom, Riggins. I saw you big, I saw you mean, and I saw you mad. But you know what the problem is?”

      Her whistle blew again, and I ran, drag racing her truck. She didn’t let me answer, or want me to.

      “Big, mean, and mad ain’t shit in Fairbairn, least of all to me. We got big all through our damned tribe, son, we got mean comin’ off every damned Bigtop that crawls out from under a rock, and we got mad ‘cause who the hell isn’t, these days? No, size alone ain’t enough. You ask Vince Bear Paw, that troll boy that come through my beloved Blackbirds two years back, and who couldn’t make a damned tackle to save his idiot life. Run it again.”

      I trotted, I caught my breath next to her truck, toed the line next to it, then I sprinted again when she whistled. She lectured on, all of it using an Army-trained “command voice.” I vaguely remembered Granddad’s buddy Joe saying that some of her time had been spent as a drill sergeant. I believed it.

      “But you got lucky. ’Cause I saw you quick, boy.  The fomori subspecies—that’s you—of Homo Sapien Ingentis has the thermographic vision of their troll cousins, has the horns, has the muscle mass and durability. It doesn’t have the unique skin conditions and propensity for visibly asymmetrical skull shape. No dermal deposits and crooked features for you, no. You know what you have instead, Riggins? Again. Run it again, son.”

      I panted, I sprinted, I trotted back to start. I listened.

      “In addition to that pretty face, Riggins, what you’ve got is a body proportioned more like a baseline human. No long arms and short legs for you, no uneven, disproportionate skeletal structure and muscular distribution, no. Not as much as a giant—you know giants are a thing, now?—but, son, you’ve got what Vince Bear Paw didn’t have, and what all these other trolls here in the Cascades don’t have, and what most of the trolls in the whole goddamned world don’t have, worth a damn. Riggins, you’ve got legs. Legs to match all the rest of you. I’m gonna see to it you know how to use ’em.”

      I started back over towards the truck, figuring I had to run that forty again, but she shook her head.

      “You know what a burpee is? From gym class?”

      I nodded, half-confused. Like normal.

      She blew on her whistle. I blinked stupidly until I realized it was an order, then I got to work. I squatted, stretched out into a plank, did a push up, squatted, jumped, and then did it all again. Coach let me get started, then let her whistle fall out of her mouth to continue laying out the new boundaries of my life.

      “I’m gonna work you, Riggins, gonna hammer you into shape. And not just ’cause you’re a freshman. My other boys and girls, they’ve been doin’ two-a-days for better part of a month now, so you owe me workouts. But more than that, most of the team’s been playing something since they was little, and your pa tells me you ain’t never been one for organized sports.”

      …squatted, planked, pushed, squatted…

      “He says you liked to swim, instead,” I had never heard anyone say “swim” with such disdain.  “How in hell you grew up in Fairbairn not wanting to be a Blackbird is beyond me, but I’m here to tell you, boy, you’re one now. You are one for organized sports. You are, in fact, only for organized sports.”

      …jumped, squatted, planked, pushed...

      “You’re gonna play football real soon, Riggins, season starts this very Friday night. Six-on-six. Ironman style. Everyone plays both sides of the ball. Time comes, you’re gonna be my linebacker and my halfback. You understand me? You are gonna throw yourself at the ball or you’re gonna throw yourself at the end zone while you’re carryin’ it, and you’re gonna run over whoever gets in your way. Simple.”

      …planked, pushed, squatted, jumped…

      “Football season ends round about November, plus however long we’re in the playoffs, God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou willing. Then? New season, you’re gonna wrestle. We’re using Native Freestyle Scholastic rules this year, and I’ll teach ’em to you, along with a few other tricks.” I wondered if she’d spent any of her time in the Army teaching these particular tricks. A part of me hoped so. “You’ll learn balance and power, how to take a fall, and how to get back in there and do it again. One on one. Troll division. That weight class is stacked, boy, so you got work to do.”

      …pushed, squatted, jumped, squatted…

      “The football is to teach you how to be part of a team, and teach the team how to work with you. You’ll all be wrapped up in pads and helmets and cleats, you’ll have a big, fat ball you can’t miss, you’ll have halves and quarters and downs and time-outs. You’ll be able to run out of bounds. Don’t you worry, the season’ll be over before all them toys and rules make you soft. Meantime, you’ll learn how to hit and get hit, and you’ll learn that ain’t neither one of those things the end of the world.”

      …planked, pushed, squatted, jumped, squatted, planked…

      “The wrestling’ll teach you how to fight right. How to be hurt, but not be stopped. How to take someone down, over and over, and defend against a take-down. How to pin, how to wrench, how to twist, and when to do each one. It’ll teach you balance, and respect. How a body can move, and how a body can be made to. All those pads’n shit’ll be gone, it’ll be just you and your opponent. Nothing slowing you down. Nothing but fear.”

      …squatted, jumped, squatted, planked, pushed, squatted…

      “But then comes February, and the real show starts. Stickball. The reason for all of this. Once you know what the hell a team is, how to track a ball, how to hit, how to grab, and how to do it all without pads? Then it’s time. Stickball, Riggins. Stickball’s what it’s all about. Barefoot. Shirtless. Rain, snow, or shine. Small ball, fast ball, heavy sticks. No breaks. No bounds. Rules change a bit every week. Stickball’s the season that counts, Riggins. If you want, you can play some baseball after that, before summer break, to cool down. But come stickball season, you’d better be ready to—”

      …I planked, pushed, squatted…and gasped…swallowed…and panted…and then I puked, standing there with my hands on my knees, emptying my belly while my head spun. I stood there, panting, making faces.

      Coach was, suddenly, all up in my face, brim of her hat barely missing my horns. “I didn’t say shit about stopping, Riggins!”

      I took a second to gawk at her, a deer in headlights, then managed to nod. I spat a mouthful of sick onto the grass—onto Coach’s field—and started up again.

      “That’s more like it. You got no stop in you now, son. You’ve got football, wrestling, and stickball in your veins and your brains, and nothing else inside you, you hear me? From here until the day I let you leave, fifteen minutes early is on time, do you hear me? You owe me a long-ass backlog of workouts, Riggins, and I’m collecting on that debt. We’re gonna feed you every protein shake in the county. We’re gonna get you the nastiest, rustiest, cheapest, heaviest set of weights we can find, we’re gonna dump ’em here on my field in front of your trailer, and you’re gonna heave my iron until you can’t, then you’re gonna do cardio until you can’t do that. Twice a day. You’re doing two-a-days until I tell you not to, and any minute that you’re not moving that big body of yours, you’re studying playbooks, do you hear me?”

      …I squatted, planked, pushed…

      She blew her whistle. I tried my best to stand up. Coach let me suck in great big lungfuls of air, feeling my big heart pound in my chest.

      “You’re behind the curve, Riggins, but we’ll catch you up. By the time you hit that field and carry a football, you’ll be a man among children, you understand?”

      I stood up a little taller and controlled my breathing.

      “We’re gonna make you a war hero, Riggins. That’s what I talked to your daddy about. We’re gonna take your soft-as-duck-shit self and make you into the champion of Fairbairn scholastic athletics. I’ll take care of your teachers, but your reputation’ll take care of the Bigtops. And it’ll be because that’s the mayor’s last name.”

      Coach eyed me up and down, then blew on her whistle. I didn’t know what she wanted me to do, so I stood there feeling dumb for a second, but then started doing jumping jacks.

      “By stickball season, everyone in town will know you’re the one carrying the load. You know why Fairbairn cares so damned much about stickball? Why they started, really started, caring about how the Blackbirds did, back in ’30?”

      It felt like a trap to try and answer, so I just kept doing jumping jacks. She seemed pleased. If the crease on Coach’s face had been anywhere but Coach’s face, I might have mistaken it for a smile. I tried to think back to the fall of ’30, and nothing came to mind. I did remember seeing more signs around town, more soap-scribbles on storefront mirrors, and stuff like that. But…I’d just been a kid. I hadn’t paid it any attention.

      Coach Red Clay continued, even as my sluggish mind tried to race. “Money. And not just the donations from Bigtop Motors, and what money the other boosters can scrape together, no. I mean taxes. I mean our taxes, coming back to us. Salish-Shidhe Council money.”

      She eyed me up and down, then gave me a sudden, curt, nod.

      “Take a knee,” she said it like it was every bit the order as everything else she said. I slumped down gratefully, though, and looked up at her.

      “Stickball used to be a stand in, a way our people competed that wasn’t quite a war.” She said “our people” like despite my native blood I wasn’t a fomori, the whitest damned troll variant in the world, and like she wasn’t Black and from Alabama instead of being a Salish native. “For hundreds of years, maybe thousands, nations all over the continent, all in their own language, had a game like stickball. The rules weren’t the same every place, but the spirit was. The struggle was.”

      “The Cherokee called it anitsodi, the Chickasaw itti’kapochcha to’li’, and the Haudenosaunee called it tewaaraton. All of those mean ‘little brother of war,’ and for damned good reason. It’s how families, and clans, and bands could settle their differences. People got hurt near every game. People died. But it was fought for dignity and honor, it was something half sacred, half sport.”

      Coach put her hands on her hips, backlit by the front porch light of our little trailer, and looked like a war god.

      “And these days, after all this time, we’re making it all of that, again. Sacred, sport, dignity, honor. War. Because according to the Sovereign Tribal Council of the whole damned Native American Nations, stickball rankings directly affect education funding bracket placements for schools, what few of ’em we have. Stickball ain’t just how our wise tribal elders are harnessing our rural Americana bullshit rah-rah for the schoolboys and a way for schools to hand out a scholarship or two, no. Not any more. Stickball matters, Riggins, the STC said it does. Stickball is how a tribal town gets the funding it needs for the kids in their school, for their teachers’ salaries, for the money that gets tribal leadership to look the other way for your side activities.”

      At the time, I had no idea how extensive those side activities were. The Bigtops had their claws in Fairbairn and the Cascade Orks, deep and bloody.

      “You win at stickball, you win those battles, you win that war. You take food right off the plate of other schools, take the books out of their hands, you take the teachers from their classrooms. Or, at least, you take the money meant for all those things.”

      Coach gave a matter-of-fact nod, and held a hand out to help me up. She turned it into a handshake, even as I loomed over her. The deal was made. The pact was agreed-upon.

      “You’re gonna make Fairbairn so much money they can’t help but love you, son.”

      I started to smile and say something eager and stupid.

      She cut me off before I could.

      “Or you will die trying.”
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      Three years came and went—three seasons each of football, wrestling, and stickball, and, hell, I’d even tossed in a season of baseball just for fun—and another school year was coming to an end. Things had really picked up this last year, though. Really picked up.

      Coach had some help from a new assistant. Mike Wilson, the school janitor’s boy. Mike had goblinized at puberty, too, but he was about ten years older than me, and had gone ork. He’d already signed up with the Salish-Shidhe Rangers and left town before I turned fomori, so it’s not like I’d had a chance to talk to him about it, but Dad had mentioned him, and old Mr. Wilson had, too, in the months after my change. Mike hadn’t been around. Mike was back now, though. He’d done his bid, was out of the Rangers, and back in Fairbairn without much to do.

      So, anyways, ol’ Mr. Wilson had asked Coach to take Mike on, give him some direction and something to do besides drink and be mean now that he was back in town.

      He’d been a Blackbird eight or ten seasons back, had played all three sports just like I was, and he took back to Coach’s way of doing things like it was second nature. Me and the other kids liked having him around. We cracked up every time he ended some wrestling drill with “and then you knife ’em,” the other players never minded if Mike showed up at one of their parties to check in on everyone, and he became Coach’s right hand. Mike turned into kind of a big brother to most of us, especially the non-Bigtops (since they had big brothers to spare). He used to come by once or twice a week and coach me when I was practicing at home on the off season, sitting and drinking with Granddad and hollering at me when I did something wrong or right.

      With Coach Wilson helping out Coach Red Clay, and with both of them hammering me into shape all damned year long, we were really making things happen. We were kicking into a new gear, playing better than ever. I was bigger, stronger, and faster every season—every day—and it was paying dividends.

      Our Ironman six-on-six team had rolled hard, and everyone and their grandma knew I was leading the way on that football field. The first game of my junior year had set the pace, as we faced off against a Salish team all in new Gaeatronics-logoed gear. I hit a Salish wide receiver so hard he shit himself and his fancy uniform, right there on the first play. Later, I got a sack that made the quarterback up and quit the game. That first match, the refs had to use the old “slaughter rule,” calling it off at halftime ’cause we were up by more than 35 points. After I got home from that game, me and Toby Magpie went farther than I had with anyone else, to celebrate. I fell into an easy pattern with him, and a few other folks. The better I did in games, the more we fooled around. It was a win/win for me, and I liked the attention.

      We kept up that momentum all damned season. Helmets and pads and cleats, impact after impact after impact, we mauled every batch of dumb-frag kids that got in our way. We made it into the playoffs for the first time in a long time. The Blackbirds were back on the map, and everyone saw Fairbairn was nothing to trifle with on the football field.

      Second playoff game, though, we ran into the Grizzlies, a team of Northern Sinsearach kids who were hungry to avenge their regular season loss to us. They had one dwarf playing center and fullback, but all the rest of ’em was elves, quick and with good reach, lethal with a passing game and the best cornerbacks in the Cascades. We’d beat ’em in September ’cause they kept trying to run it, but in the second go-’round they were sharper in the air, and we tried to match ’em with a passing game. Our mistake. Two minutes left, third and six, and Danny Salmon Leaping’s pass got intercepted. We lost, 31 to 33. Season over, we moved on. After the long bus ride home, Ellie Three Trees stole her daddy’s whiskey and got me drunk for the first time in my life, so things weren’t all bad.

      I kept the momentum going into wrestling, what we all called “Solo Season.” I’d come in sixth in the Council, the whole Council, in Native Freestyle Scholastic. I had a stronger base and core than most of the troll kids I was competing against, and my coaches drilled better technique into me than most other troll kids bothered with. It seemed like most Ingentis were content to brawl their way through sports, and most of their coaches were content to let ’em, but Coach Red Clay sure as hell wasn’t gonna be that sloppy. I’d spent the last year learning and working out in equal measure, Coach Wilson taught me some grappling he’d learned in Salish-Shidhe Ranger Combatives (even if he did end half the holds with “and then you knife him”), and, hell, even Old Man Bigtop had sent some help our way out. Johnny Bigtop of Bigtop Motors made a big show of paying for a Jiu-Jitsu coach to come in out from Seattle for special lessons for the team (and then he’d stuck around for weeks, for one-on-one scheduled sessions with me).

      It had all paid off. I’d ranked higher than any other Blackbird ever had in wrestling, even back before the Salish-Shidhe change, even going back to the Fairbairn, Washington days. I was a beast on those mats. The other trolls didn’t know how to wrestle someone almost as strong as them, but as quick as an ork or elf. I threw one Makah kid—a troll, remember!—out of the ring so hard he’d landed on his daddy on the sidelines, and almost knocked him out. He came running back onto the mat swingin’ after that, and got himself disqualified, so I kinda beat him twice.

      My own dad hadn’t been there, he couldn’t ever get time off, but Granddad was. He wasn’t a big fan of stickball, and he said so, but he never missed a single home game. He called me Petey instead of Dash sometimes, but I told myself the important part was that he was there.

      Then, of course, came stickball.

      Stickball was life, especially for us varsity players. It brought the community together and pitted us against a neighbor in a mostly-good-natured way (but with real stakes on the line, thanks to taxes). Back in the day, stickball was how wars were fought, or narrowly avoided. I’d read up on it some after Coach told me, and, hell, the Choctaw and Muscogee tried to use a game to settle a land dispute as recently as in the 1900s, with the Federal Marshalls eventually having to break things up! Stickball was bigger than just the players and the team, it brought towns and counties and cultures together.

      Stickball was a game that was simultaneously simple as hell and complicated as frag-all. The basic idea was straightforward; you’ve got two teams of players, every player’s got a stick (or two) with a little hoop and basket on it, and the players use those sticks to move a ball to a goal. First team to score twelve points wins. No pads or helmets, no shoes, no shirts (sports bras, if you needed ’em), and you could tell one team from the other by the color of their shorts.

      Two teams. Ball. Score a goal. Sounds familiar, right? Sounds universal, right? Sounds like the root of plenty of other sports, right?

      Well, the devil’s in the details, and the details of stickball changed from game to game. There was no set field size, no set team size, no static rules for what a goal was worth, or even what it was.

      You see, stickball wasn’t ever just stickball, a single game. Stickball’s the name we used for a dozen different sports played by a dozen different people in a dozen different tongues, it’s an oversimplification, just like “Native American” or “Indian” is used to talk about all different kinds of folks. It might have started in Choctaw and Cherokee territory, it might have started in the St. Lawrence Valley area, then spread up around the Great Lakes region. Maybe those earlier games turned into lacrosse, Indigenous peoples’ bastard baby with the French, and stickball—stickball today—is more the baby of Oklahoma and the South, the Cherokee and Choctaw instead of the Algonquin people. Me, I thought stickball was older than any of that, and more than all of that put together. Stickball was just stickball. Stickball just was.

      Stickball’s history gave it different names among different people, and different historical rules to match. Modern stickball, as we were playing, it had different rules, too. Fluid rules. They changed from match to match, night to night. Partially this was ’cause the Native American Nations was all so young that so much was still being made up as it went, but partially this was because it was in stickball’s nature to be flexible. In the olden days, matches could be on a small field or could have goals miles apart, and they could be a half-dozen young players or hundreds per team.

      It was all decided on before the match, along with the boasting, the placing of bets, the posturing. The method to the madness, in our league, was in the drivers.

      Every team provided two drivers for a match, and drivers lived somewhere on the spectrum between a referee, an assistant coach, and a war crime tribunal. You see, while the teams of players lined up to yell, chant, or sing challenges to one another on the field, while the spectators placed their wagers, the drivers from both sides met up in the middle and figured out what in hell the rules were gonna be that Friday night. However long it took them, they argued until they reached a consensus, and then the game could start.

      They decided on what the goals were for that field, how the scoring would work, the team size, they decided whether we used sticks to tackle or our bare hands, how much wrestling was allowed against non-ball-carriers…and then they worked together, all four of ’em, to make sure we all followed the rules that they’d just agreed on (up to and including through the judicious application of the two-meter-long sticks they carried to physically pry players apart).

      Drivers put the game first, and understood that stickball as a sport was more important than the outcome of any one game. They got their meager pay from the Council, not whatever team they worked with, too. But they were still a part of a team, even if they were adjacent to it instead of right alongside. They were still members of their local community, not completely impartial outsiders.

      The end result, then, was often the other team’s drivers watching to make sure we followed the rules, and our drivers watching the other team. It all balanced out in the end. Stickball never had timeouts, though, or halves and quarters. If you messed up, the driver waded in with their own stick, pried you and your opponent apart, and warned you, docked your team a point, or sent you to the sideline. Your team was on its own to get someone else in fast to replace you, the ball kept moving while drivers chastened, and the game was played until one team or another hit twelve points. Period. Always. Rain or shine, ambulance called to the field or not, always. When a game of stickball got started, a game of stickball went to twelve. It was a marathon and a sprint.

      The smallest game we ever played was seven on seven, on an old baseball diamond where we scored by touching third base with the ball, and the Sinsearach team scored by touching first. That game, sticks were allowed for tackles, and we players used ’em hard, looping ’em around the other players’ gut or between their legs, then lifting, heaving, using it like a handle for extra leverage. On the short grass and chalked dirt of a baseball field, things were nasty, fast. We took it twelve to two, the smaller field meant our brawn won out. My brawn, mostly.

      The biggest game I was in was the only time we got our whole squad together—b-listers, underclassmen, and more, hell, Coach called in Ellie Three Trees’ little brother, Donny Bundy’s big brother and little sister, and Mr. Flaherty’s two kids in out of the stands, ’cause they were the right ages to legally play—and we fielded thirty players against thirty players, on what’d been an old outdoor polo field, three hundred yards long and about half as wide. By the end, we’d churned up the middle of that thing into nothing but mud, sweat, and puke, with sixty angry teenagers running back and forth on it for hours, nonstop. That game, we scored one point for flinging the ball into a soccer goal at either end of the field, two for hitting the frame of the goal with your ball-carrying stick, or three for running inside the goal, bodily. It took forever. Twelve to eleven, us. Hardest game of my life.

      Most games were somewhere in between. There was usually about a dozen of us on each team, normally fighting over turf a little smaller than a soccer pitch or football field. At most schools it was a football field, and scoring was tied to the familiar uprights in either end zone (either hitting the uprights with the ball, or touching the post with it in your possession).

      A few times, we played “social” style, taking more from how the Cherokee did it. There’d be a single pole in the center of the field, instead of a goal on either end, and there’d be some sort of somethin’ up at the top of the stick, like a mascot’s head or whatever.  You scored by hitting the pole or the decoration on top of it with the ball. Those matches always turned into brawls more than games, we were all so crowded near the pole. That was the style of gameplay the Cherokee’d used, back in the day, in place of battles. I knew why.

      There were only a handful of universal truths to stickball, though. Two drivers. Sticks. One ball. Twelve points. Running.

      And tackling. Man, was there tackling.

      The Haudenosaunee called stickball dehontsigwaehs, “they-bump-hips.” The Ojibwe, Chippewa, and Oji-Cree called it baaga`adowe, “bump-hips.” In the Mohawk tongue, the People of the Flint Stone Place called it tewaaraton, “little-brother-of-war.” That was the name the Choctaw used, too, ishtaboli, “war’s-little-brother.” And the Cherokee, with anitsodi. The nations that settled the most disputes with it called it what it was.

      Because we warred, all right. We bumped, all right. Hip-throws. Suplexes. Pavel twists. Shoulder tackles. Slide kicks. Double-leg takedowns. Every warrior culture in the history of the world has ways to take an opponent to the ground, and it wasn’t a coincidence that so many of those same cultures had sports built around that basic idea, too. The Fairbairn Blackbirds used them all.

      In every game of stickball, the ball carrier was fair game. Period. If someone had the ball, in hand or hoop, it was either your job to take them down, or to block for them. In most games, so was someone trying to tackle the ball carrier, and someone actively defending them (which is to say, everyone on both teams). Most of the time you had to drop your sticks before making a tackle, but sometimes that was only before tackling the ball carrier; either way, sticks littered the field, and a few brave souls (normally back-up players) scrambled around in the gameplay area, picking up after us, running sticks back to players, and trying to stay out of the way.

      Every game also had a volunteer (half the time they worked as an EMT or firefighter or something) running water to players on the field, and quick-checking our injuries. But it wasn’t just those two, the water folks and stickrunners, that had to look out. Because stickball didn’t have set boundaries, the game sprawled where the game sprawled. Period. Spectators were warned not to get run over before a game, and that was that. Hell, in one match here at home both teams went running and fighting most of the way up the bleachers after a checked throw slung the ball that way. There was a penalty for spectators to interfere and grievous bodily harm was likely, so everybody’s families ran like hell to stay out of the way. I was worried Granddad might shoot someone, but he was just running and cussing like everybody else. We won that one twelve to seven.

      After a tackle, when the game turned to a twisting, heaving, wrestling match for the ball, the drivers counted to five before calling it a dead ball. Then, they’d get us off each other, toss the ball up, and we’d start at it again. That was the closest we got to breaks during games. Ten, twenty, maybe thirty seconds of dead ball time, as some players would sandbag to make it take longer, giving the rest of us a little longer to take a breather.

      For the folks not carrying the ball, though? A tackle or a block could turn into wrestling for just as damn long as you felt like wrestling, most of the time. On defense, you wanted to avoid tackling anybody but the ball carrier, because you had a job to do, and by God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou, that job was stopping that ball. On offense, it paid to take someone on the other team down and keep ’em there, ’cause it was one less person in your ball carrier’s way; you could usually tell which team had the ball by who was on top in the paired-off wrestlers at any given moment.

      The ball wasn’t the easiest sumbitch to spot, neither. Teams provided their own balls—one more thing for the drivers to argue over—but they were always small, hard, and fast-moving. Old-school teams used a core of a small rock or some hard clay, wrapped in buckskin. Newer-school teams peeled a baseball and laced it up right, or used a ball all of woven leather and soaked in polymers for extra toughness.

      The sticks themselves? Some of the teams with higher budgets used synthetic lacrosse stuff, impact resistant polymers, aluminum or titanium, carbon fiber composites. Most of us went older-school, though, usually hickory, with one end flattened, bent, and bowed into a scoop. Proper Choctaw sticks had squared off cross-sections, and that was how I liked mine. Players were allowed to decorate their sticks, with everything from colors to stickers to scrawled blessings and curses. Plenty of stickballers took to the field with a boyfriend or girlfriend’s signature on their stick, or a quick blessing from a grandparent. We Blackbirds were old school with it. Hell, we Cascade Ork didn’t just use old-style sticks, we made ’em and sold ’em. The Bigtops made a killing out of ‘traditional Native American stickball equipment’ just like they did dreamcatchers, jewelry, and every other damned trinket they sold to tourists.

      The reason Coach Red Clay wanted me so bad was because teams without trolls couldn’t out-wrestle teams with them.  Thing was, trolls tended to get outplayed. Ingentis had long arms for good reach, but on a game field with sticks, everyone had good reach. What stood me out was that fomori don’t have the usual troll-short legs to go with it, the top-heavy build that gets trolls compared to gorillas so often. My parents’ lean height, coupled with my goblinization, made me more athletic than any of them, while I was still bigger and stronger than the orks. I was a baller. I could sprint. I could jump. I could get low to block and tackle another troll, or I could leap, strain, and reach, to go for jump-balls better than anyone else in the Salish-Shidhe Council.

      Football toughened me up. Wrestling honed me. Stickball was what I was built for.

      Stealing something back from the colonizers game of lacrosse, Coach had decided our team would use standardized sticks, along with spreading us out by position and drawing up plays, for a little more organized game. 100 to 110 centimeters for one group of players, and 130 to 180 for others. Our players who focused on moving the ball and shooting or running in goals liked smaller sticks, making ’em quicker to whip around and smaller targets for defensive checks. Those of us mostly focused on defense liked the bigger sticks, for more range to cover someone, or just to match our height better. I was the only Blackbird that opted for the maximum size, which meant I went to most matches with the biggest swingin’ stick on the field, rivalling a driver’s pole in length.

      I sweated, I trained, and I bled for Coach Red Clay and the Blackbirds. Broke a finger in a match against some Makah kids, and I went back in not two minutes later with some tape lashing my hand to the stick. Twelve to seven. Cascade Crow always played hard against us, we always fielded an all ork-and-me squad against those pricks, and in one game a Crow driver broke his stick on the top of my head. I kept playing. Twelve to ten. I lost two teeth in a game against the Badgers, another Cascade Ork team, and Coach herself footed the bill to get me sent to a fancy dentist in Wenatchee that fixed me up. Twelve to four. My nose got busted when a troll kid on the Coquitlam Hawks grabbed me by the horns and just went for a straight-up Muay Thai knee to the face. He lost a point for it, but I paid a point later that game when I busted his ankle. I could finish the game, he couldn’t. Twelve to eleven.

      Most times, the Cascade Ork teams were the least motivated, the least coached, the least cerebral, and the most physical. Most Cascade Ork schools, most Cascade Ork towns, didn’t care much. They didn’t have the interest, and I swear I think half of ’em were in it each season just for an excuse to drive to other towns or have other towns drive to them, as part of their usual, predictable smuggling ops.

      Most Cascade Ork towns didn’t have Coach Lucille Red Clay, though, or the booster money the Bigtops brought in. Most Cascade Ork towns didn’t have a player like me, for a coach and a budget to hammer into something special.

      Most towns didn’t have a player like me, that needed it so damned bad.

      The Bigtops and I still didn’t get along. Ken Griffey Junior’d been told by his daddy and granddaddy to stay the hell away from me after I’d embarrassed him. He and one of his uncles and a cousin I didn’t know came along on away games, but they were missing a lot of the action. I figure they were up to that Cascade Ork business everyone expected of us, buying, selling, negotiating. I didn’t miss him. KG’d always been a son of a bitch, and him and me spending time together wouldn’t’a gone well for anybody.

      But Tommy, Jimmy, and Russell Willson Bigtop were all on the team, and plenty vital to it. The three of us played together. We practiced together. We bled together. But we didn’t hang out, didn’t eat after games, didn’t go to the same parties to celebrate after a Friday night victory. I let them have the socializing, I ceded that territory to them, and I made due with a few girlfriends and boyfriends that weren’t into those types of rowdy parties, too. Let the other varsity players swagger around, princes and princesses of the school, I was content with my casual flings, the occasional classmate that wanted a bit of fun, a bit of taboo, a bit of notoriety for being with me. I knew drinking the Bigtops under the table wasn’t how I was going to keep my family safe from them in Fairbairn, and getting drunk enough to brawl with them wouldn’t do it, either. Being indispensable to Blackbird athletics was it. It was my shot.

      Despite the physical edge being a fomori brought me, hell, because of that physical edge, I had to work harder than anyone else on the team.

      I practiced year-round to stay in shape. I didn’t have an off season. When the other kids were working out, I did two-a-days. I ate like a lion, worked like a draft mule, and grew like an elephant.

      Granddad kept a comfy old lawnchair and a cooler of beer out front so he and his buddies could watch me work. I churned a muddy ditch into our front yard from running the forty on it so often. I transitioned to a heavier weight set than Coach and the boosters had first gotten me, Daddy spot-welded a pull-up bar to the end of the house, and I had a monstrously oversized tractor tire and two enormous lengths of chain that I added to my routine.

      Worst off, Coach had started me running tackle drills on a candelabra-topped Western Red Cedar on the edge of our tree line. She sent me to do my damnedest to break that sumbitch down, using just shoulders, pads, and technique. I spent few years challenging my flesh and blood and bone against a tree trunk that had been growing there since before the colonizers came. Ol’ Red hadn’t budged yet, but I swore to myself that damned tree would break before I did.

      And on the rare days I didn’t have a proper workout, I still worked my body. I’d run to school or the shop or down to the Cle Elum instead of getting a ride, I’d split and haul firewood just for something to do, or I’d go out hiking with Granddad when he went hunting. Best of all were the times me and Mike Wilson would go hiking and climbing. We challenged ourselves, ork and troll, against the nearby peaks and sheer stone walls, and we always found a way to win. It might not have been weightlifting or wind sprints, but it sure as hell was exercise.

      I worked. For years, I worked. I worked, I did what I was told, and it paid off.

      I had to make sure every Blackbird win was thanks to me, I had to make sure every Blackbird loss wasn’t, and I had to make sure it was clear to our whole little county council trinity, which was two-third Bigtops. If I was gonna keep rocks from being chucked at my trailer, keep my old man from catching any more beatings at work, keep Granddad from pulling his gun on every damned Bigtop in town, I had to be so valuable to the teams that the whole damned Cascade Ork tribe knew I was Coach’s right hand. I stuck close to Coach every chance I got. I did everything Coach ever asked of me, and I stayed in her shadow, always ready to do more.

      After an away game, it was cheaper for us to drive home halfway across the Council than for them to put us up somewhere overnight. We spent a lot of long, dark, hours in that bus. There’s a special kind of isolation, a magical kind of loneliness, that comes from driving or riding somewhere late at night, especially in the country. You’re this little bubble of light and sound driving through a vast, dark, nothingness. Riding a bus back from an away game, going on two in the morning, you might as well have been on a spaceship. Inside that isolation, you find a different kind of camaraderie, if you look for it.

      Inevitably, on those long, late-night rides home, Mike and Coach would get to talking. He kept a hip flask on him Coach pretended not to see, but shared with him in those front seats as we were on our way back to Fairbairn. The other players slept most of those rides, or made out in the back rows of the bus, all of us with faces streaked with war-paint, eyeblack, or just mud and blood. I didn’t ride in the back, though. I was Captain, so I sat up front, and I liked to listen to them talk. War stories.

      Most of the time, believe it or not, the war stories weren’t horrible. Sometimes Coach would reminisce about some old piece of hardware from decades back, and Mikey’d say he used the same thing, or done some training with it at Yakima.  Other times Mike would mention a really gnarly drill instructor, and Coach would mention she knew their old unit.  Their stories were just workplace complaining; the meals-ready-to-eat that were inedible in all their varieties, ponchos they both swore were worthless, boots that never got broken in right, that sort of thing. They’d talk about the jokers they’d served with, share a story about some sort of battlefield or bivouac hilarity, or occasionally talk about a lucky break they’d had, or they’d smile as they praised an officer who’d made a good call.

      Most of the time.

      Every now and then, one or the other of them would just…trail off. Coach would drift away mid-sentence—and these conversations were literally the only times in my life I heard her talking anywhere near softly—and Mike would let her, just nod, and not say anything.

      Once, when both of them seemed to run out of steam at the same time, I interjected. Introduced myself. Brought myself into it, just this one time. We’d had a rare loss, gone down 9-12 against a Squamish team, of all damned things, who’d just caught us with our pants down. Losses made the ride home longer. Losses made the night darker.

      I cleared my throat, when they were in between stories.

      “Your dad, uh, Mr. Wilson, he said your goblinization went smoother’n mine did,” I said, voice low, reading Mike’s features as headlights swept past the other way. “Me and him talked a few times, after, uh, after mine. He was nice. I mean to thank him for that, just never have. So can you, uh, can you tell him that for me? Tell him thanks?”

      “I’ll tell him.” Mike nodded back at me. “And yeah. I heard yours was…wasn’t. Wasn’t smooth.”

      “No,” I said, turning a shudder into a head shake as I remembered the days, then hazy weeks, of agony. Remembered that last look on my mother’s face. Remembered every not-quite-metaracist thing she’d said, up until then.

      “Your daddy told me, that first night we talked. You know, don’t you?” Coach Red Clay met my gaze, but her eyes were as unreadable as they were when she had on those favorite Oakleys of hers. They weren’t cybereyes, they were just hard.

      “You know why she gave you those pills, Dash?”

      It was just about the first time she’d called me by my first name. It was just about the only time she asked me a question and actually wanted an answer.

      “I do.” I swallowed, looking away. “I didn’t, but I do.”

      “Hell of a thing,” Mike said.

      “Hell of a thing.” Coach nodded.

      And that was the night I admitted to myself that my momma’d tried to kill me, not cure me.  She, a trained pharmacist, had fed a whole bottle of sleeping pills, chased by a whole bottle of pain pills, to her sick, fifteen-year-old kid.

      Coach Wilson handed his flask to Coach, and she handed it to me. I drank, and managed not to cough on it. We rode in silence until I handed it back, then we talked defense and playbook changes as though nothing had happened.

      I learned a lot about brotherhood from Master Sergeant Lucille Red Clay, and from Corporal Mike Wilson.  Every so often, after that talk about my mom, one or the other of them would loop a conversation back around to a recent game or injury, and include me, even if only just briefly. They might say I reminded them of someone in a story, or compare a major military frag-up to a mistake someone had made during a game. They pulled me into the conversations without expecting much from me, in that quiet way, and they let me know my eavesdropping wasn’t eavesdropping.

      Listening to their half-whispered, half-unspoken conversations, and listening to them specifically while I was on my way home from what felt like battles of my own—away games, never anybody’s favorite—and while the rest of the team was snoring or making out in the otherwise dark and quiet bus? It was…different.

      Different than any other conversations I’d had with anyone else in my short life. Not angry lectures from Granddad or tired lectures from Dad, not Coach barking orders or Coach Wilson backing her up, not the mixture of awe and fear I was getting from most of my classmates these days, not the fawning from boosters and the rare local business owner, not the hero worship and flirtation I had with my boyfriends and girlfriends. I didn’t feel included with the Blackbirds, even as I worked myself stupid to lead them, kicking and dragging, to victory after victory. I did feel included, in those quiet moments on the bus rides through the dark of the Cascades, with the leaders of my team. Coach, Assistant Coach, and Team Captain. A trinity. It felt good. It felt like a home.

      We won rings that season. My sophomore year, our stickball team took first place in the whole damned Council. Coach Red Clay, Coach Wilson, and me. Everyone else was just there. The whole town knew who’d done it, who’d gotten us to that Championship game against those rich-kid Gaeatronic-sponsored stickballers, then who’d won the match. We took ’em 12-11, but we took ’em.
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      It was my senior year, and everything was comin’ up Riggins.

      I’d followed Coach’s calls, and the Blackbirds had taken the 2038 Council Championship in Six-on-Six Football. I earned that second championship ring by carving up the Vancouver Titans for two-hundred and eleven yards rushing and three touchdowns on one side of the ball, two sacks, three tackles for a loss, and a fumble recovery on the other. Halfback or linebacker, I’d followed the plays, I’d put in work, and we had stomped the holy hell out of the richest, fanciest, Cascade-Crow-iest team in the whole damn Salish-Shidhe Council.

      Afterwards, Sallie-May Wind Blows had finally wriggled all the way out of her cheerleader outfit and gotten me all the way out of my football uniform, and we’d celebrated with one of two ways a red-blooded Fairbairn kid marked turning a corner into adulthood. Some things you did, did with other people? They just made you feel a little more adult, was all.

      The other way we knew we was adults? I finally had my very own truck.

      On my birthday, Dad and Granddad gave me the keys to our family’s old Toyota Gopher. They sold some more land, and Dad got a new set of wheels for himself (a ’34 Gopher, fresh off the used car lot there at Bigtop Motors), but our old one was mine, all mine. It didn’t matter that I didn’t really have anywhere to go, or any time to go there, not with me still running practice after practice, still trying to break down that old cedar, still making sure I was growing into this fomori body and keeping it running like a well-oiled machine. But it absolutely did matter that I knew if I ever did have somewhere to go, I’d be able to go there. On my own! Driving my own truck! The feeling of freedom that came with knowing I could get into my own set of wheels and just drive it was amazing. I felt free. I felt capable. I felt like an adult.

      And with stickball starting up soon, I was sure as hell working like an adult. I knew we had a hell of a season in front of us, and I’d love to get me an’ the Coaches a third championship ring.

      “Y’know, studies are saying orks and trolls age faster than humans.” I stood, hands on my knees, taking a break outside our trailer. The snow all around me had been churned to slush and mud, just from my cardio and dynamic stretching. I was jerseyed and padded up, but it was plenty cold, and steam was pouring off me along with sweat. “So I’m basically, probably, like, twenty-five or something. An’ you’re even older.”

      “They say we die younger, too,” Mike Wilson said around a mouthful of Moon Pie, chewing thoughtfully. “So you’d best keep working out, stave off the inevitable heart attack or whatever.”

      It had been my Moon Pie, left unattended for too long. My assistant coach was sharing the sun-stained patio table with Granddad, who had out his radio, a hunk of electronics older than I was, and was trying to get the Vancouver Admirals hockey game on clearly. The two of them sat in the shade, drinking beer or grape soda as the mood hit them, Granddad puffing on his pipe, Coach Wilson snacking while I worked my hoop off in the snow.

      “But where I’m going with this is that I should’ve been driving for years by now! I mean, if we do age faster—and, look at me!—isn’t it unfair that we’ve got to wait until sixteen to be able to drive and stuff?”

      “Well, you didn’t. That was just Mr. Riggins’ rule,” Mike drawled before taking a drink of pop. “It’s just that your daddy trumps tribal law in this case.”

      “Hell, everything trumps tribal law ’round here. Lord knows them orks don’t care,” Granddad grunted disapprovingly. ‘Them orks’ had become his term for basically everyone and everything wrong with the world, from city leadership to county to Council, and on the rare occasion politicians from outside the Salish-Shidhe got his attention, them, too.

      “You could be driving down the street right damn now with a beer in one hand and a gun in th’other, and them orks wouldn’t give two shits. Hell, so long as they sold you one or both or the truck, they’d be happy.”

      “But how would I steer, Granddad?”

      He snuffed out my grin by throwing a bottle cap in my general direction. If his bottle had been closer to empty, it probably would have been that.

      “Fuck you, boy, and go kill you that tree.” He pointed at that damned cedar with his pipe. “Warm-ups is over.”

      Coach Wilson nodded his agreement and sat back to watch, leaving me no recourse but to hustle over in the ankle-deep snow that was knee-deep to either of them. I glared up at Ol’ Red, my nemesis, and got to work. I threw myself at that tree with everything I had, every centimeter of flawless form I could drag up, ever kilogram of me going into each attempt. Every so often, if I lagged, Coach Wilson or Granddad would holler something like “Hut!” to get me started again. Most of the time, they just watched, one eye on me and their ear on the Admirals game. The Riggins weren’t particularly a hockey family, and we didn’t have much love for Vancouver and the Cascade Crow that ran it, but the Super Bowl was a week and a half off and my wrestling had a bye week, so we made due. In lean times, you cared about whatever sport you could find.

      I dug my cleats into the mud and snow around Ol’ Red, I slammed my padded mass against it time and again, I felt a rattle in my teeth and bones from the impact—and maybe, just maybe, heard wood cracking?—and I knocked fresh snow from the cedar’s ancient branches, but, to the surprise of none, the old tree didn’t fall. After I-don’t-know-how-long, Mike waved me back over with a holler to cool down. Nothing but my exertion had been staving off the cold, so almost as soon as I stopped I felt plenty cool.

      He chucked me a Moon Pie and nodded for me to take a seat, but Granddad threw his ancient radio into my lawn chair, instead, causing a burst of static, followed by sudden silence.

      “This damned radio’s busted,” he said with certainty and finality. Again. He’d written it off probably six times that I could remember, same as the tv, same as my old truck, same as the Salish-Shidhe Council as a whole. “You drive on down the shop, boy, and use the radio there. Figure out who won.”

      “I don’t think it was broken, Sheriff, they just interrupted with the news about them riots an—” Mike tried his best.

      “I can hear, can’t I? I knew they was interrupting plenty about that nonsense in Seattle, but I don’t give a tug about all that. It’s broken now. I want to know who won the game! Last I heard clear, there wasn’t but a minute or so left, and the Admirals was only up by one.”

      There was no talking to him when he got like this. Gruff. Loud. Anxious.

      He stood and pointed, shooing me away. “Now go on, Dash. You’re so eager to drive and be a big man and such, so you drive. Take that truck of yours and go into town and go to that damned shop full of them damned orks. They always got the radio on. Your daddy’ll know who won the game.”

      “Granddad, it’s almost dark. Dad and those Bigtops ain’t gonna be working. Hell, Dad’s probably on his way home right now, ’less they got him sweeping up and closing again. Look, why’n’t we go inside out of the cold, call him, and just ask if h—”

      “You was born in this trailer on the last damned day of 2020, it’s where you still lay your head to this damned day, and hell if this trailer and the land it’s on ain’t been in my name the whole time,” he sat back down in a huff, defying my suggestion to go inside. “So if you want to make it to the last damned day of 2039, if I tell you to drive to that shop, you’ll drive to that shop, you hear me? Don’t think you’re too tall for me to send you after a switch, boy.”

      “Sheriff, look, I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee myself.” Mike tried to cut in with a tusky smile. “Maybe we can go inside and check the tv, see if there’s a replay of the game we can wa—”

      “Fuck your tv, Pete,” Granddad cut Coach Wilson off, calling him by my father’s name. “Your bony ass is cold? Fine, go the hell inside! But you worry too damned much about your tv, not about your wife, run-off, and your too-big damned son and his too-big mouth. Now, when we tell him do somethin’, he oughta just do it! Same as he does with that woman coach of his! I like that fella on the 710 AM on my radio, and I trust him, not like them plastic-faced fools on the tv. I want to know what that fella said happened in th’ game, and I want a goddamned grandson who’ll do as he’s told!”

      Mike and I exchanged a glance, then a nod. Granddad had been like this around Coach Wilson before. Hell, sometimes I think he’d been like this around every soul in Fairbairn. After an incident at the Stuffer Shack last summer, half the town had started to walk on eggshells around him. I didn’t blame them.

      “Can I grab my jacket, Granddad?” I started towards the trailer, “I think my keys is in the pocket, anyhow.”

      “Wuss,” he snorted and crossed his arms, half-spilling his pipe. “It ain’t that cold, and the truck’s got heat, ain’t it?”

      I left him and Coach Wilson to argue about whether I really needed keys or not, then I traded out my pads for my troll-XXL Carhartt and trotted down the driveway. My Gopher—hah, my Gopher!—was just starting to heat up and defrost the windshield when I saw headlights coming this way. Dad had done a number on the seats down at the shop, so I could fit in it comfortably here in the driver’s seat, but I still had to crane my head at an awful angle to poke my head out the window and into the dusk-cold air.

      “Hey, Pop, will you tell Granddad to get his ass inside ’fore he catches his dea—oh, uh, sorry Coach!” I found myself hollering at Coach Red Clay’s truck, not my dad’s, as she pulled up alongside.

      “Who told you to drive somewhere instead of run?” Years into it, I still couldn’t tell when Coach was joking with me or not. “And where’n hell are you off to, anyways?”

      “Granddad’s in, uh, a mood? Wants me to go to the shop. I figure I’ll check on Dad if he’s still there, maybe grab some food and come back. Coach Wilson and you should be able to talk him into going inside by then, at least. Even he’ll get colder’n hell soon enough.”

      “Huh,” she just grunted to acknowledge everything I’d said, peering through her windshield as though to confirm my grandfather and assistant coach were there, still wearing her Oakleys as the sun was going down. Then, like she liked to do so much, she changed the subjects. “You knock that damned tree down yet, Riggins?”

      “No ma’am.” I huffed out steam. “It’s in a mood, too.”

      “Well. All right. Go on, roll your window up, get into town, then. Remind your daddy I’m over here, we got to finalize this Super Bowl party thing for the boosters, and Johnny Bigtop put him in charge of buying food and such. Again.”

      Then she ended the conversation by rolling up her own window, nodding matter-of-factly, and sending me on my way. Half the reason Coach Wilson’d been wiling away his afternoon with Granddad and me was ’cause he enjoyed it, but the other half was that party organization. Neither Coach nor Mike Wilson were the party planning sort, and, hell, neither was my Dad or Granddad. But between them, it had to get done. As Athletic Director for Fairbairn High, Coach probably could have shucked the job off to someone else, but that wasn’t her style.

      I drove down the dirt road I’d run down so many, many more times. This time I had my own personal soundtrack, a mix tape put together by Ellie during one of our on-again portions of relationship. A few trucks went by the other way, leaving town in a hurry, rushing home for a warm dinner. Plenty of folks drove farther’n us to get home, that was for sure. The Riggins had settled closer to Fairbairn than most, back in the day, just a few kilometers out. Granddad’s Granddad used to own almost all the land we drove through and past to get to town, but now it was parceled out and, in fact, town was creeping this way. Coach Red Clay herself lived in a nice trailer—a doublewide, all to herself—on land a Riggins had owned, once upon a time. She hadn’t come from town, she’d come from her place.

      So she didn’t know what was wrong any more than I did. Or Granddad, who never met a phone he liked. Or Coach Wilson, who’d been ignoring his phone, sitting in the cold, eating junk food, telling jokes, and half-assedly coaching me while the radio burped static and half a hockey game at us.

      “Ho-lee drek,” I breathed into the cab of my Toyota.

      Fairbairn was on fire, and not a one of us had had any earthly reason to look this way and see it.

      I floored it, following my fool instinct to see what was wrong, to help if I could, instead of to turn around and go home, instead of even turning off my cd to listen to the radio and find out what was going on, or why.

      No, I accelerated. Rushing in. Stupid. I drove through a wasteland that looked like a war movie, with every other building wrecked. I didn’t see another living soul as I sped to Daddy’s shop. There were a few dirt bikes out front, but nothing else. No one else.

      “Oh,” I breathed out a sad, weak noise at what I saw.

      The interior of Bigtop Motors Mechanic Center was smoldering by the time I got there, the fire crews nowhere in sight. No sign of Sheriff Bigtop or any of his nephew-deputies, neither. Around the back, my Daddy’s new truck was on its side, paint blackened and bubbled by a fire, cabin a mess. The shop office was a charcoaled husk. The shop itself…

      “Oh, no.”

      Peter Riggins, mechanic, part-time shop teacher, husband, and father, was hanging from the roof of his auto shop by a network of steel chains, rigged up like an engine waiting to be dropped into a chassis. He was still and, my troll eyes showed me, cold. He was strung up like a hanging scarecrow in his own auto shop, where he’d worked my entire life, which he’d sold to the Bigtops only under the promise he’d retain managerial rank and seniority. The Bigtops had, in a roundabout way, paid for my hospital stay. The Bigtops worked for and under and around my daddy every day. The Bigtops had beaten him silly, right there at work, for me laying hands on KG. And now they’d done this.

      I knew, because the Bigtops were still there. A couple of them, matching the couple of dirt bikes out front. Orks, my age or a little older, and ones I didn’t know right off. Cousins or something, not any of the kids I went to school or played ball with.

      “How th’ frag you spell ‘terrorist’?” one of them asked another, as I scrambled out of my truck and started towards them, silhouetted by the headlights. He had a piece of cardboard out, a broken-down delivery box cut open and laid flat, and he had already spray-painted HUMANIS onto it.

      “Hey Jackie,” the other one looked up my way and waved me over as I saw red. “How you spell terrori—“

      I blitzed, and hit the one with the spraycan as hard as I could. As hard as I’d hit that receiver to make him shit himself. As hard as I’d hit the troll stickballer who’d broken my nose. As hard as I’d ever, in my life, hit Ol’ Red, the cedar out back that had seen a thousand winters. My tackle drove the air out of him in a whoosh of steam, and I drove him to the charred concrete floor in one smooth, brutal, motion that ended with him folded over some busted ribs.

      “Hey! You ain’t Jackie!” the second one said, as the other two of us rolled around in the wreckage of the shop, grabbing, twisting, kicking, clattering against fire-ruined tools.

      I alligator-rolled to put more distance between our wrestling match and the slow-even-for-a-Bigtop cousin, and ended up on top, mounting the one I’d tackled. I postured up, and started punching. I’d never really been trained in striking, but it didn’t matter much. I was big, and strong, and his head had nowhere to go between my fist and the shop floor.

      “Why?” I roared as I swung. “Why?”

      “Why?” And again.

      “Why?” A third time.

      My fist and championship rings came away slick and red-wet and I bent low to just roar in his face, bellow, let out my belly full of rage and pain. Then I got tackled from behind, as the second Bigtop finally caught on as much as caught up. I threw him off me and into a heap against a wrecked wall of tools, then rushed after him as he scrambled to his feet.

      He swiped at me, and a broad-bladed hunting knife glinted in the darkness, the sort of partially-serrated, partially-curved, jagged-edged thing that was normally bought by the tourists passing through the gas station. I skidded to a stop, faltered, then scrambled back to my feet as he advanced, swinging wide and wildly. I backpedaled three steps, angling to keep both of them in front of me, and then bumped into the swinging chunk of bloody, fire-scarred, meat that used to be my dad. I froze, it swung a little and bumped back into me.

      Knife be damned, I felt that pat on the back and used it to launch me forward in a rush. The Bigtop stabbed up at me once, but he had the blade held all wrong, perpendicular to my ribs. I felt a streak of fire as it hit my side and cut a jagged line after glancing off bone, but hell if it stopped me.

      I got both my big hands on him and rushed, pushed, pushed, pushed, shoving him back like a blocking sled until I almost broke him in half over the brushed-steel shelving on the far side of the shop. I grabbed his throat with one hand and started squeezing, while the other backhanded away his stupid little knife arm and its stupid, big, knife. Then I got ahold of his jacket and turned, twisted, pivoted, slung him up and over my hip as hard as I could, and back down onto the merciless concrete. I landed on top of him, all my mass hitting him at the same moment the hard shop floor did, and things inside of him broke from both impacts.

      “And then you knife him,” I remembered hearing Coach Wilson say, a dozen or a hundred times, joking with us about a new throw or submission.

      I pawed around on the shop floor and found a screwdriver. It didn’t glance off his ribs, it slid right in. I don’t know how many times I stabbed him, lying there half-atop that idiot Bigtop, or how long I kept at it. I just know how it felt to drive that screwdriver into his side, to feel the length of metal probe in and tear at him, to feel the handle of it thump against his ribs, over and over again. I know how it felt to roar, to grind his face into the concrete, and to stab like I was a piston in an engine.

      The first Bigtop—bloody, stumbling, swinging at me with one eye swollen shut—clipped my horn with a crowbar swing, and got my attention. He was off-balance and slow with the backswing, so it was child’s play to just reach out and pluck the crowbar from him. Candy from a baby. Easy as pulling a weed.

      I hit him, once, in the side, just for the pleasure of folding him around the length of iron. Then I grabbed him, left hand a fist around his throat, crowbar light as a feather in my right, and screamed into his stupid, bloody face again.

      “Why?!”

      “Well, because,” the Bigtop said, brow furrowed like it was the simplest thing in the world, confused that I didn’t get it, like I was an idiot. “He’s a human.”

      I choked him off, shook him by the neck like a dog, brained him with the crowbar’s hook-end, then dropped him like trash. Then, quite unlike any action movie I’d ever seen, or any other act of violence I’d ever carried out prior, I bent over nearly double and puked all over him. It took me long moments of retching and panting—hands on my knees, like taking a break from a workout—before I found the fortitude and the courage to turn away from the men I’d killed, and to face my father’s corpse.

      However it was, exactly, that they’d killed him, it hadn’t been fast. He looked like he’d been cut a dozen times, one leg was clearly broken and hanging loose from its socket, and half his body was a charred, blackened, mess. On the ground beneath him was his stained, old, ballcap. Bloody, blackened. Ruined.

      I reached up and started fumbling at the chains, not thinking clearly enough to go to the lift controls and even see if they were still working. Everything felt so cold, and looked it on the infrared. My hands were cold, shaking, and stiff as I undid their tangles of ugly, messy, knots, and my breath showed in the air as I whispered nonsense, prayers, and curses, when I was finally able to lower his body to the ground.

      He felt small, so small. I held him like a child.
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      The Night of Rage, the news had called it, all through the week. Riots everywhere worth mentioning, it seemed, New York, Seattle, Chicago, Denver. Everywhere. Not just riots, either, but counter-riots, then escalating riots, riots turned bloody and attempts to stamp them down that had turned bloodier. I remembered hearing about the start of it all on Monday, hearing updated body counts out of the Tacoma warehouse fires in Seattle all week, hearing about the Sears Tower in Chicago earlier today. Crackling. Static-thick. Half-heard as interjections to Granddad’s radio game, across the frozen field from me.

      The Night of Rage. It was turning into a week of rage. A week of grief. Of blood and fire.

      Metahumans had taken to the streets, Alamos 20,000 and Humanis-riddled law enforcement had punished them for it, and tit for tat, back and forth, things had escalated ever since. But it was all so far away that it hadn’t felt real.

      Until it wasn’t far away at all. Until it hit Fairbairn.

      Until the Bigtops decided to act like the Cascade Orks were marginalized on Cascade Ork land, and to use the struggles of other people as a murderous excuse to…to…what? What in hell were they up to? Were they out to continue their decades-old stranglehold on Fairbairn and Kittitas County? To purge the humans completely? They didn’t try to lead our tribe to wage war with the Cascade Crow, no, didn’t declare an offensive, recruit, and go fight the metaracists we did absolutely know existed. Instead, the richest, meanest, most powerful orks among us had decided to kill anyone who was anyone in town, that wasn’t a Bigtop? Sallie-May and her family, Lilly Great Bear and Ms. Talks-Fast and Danny Salmon Leaping? Mr. Flaherty? Coach Red Clay? Granddad?

      Coach Red Clay! Granddad! Trucks had been speeding out of town, heading in the general direction of our trailer, on my way here. Had they been lift-kitted up? Had they sported the big rack lights Dad had installed on so many Bigtop rigs? Maybe. Maybe not. I hadn’t been paying attention on the drive into town, I’d half had my head full of Granddad’s vinegar and half been wondering what to grab for dinner. I had to try and think through the gut-churning adrenaline fog, the panic, grief, and rage fighting over me, the fact I hadn’t really been watching. I didn’t know. I had no idea if two trucks full of Bigtops had gone to my family home with murderous intent or not.

      Either way, I knew we had to go back.

      “Hell with all this.” I picked him up again, and hurried to my—to our—old Gopher, to lay him gently in the bed. “We’re going home, Dad. Let’s get you home.”

      Out of the truck bed, more specifically out of the built-in safe and toolbox in the truck bed, I rummaged around and pulled out my battered old axe. I tossed the simple, banged-up woodcutting tool into the cab next to me as I peeled out of the lot and started to race for home. If Granddad needed me the way I thought he might, and if I ran across another goddamned Bigtop in the meantime, I’d need it.
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      The thing about being young and dumb is that you’re damned sure you’re neither at the time. When you’re a teenager and you got a gas pedal under your foot, you feel adult as hell, smart as a whip, and certain you’ve got this whole “life” thing figured out better’n anyone who’s come before.

      So, thinking I knew just what to do, I raced straight back home, young and dumb as could be.

      My old Gopher was a fine truck, a sturdy Toyota like they don’t build no more. She had a lot of miles on her, she’d never really let us Riggins down, and she could haul a decent load if you asked her nicely enough. She’d towed cars outta snowy ditches, helped friends move, carried all sorts of sports equipment around for us, and had once hosted a pair of blankets in the truck bed for what had been, at the time, the most romantic night of my life. She was a good truck.

      Yup, she was a lot of things. But she sure as shit wasn’t quiet.

      Young and dumb as I was, it wasn’t the sound alone that got me spotted. I hadn’t even turned the damned headlights off. In my hurry, I hadn’t even thought to drive slow to keep from kicking up gravel, neither. Shit, I’d been stealthier sneaking to and from a girlfriend or boyfriend’s place than I was that damned night! My headlights showed me a pair of Riggins-modified pick-ups all right, and a half-dozen or so burly orks gathered around them.

      I got out, axe in my hand, held up high by the head so it wouldn’t show.

      Luckily, the Bigtops in attendance were mostly of the young and dumb variety too, and hadn’t none of ’em been raised favoring smarts and an attention to detail. Just like their dead cousin or whoever back at Daddy’s shop, these ones just saw a truck rolling up, saw bigger’n hell shoulders as the driver’s vague outline, and figured it was some more of their kin showing up late to the hate-party.

      “Get down!” Ken Griffey Junior Bigtop yelled, waving wildly at me. “Old bastard’s takin’ potshots!”

      I blinked stupidly at ’em—young and dumb—before it occurred to me they didn’t know who I was, and I backpedaled to my truck for cover to keep it that way.

      And there was Russell Wilson Bigtop, too, and Tommy, and Jimmy. They had a few older boys with ’em, a little broader in the chest and shoulders, and I recognized Blackbirds who’d dropped out of school and drifted away from the team years earlier. Lyin’ Ryan, Bruce the Goose, and Matt “Mattie Lite” Bigtop. None of ’em had been any good on the field, and it seemed they weren’t up to any good off it either.

      They were kneeling down behind the big wheel wells of their trucks—trucks my Daddy’d customized with his own two hands, God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou damn ’em—and only occasionally peeking around a bumper or over a truck bed. I slid around the other side of my truck to get a better view, squinting and looking for their heat signatures the way a fomori could do, and they stood out clear as day, raging body-hot against the snow and the cold iron of their pick-ups.

      There was a fading, tepid lump of meat a few meters away from the trailer door, though. A Bigtop-sized, Bigtop-shaped, body, lying corpse-cool in the snow.

      Their pair of trucks, parked front-to-back and all sideways compared to the trailer, were about forty yards from the front door. I was about fifteen yards behind them, and since they were all taking cover on this side of their wannabe barricade, I had a good view. All seven of ’em had weapons out, I could tell as I blinked myself back over to normal sight and just trusted in the moonlight and the reflection off the snow. KG had a big bolt-action rifle with a scope, Bruce had a flashy chrome pistol with a little laser lookin’ stupid on it, Ryan an old pump-action shotgun, and Mattie’d gotten himself some fancy city gun from somewhere, a short, blocky thing with a folding stock and a big old magazine. The other three had bats and a prybar out, and Russell Wilson had a whole mess of rope slung around his torso like some guy in an action movie. I saw a gas can in the snow near the dead one, another gas can halfway between the corpse and their pair of trucks, and two more gas cans tucked into cover alongside the Bigtop brigade.

      I gripped the worn old handle of my axe tightly and frowned. It clicked in my head; they’d been aimin’ to burn my fraggin’ house down.  With us in it, maybe, or stringin’ us up just like they had my Daddy, if not.

      I felt my heart beating in my chest, as the idea of it, along with the reality of my dead father, turned and kicked and bucked in my belly. After all the decades my Granddaddy had served Fairbairn, all the long years of all the long days of my Daddy’s belly-scraping servitude, fear, and loyalty, after he’d gutted his auto shop and turned it into a chop-shop and vanity service for ’em, after my blood, sweat, and tears on the field for them—alongside some of ’em!—their bastard of a grandfather’d sent ’em here to root us out with fire and steel? Like an unwanted goddamned stump?!

      Before I quite knew what was happening, I heard the crunch of snow underfoot. It dawned on me about halfway to ’em that I was walking, my cover blown, my Gopher left behind. I saw them turning to gape back at me, squinting, trying to figure out just what kin of theirs I was.

      I let the axe head fall from my hand, sliding my grip down to the far end of the handle. I got a two-step rush to build up momentum and I jumped while the nearest one gawked.

      “Hey, ain’t you Da—” Tommy Bigtop stopped talking as I put all my weight into a simple, brutish, overhand chop, and sunk the axe head down through his shoulder and into his chest.

      It was only as he fell, gurgling, that I realized fully just what I was doing, and where, and also realized that I’d gotten my axe stucker’n hell. It was tangled in a mess of ribs and sternum and clavicles as surely as I’d once gotten it stuck in a fencepost-snarled wad of barbed wire. His body couldn’t quite fall until I let go, and I couldn’t get the axe free no matter how I shook or, on instinct, tried to kick him off. In the meanwhile, the nearby Bigtops began to react.

      I hadn’t had a plan to begin with, but if I’d had one, losing my axe on the first swing wouldn’t’a been part of it. Guns started to point in my direction, not just glares and angry shouts. Bruce Bigtop started lifting his dumb-shit pistol at me, holding it sideways like in a movie, and started jerking the trigger as fast as he could, so fast it was still nose-down toward the snow as it began to buck and bang. If I was gonna die that night, I wanted to die at home, so I took that first shot like it was a starter’s pistol, and off I sprinted, straight for the front door. Pure instinct. Young and dumb.

      Forty yards to cover. The same forty yards I’d run time and again. Luckily, I run a pretty fast forty. Even more luckily, the Bigtops were slow on the uptake and couldn’t shoot for shit.

      I ran the best forty of my life, kicking up snow, listening to gunfire behind me and waiting to get hit. I had just a few seconds to realize what was really waiting on the other side of the door; someone who was a much better shot, and who had a much bigger gun. Deputy, then Sheriff Hank Riggins, who’d kept a bear-killing Ruger wheelgun on his hip for more than half of his life. Who had, apparently, already killed one man tonight. And who, all too often in times of stress, didn’t know who the hell I was.

      Aww, frag.

      No time to stop, though. Not when a shot had just tugged at the shoulder of my jacket, and others were pock-marking the side of the trailer in front of me.

      The boom of a shotgun blast from a trailer window covered me during the last stretch, and I never quite got shot in the back. I threw myself bodily up the stairs, shoulder leading the way, tearing our creaky screen door from its hinges and dragging it through the doorframe with me, lunging like I was doing my damnedest to tackle the trailer door proper. It smashed and swung wide open, lock busted off with pieces of the doorframe.

      “Granddadwaitdon’tshootme—” I flailed to kick the door shut behind me, staying low, scared to open my eyes and find the last of my kin about to shoot me dead.

      “Well shit, Dash.” The former Sheriff Riggins stood over me, brushed steel Ruger in-hand, but not pointed my way. He sounded faintly hurt, then looked away. “You think I don’t know my own grandson?”

      And then the inside of our trailer rattled and shook like thunder, as he calmly leveled his huge gun and fired out the window, muzzle flash a fireball roaring out into the night. He ignored the incoming fire, just stood there as calmly and matter-of-factly as he did practicing on cans and bottles out back, or, hell, as calmly and matter-of-factly as he filled his pipe, ate a porkchop, or did anything else. There was just no hurry-up to him, no rush, and never had been. He squinted thoughtfully out the window, thumbed back the hammer to fire again, then thought better of it.

      I heard cursing far off in the distance, and the scattered gunfire outside petered off, then stopped.

      “Aw, hell. Damned bifocals,” Granddad squinted disappointedly out the window. “I think I only just winged him.”

      I did my best to catch my breath.

      “Riggins, if you ain’t shot, get your ass up and away from the doorway.” Coach Red Clay knelt by the far set of windows, Granddad’s polished old side-by-side shotgun held at the low ready, one barrel smoking.

      “Heya, Dash. Good to see ya.” Coach Wilson’s voice was tighter, higher, for all that he was affecting a lazy, casual, tone. He was slumped against the far wall, sitting with his hands on his belly, and I saw his midsection was slick with blood. An assortment of laundry and towels lay on the ground near him, and half a roll of duct tape. They’d done what they could.

      “No idea how they missed such a big target as you.” Granddad casually swung open the cylinder of his big Ruger and put in a fresh round, right out of his jacket pocket. “But it was nice of you to finally show up.”

      He sat down at his usual chair, gun on the table in front of him, craning his neck to keep an eye out the window but reaching for his mug of coffee. He made it look like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Where’s your daddy at, boy?” I don’t think I’d ever heard my granddad speak so softly.

      A rush of bile burned the back of my throat as I remembered the smell, the feel of him light in my arms. My belly churned with rage and abject terror and frustration at the whole, stupid, hateful, world. My nerves strained, my face cracked, tears threatened to pour out of me. A sob clenched my guts tight, and made my chest feel like a vise over my heart.

      “I was, he was, he was at the shop, but…he’s out…he’s…” I swallowed. All of it. The roiling liquids and the grief, both. Not here. Not in front of Granddad and my coaches.

      “He’s…he’s in the back of my truck, Granddad.”

      “Oh,” was all he said. He nodded, slowly, no reaction on his face. I saw his liver-spotted old hand shake a little as he put his coffee back down and reached for his gun, though. I saw the tremble. “Them orks said somethin’ about it. I’d…I’d figured they was lying.”

      “Riggins.” Coach snapped her fingers to get my eye, leaning up to peek out the window, low, wary, alert. She wasn’t going to let me wallow, we all had to be ready. “We are outgunned here. Sheriff says Mr. Riggins’ deer gun might be somewhere. A good Marlin. You know where he keeps it?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded, feeling tired. Feeling stupid. Thinking about a parking lot back in town, and a new-to-us truck rolled up on its side from pure meanness. “Yeah, Coach. In the gun rack, back of his truck. Back at the shop.”

      Coach was disappointed, but she just nodded. They’d had two guns and lasted this long, a third would’ve been nice.

      “There still seven of ’em out there? Counting the one the Sheriff clipped?” She cast me just a sideways glance, otherwise kept her attention out front, watching for shadows on the snow.

      “Six,” I said. “Coach, I…I think I just killed Tommy Bigtop.”

      “Six, then,” she said with another nod. “And that explains all the racket.”

      “Granddad, Coach, I…there was…two more back at the shop. I…I killed two more. When I found Daddy, they were still there, they was gonna hang a sign on him, they’d strung him up, like a lynching, and I just saw him like that, and I saw them, and I—”

      “Well good, home team’s up by three points, then.” Mike Wilson cut me off with a weak smile. I don’t know if it was for my benefit, or my grandfather’s, but either way he wasn’t going to let me talk about it much more. He raised a fist. “Go Blackbirds.”

      Nobody called me a murderer. Nobody lectured me about fighting being wrong. Coach and the county’s former sheriff just accepted that I’d killed three people, and didn’t talk about it.

      I squat-walked my way over to Coach Wilson, seeing the blood-and-tape that made up his whole gut, reaching out but then drawing up short. I had no idea what to do, I just wanted to do it. The ork flashed his tusks at me in a grimace trying to be a grin.

      “You’ve had a big night, Dash. You all right? I’m all right.” He tried to smile again, and waved me off. “Just got a bellyache, is all.”

      “What he’s got is a through-and-through,” Coach corrected, eyes still out front. “Took one in his belly and right out the back when they first showed up. It’s that deer gun one of ’em’s got. Your friend from the bathroom, I do believe. Since you two are so close, Riggins, why’n’t you ask nicely if you can borrow it so you can have yourself a gun, too?”

      KG Bigtop. That brawl felt a lifetime ago. Coach talked to me about it like it had been yesterday, and I was about to run a couple laps of the field as punishment. She was, in her own way, as unflappable as my Granddaddy. For his part, the former Sheriff Riggins sat at the table, looking thoughtfully out the window. Coach knelt, peering, wary. Mike Wilson’s ragged breathing filled the trailer, the only sound for too long.

      “So what…what are we gonna do?” I finally asked. If anyone in the world could tell me what to do, it was these three people.

      “I’m fixin’ to shoot every sumbitch don’t get the hell off my property, that’s what I’m gonna do!” Granddad yelled, for all Fairbairn’s benefit, not just mine. The front windows were blown all to hell, and if the cold could get in, his threat could get out.

      “We’re going to conserve our ammo,” Coach’s voice was more calm, but no less certain. Lower, more private. “He won’t tell me how many more rounds he’s got, but Pete saw and says it’s not many. I’ve got one left in this scattergun. That’s it.”

      I nodded, licked my lips, and then just nodded again to make sure she knew I got it. I faintly remembered Granddad raising a fuss last winter, wanting to stock up but complaining the Stuffer Shack was out.  Daddy an’ me thought he was mixed up.  Well, it was too late now. Way too late.

      “Can’t we…can’t we call somebody?” I looked from adult to adult, wishing that one of them—one of these three, especially, who always had the answers—would have a solution.

      “Call who, boy? The law? Their new sheriff? His deputies? Them orks?” Granddad snorted. “More of their daddies and uncles to show up, so we can get killed by guns our taxes paid for? Piss on that. Can’t call nobody.”

      “Sheriff Riggins says y’all have a crawlspace under here, is that right?” Coach changed the subject with the same voice she did after eyeballing a defense all night. Her planning voice. Her stalking predator voice.

      I nodded.

      “All right then. One of us can get down there, and get out the back way. They’ve just sent a couple of ’em around the side, but they’ll be watching the windows, they know there’s no back door. If we get out the crawlspace on the north end of the trailer, there, by the woodpile and your tires, might be they won’t see. Then it’s just a run to the tree li—”

      “I ain’t runnin’ nowhere,” Granddad said matter-of-factly. “Not out my own home.”

      “I don’t think I’m much for running right now, Coach,” Mike nodded.

      “I…I plum don’t fit down there no more, Coach,” I said, feeling guilty, and not for the first time, over my size. Dad had had to crawl down there himself just last year, clearing out some raccoons, ‘cause I was too big.

      “—run to the tree line,” Coach kept going, muscling over all of us, “And if somebody don’t get shot making it that far, I bet that somebody with a couple years of survival and evasion training under their belt, to say nothing of service in the field during time of war, could probably slip a half-dozen Bigtops once they’re in them woods out back, and that same somebody might have a whole mess more guns at her trailer not too damned far from here.”

      Oh. She knew, and was just volunteering herself.

      “Moon’s big. It’s awful light out there, Coach,” Mike shook his head, grimacing. He knew a thing or two about escaping and evading, even if he’d only learned it at Yakima. “And we know they’re watching. And you’ll only have the one shot to protect yourself, if they go after you.”

      “Naw,” Coach said, “I’ll leave the scattergun here. Don’t need it for no crawlspace, and don’t want it slowing me down while I run.”

      Didn’t want to take the firepower away from us, she meant. Didn’t want to waste one of our last shots as she died in the cold, shot in the back trying to run for a tree line she didn’t think she could reach. She thumbed the safety on the shotgun and held it out to me, solemnly. She knew. She knew I knew.

      “Rangers lead the way,” she said as she handed it over. She wanted me to take it and send her on her way. I didn’t.

      Peering past her, across the open, snowy, expanse of our back yard, I saw Ol’ Red. The tree line. I knew how far it was, how wide open. Every one of us knew we didn’t have the bullets to spare for covering fire or anything else to help. She was fixing to die out there. The best plan we had besides do nothing was die.

      “Aww, what in hell’s this, now, Pete?” Granddad sounded annoyed, standing to peer out the window, his posture, his tone, his irritation, all just like it was any other night. “Someone’s comin’ up this-a-way.”
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      We heard the gravel and snow under tires, after he mentioned it, and all turned to look and see headlights. More than one set. One was a double-rigged Bigtop-style off-roader truck, with the rack lights blazing. The second vehicle wasn’t a truck, though, it was a sport utility vehicle. A fancy one. One painted all silver-on-black, with FAIRBAIRN written down the side.

      “Is that—” Mike started.

      “—the Mayor, or…?” Coach finished.

      The Escalade stopped near the now-three-truck line out front, and low talk could be heard. Ryan, Mattie, or some other young Bigtop gestured, pointed, explained, got interrupted. Then three of them tried talking all at once, then none. Every Bigtop I could see slumped their shoulders, slunk away from the SUV like whipped dogs.

      It slow-rolled towards us, across the snow, headlights winking off, and someone got out.

      “Mr. Riggins.” The mayor of Fairbairn smiled his fake smile like he was asking for our vote. None of the Bigtops still called Granddad sheriff, even if the rest of the town did. Not a one of ’em. Mayor Bigtop had a smooth voice, perfect for sales and lies. He was wearing a coat with a fancy padded shoulder, and carrying a shotgun, an over-under, a fancy piece for shooting clay pigeons, not putting food on the table.

      “I think you know my father?”

      Wesley Bigtop. The Old Man. The original. Tommy, Jimmy, and KG’s granddad. Daddy to the mayor, the sheriff, and the biggest civil and criminal organization in Kittitas county.

      He stepped out of the passenger side instead of staying seated, putting himself right in front of the Riggins’ trailer, standing unarmed, hands casually at his side, wearing fitted jeans and a button-up with the sleeves half-rolled. He looked like a politician from the tv, one on the road, out to show he was a man of the people. He was a silver fox, a man on the wrong side of sixty, but still built like a stickballer, tall and broad. He was, in a way, a fancier, more brutal version of my Granddad. Old, but weathered. Seasoned wood. Made of gristle, not fat.

      “Mr. Riggins. Coach. Coach. I hear Dashiell’s in there with you, too, is that right?” His tone was warm, confident, and casual as he nodded at each of us. Like he was greeting us at a barbecue or a booster fundraiser event. Like he wanted to walk up and shake our hands.

      “You get your bastard boys and them trucks th’ hell of my property, or I’ll—” Granddad started.

      “Hank,” Bigtop’s voice was low, but serious. A warning. “I’d like to talk to your grandson about some of my grandsons.”

      “What in hell for? Anything you got to say to him, you ca—“

      “I’m here,” I stood up, hands raised, leaning sideways to be seen in the shattered window. “I’m here.”

      Granddad glared at me under those bushy eyebrows of his.

      Old Man Bigtop nodded, satisfied. “Dashiell, I understand there was some unpleasantness at the shop tonight. Why don’t you tell me what happened?” He said it like it was…like it was anything normal. Like I was in trouble for toilet papering a house or busting someone’s fence or stealing KG’s bike to ride around the school. Like the rest of us were kids arguing over a schoolyard brawl, and he was the only adult here.

      I looked from coach to grandparent, then reached for the battered trailer door.

      “You heard…” Before any of them could stop me, I was stooping and stepping out of it, all of me right there in the night air. If I was going to get shot at, I wanted them to hit me, not anybody else.

      “You heard right. I killed them. It was me, just me. Your boys, your grandkids, whatever they was. They burnt up his shop and killed my daddy, Pete Riggins, so I killed them.”

      “And this happened…when?” His voice was rich and deep, smooth. Loud. He wasn’t yelling, just projecting. He was making sure the both of us could be heard, and clearly, by everyone there.

      “What? I don’t…I don’t know what time it was,” I said, lamely, fighting the instinct to put a “sir” on the end of it.

      “Was it before or after KG, Tommy, and the rest of these boys showed up at your house?” He was asking with the tone a parent used when they already knew the answer.

      “Before.”

      “So, you got back, you found them here. And what did you do then?”

      “I killed another one,” I said, lifting my chin, not backing away from it.

      “That’s three of my boys you killed tonight, then, son. And a fourth lying righ—”

      “I shot that sumbitch dead, don’t know his name and don’t care to,” Granddad half-leaned out the window, gesturing at the mess on his lawn with his revolver in a motion that got every Bigtop in the county pointing their iron again. “That was me, you prick bastard, and if you don’t like it, you take one more goddamned step this way and see what happens.”

      “Four dead. To your one.” Old Man Bigtop’s voice was mild. He didn’t seem to care for his grandkids much, but then I guess he had a lot of them. “Are you going to defend those lethal mathematics with a classic ‘but he started it’ argument, Dash?”

      “But—”

      “Now, here’s my thinking.” He didn’t even let me get started. It was almost hypnotic, the way he rolled along, so used to always getting what he wanted, even, especially, from folks bigger and stronger and younger than him. “I’ll admit things got a little out of hand. This Night of Rage thing, it’s got everyone on edge, that it does. But boys will be boys, and that shop fire, well, that was my shop. Signed over, legal, a long time ago.”

      Because of me. The old guilt welled up, the old shame.

      “So whatever ugliness happened there, frankly, was none of your father’s concern. He shouldn’t have gotten tangled up in it. The way I see it, this whole mess is hingin’ on the fact that Pete Riggins got in the middle of somethin’ that was none of his business.”

      Granddad’s brow furrowed. He reached up and wiped some sweat off his brow with the back of his gunhand, just like he’d forgotten there was a gun in it. Bigtop didn’t flinch when that big Ruger swung up, though, he just kept on talking, mild and confident and matter-of-fact as could be.

      “But, I know, Dashiell, that you’ve done a lot for this community. You and Coach, there, hell, you’ve put Fairbairn High on the map. You’ve brought us championships. You brought us them tax rebates, along with attention, commerce, and opportunity, and we all know how hard you’ve worked to do it.”

      He gestured behind him, pointing to his son, the mayor, who nodded and agreed enthusiastically. He was selling us. Lecturing us.

      “And, more than all that, what my boys got up to tonight, it was without me saying so. They was out to make some mischief, right enough, and without checking with me first. That behavior is unacceptable. So let’s say the two of ’em lying dead here on Riggins property, well, just like you had a Riggins lying dead on my property, that’s an unfortunate shame, that’s all. What’s done is done.”

      He must have been livid, beneath that veneer. Furious. Absolutely disgusted and outraged with his grandchildren who’d wrecked who-knows-how-many of his own businesses, back in town, killed who-knows-how-many of his serfs, like my Daddy. He must have wanted their blood real, real bad to let us spill it for him and not see us all killed on the spot or promise us all slow deaths for it.

      He almost had me sold.

      “But here’s the thing, Dashiell, Coach, Mr. Riggins, Coach Wilson. The thing is, well, that’s still four to one, right now. Four of my boys died tonight, and only one of you. And I can’t abide that. Can’t let that happen to the Bigtop name. Now I don’t want to lose our star player, I don’t. Even moreso, I don’t want to lose a double-championship coach. But that leaves Coach Wilson, who’s already in a bad way, I hear tell, and that leaves a confused old man. So I need someone to step up and change some math for me.”

      He almost made it sound reasonable. He almost made it sound like a choice worth making, a discussion worth having. He almost made it sound fair. He almost made it sound like the rational action was to hand over my Granddaddy or a man who’d become a big brother to me, and he almost sold me on the idea I wouldn’t be doing it to save my life, but to save Fairbairn from losing me and Coach Red Clay.

      Almost. I half turned, glanced over my shoulder to see what the trailer’s occupants thought. Coach was gripping the shotgun loosely, not in white-knuckled terror but in comfortable readiness. Coach Wilson had stood up and gotten a steak knife from somewhere and had it in one hand, while the other held the bulge of bandages on his belly. Granddad…Granddad was just listening, head cocked a little, eyebrows bunched together as he squinted at Bigtop, trying to remember something. It was the angry-confused face he made when he forgot why he was yelling at me, or when I pointed out his missing shoes were on his feet, or when I reminded him my momma wasn’t gonna come home and fix him no fry bread with supper.

      Then, all of a sudden, his eyebrows raised. You could almost see the little cartoon lightbulb over his head, as he figured out—as he remembered—what Bigtop was talking about, and it wasn’t some fight at school or stolen bike.

      “Wes. You talk too damned much.” Granddad suddenly lifted his Ruger and thumbed back the hammer, his mind made up, “And you lot killed my boy.”

      “Back seat, back seat!” Coach yelled, raising her shotgun at some responding motion she saw.

      “No!” I yelled and tried to throw myself in front of my grandfather, tried to put myself between him and the Escalade full of firepower.

      The sudden exchange that I stood in the middle of, unarmed and helpless, was the fastest and the slowest thing I’d ever seen.

      Slow, because there was nothing I could do to stop any of it, and it felt like it took forever while all I could do was scan the front yard with the sharp eyes I normally used to scan a playing field. All I could do was watch it all happen.

      Fast, because it was over in a heartbeat.

      My Granddad Riggins hurried a shot for the first time in his long life, I think, jerking the trigger, letting his rage get the better of him. He clean missed Old Man Bigtop, shot right past him. Mayor Bigtop’s head, however, splattered all over the hood of his fancy Escalade and his body fell over backward.

      Tinted glass blasted out in a shower as a shooter in the back of the Escalade let loose with the chattering bark of a big autorifle. The hail of bullets gnawed up the side of the trailer with the recoil, and then the line of fire just stitched right up the front of my granddaddy’s plaid shirt. Quick as could be, a dozen bullets tore into him. Maybe more. Coach fired the scattergun into the backseat, too good to miss and too close to do anything but kill, silencing the Bigtop and his autogun, but the damage was done.

      My granddad staggered, but didn’t fall.  He swayed against the window frame, one gnarled old hand against the interior wall to try and hold himself upright. The other hand strained, pushed, slowly lifted to try and line up his big Ruger at Old Man Bigtop…who stood, stock still, and held my grandfather’s gaze. Bigtop had one hand up, waving off any help, waving off any more gunfire, from his small army of sons and grandsons nearby.

      That old man stared my granddaddy into the ground. As the two of them glared hard at each other, Hank Riggins’ arm trembled, then fell, and then his body was wracked by a terrible cough that burst from his mouth as a bright red fountain. I caught him as he buckled over, falling out the front of the trailer, and I kept him from hitting the snow. Him, but not his blood. Him, but not his life.

      “Don’t nobody shoot,” Old Man Bigtop kept his hand up, waving it towards the ragged row of grandchildren emerging from the truck line, guns up. KG, Russell Wilson, and all the rest of them. The Sheriff, too, Buddy Bigtop, and some nephew or cousin or brother-in-law all dressed up in a home-made Cascade Ork Deputy uniform.

      “Now we’ve got us five. For two.” The leader of the Bigtop clan held his hands out toward me like he was making us a final offer, which made sense because he absolutely was.

      “This math isn’t much better. There’s no hiding the death of a mayor.” He didn’t exactly sound shook up about his son, just…losing a piece in a political machine. “Word’s going to spread, and you mean to tell me the whole county, the whole damned Council, is going to hear that two goddamned Riggins are worth five Bigtops?”

      He looked from me to Coach and back.

      “So you tell me, if you was Old Man Bigtop, how would you make this square in a way that don’t kill either, or both, or all three of you?”

      My mouth wouldn’t work, or my brain, or my body. All I could do was hold onto Granddad’s body. All I could do was stand there. I needed someone to tell me what to do.

      “Land,” Coach said suddenly, standing in the doorway, holding up Coach Wilson until he could lean against the wall on his own. If they were dying, they were dying on their feet.

      “If the Riggins are all dead and gone, that puts this land up for auction. All of it.” Everyone in the damned tribe knew who’d buy it. “But Dash don’t have to die, does he? You just have to say he does. As long as all of you say it.”

      Coach’s gaze swept from the Old Man to his sons, nephews, grandsons. The sheriff was standing right there.

      “You say he’s dead. You figure out which of you gets the credit for killing him. You tell whatever war story you’ve got to, about the Riggins starting this, the mayor getting killed, and your good sheriff here killin’ all three Riggins, or one of his boys doing it, or whoever. Hell, tell Fairbairn his granddad went crazy and killed Dash, and you Bigtops got involved trying to stop it. Anything. You get the land. But Dash walks. This boy gets away from all this, or you’re going to have to kill me and Coach Wilson, too, and start the Blackbirds over from scratch.”

      I stood there, feeling my Granddaddy cool in my arms, and I watched Bigtop consider it. I was stuck standing on the sidelines while my Coach decided if I’d live or die.

      “His life for this land. And he gets out. He leaves. Not some deal tonight, you saying it’s even, and he stays here ’till this trailer burns down with him in it, or his truck gets run off Old Ingalls Bridge, or some other grandson of yours gets drunk and comes looking for blood.”

      Coach had her momentum going, her pattern, her confidence.

      “Your sheriff writes up this boy died, and that’s the end of it. You promise us that, and I’ll promise you another championship just two, maybe three years from now. We’ll miss Dash, sure, but we got them Xáwulets boys growing up tall, Billy Christian’s kid sister’s stronger than he is, and who in hell knows who we’ll recruit as the town rebuilds from all this, huh? Coach Wilson and I keep the Blackbirds winning, and pretty soon nobody’ll even remember the Riggins ever lived here.”

      She let out a breath, like a dragon in the cold night air.

      “You’ll win.”

      A few Bigtops murmured, muttered, glared. Bigtop gestured at his brood to shut up, and they did. One little hand from a silver-haired old man, and every one of them silenced.

      He took two steps forward.

      “But, wait, I—” I started, desperate to get in my say in the quiet that followed.

      “Done.” Bigtop cut me off, shaking Coach’s hand on it.

      “But I don’t want to go,” I said, voice cracking, holding my Granddaddy in my arms, as dead as the father I’d cradled there earlier the same awful night.

      The Bigtops were already turning and leaving, some dragging their kin, some sneering at me, some spitting. All of them were going, though. My world was blurry around the edges, unreal, the whole night was a bad dream I couldn’t wake up from. I sat my Granddaddy down in his favorite outside chair, where he’d sat and watched me forge myself into a man these last years, hurling criticism and hoarding praise.  A Riggins man.

      “Listen to me, Riggins. You’ve got to go. You’re off the team, son,” Coach looked at me, held my eyes while she shook my hand, hard. “Let’s you and me get your daddy out of the truck, and I promise you, I’ll see to their bodies. Later. But I’ve got to get Coach Wilson to the clinic if it ain’t burnt down, and you’ve got to get the hell out of Kittitat County. Cascade Ork land ain’t for you no more.”

      “You do what I say, when I say it, remember?” Her voice was a little husky in her throat, but there was no wavering in her command. “So do what I say, boy. One last time. After all, you’re standing on my field.”

      And I was. Right there. The very spot where it had all started, it was now ending.

      I gave Coach a hand lifting Pete Riggins out and putting him down on the snow next to Hank. In return, Coach gave me two minutes to pack, a handshake, and all the money she and Mike Wilson had on ’em.

      But…where the hell was I supposed to go now?
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      I drove as far as I could. I drove as far as exhaustion, anger, pain, and the puke roiling up from my belly would let me. It wasn’t that far. I sat in my little bubble of light and sound as my truck carried me through the dark stillness of the Cascades, and I raced away from Fairbairn like I never had in my life. I didn’t know where I was going, I just knew I had to go.

      I made up my mind to go to Vancouver—hell if I know why, just to try and vanish in the biggest crowd I could think of?—but pulled up short at Seattle. Or, rather, on the Council side of the Seattle border, a few clicks away, grabbing food at an Issaquah McHugh’s alongside I-90. I stopped because I knew I’d have to make it through Salish-Shidhe checkpoints to get into, then out of, Seattle, to head up the coast to Vancouver. I stopped because I knew I might already be legally dead, depending on how well the system was up.

      But most of all, I stopped because I saw the damned place. The Seattle Metroplex.

      The Night of Rage had rocked Seattle hard, and was still gnawing on it like a dog with a bone. The whole skyline was lit up, by their usual twenty-four-seven lights that made my skin crawl, by the giant corporate logos on everything…and from the fires. The air around the Metroplex was choked with smoke, hazy, glowing an awful orange that should’ve been pretty as a sunset but somehow wasn’t. I sat in the front of my truck and I stared and I felt sure that if I tried to go through Seattle, I’d die, and I felt equally sure that I couldn’t go to Vancouver, ’cause it would be more of the same.

      I’d never stayed in either city, or anywhere half their size, or anywhere half of that, or anywhere half the size of that; the thought of that many people all around me, that many strangers, turned my stomach. I knew how I’d stand out, a troll—a fomori!—and how I’d, in times like these, just be a target. I’d just be the biggest stranger anybody’d ever seen. The most alone. Just an idiot, with nobody to call his plays for him and nobody to watch his back.

      “What’n hell do you know about Vancouver?” I asked myself, chewing on a cheeseburger.

      Nothing. Nothing except that everyone I knew from Vancouver—football and stickball players, wrestlers—probably hated me as much as I hated them, from our short, brutal interactions. I knew Vancouver was Cascade Crow country, and they were anti-Anglo as all get out and not too metahuman friendly, while I was a mixed-breed Irish goddamned troll. I knew I had no idea what I was going to do once I got there, where I’d sleep, how I’d eat. I knew I had about eight bucks left to my damned name, and that wasn’t much.

      Once, on a different lonely night on a different lonely road, Coach and Mike Wilson had sat up front on the Blackbird bus, and Mike had ruefully admitted why he’d joined the Salish-Shidhe Rangers.

      “Three hots and a cot,” he’d shrugged and smiled, “Sounded pretty good after a few months trying to make it on my own. After I was done with school and the Blackbirds, I could either go work in Bigtop’s damned mine, do nothing at all, or sign up. I signed up.”

      I…I could use that. I could use three hots and a cot. I could use somewhere to go, somewhere to be, somewhere to find some reason to be there, and it sure as hell wasn’t gonna be no Bigtop mine. I could use someone telling me what to do next.

      I spent the last of my money on gas, then I put Seattle in my rearview, and drove back the way I came. I knew where I was going, at least.

      Two hours later, I was almost there. I built up my courage, and started driving through Yakima city, ten times the size, or more, of Fairbairn. It was no Seattle, but it still felt like a dizzying array of strange roads, strange buildings, and strange people; I told myself they weren’t staring, I told myself I had no reason for the adrenaline, and I drove…right through Yakima, and almost out the other end. I found Firing Center Road, and pulled up—slowly—to the front gate.

      YAKIMA TRAINING CENTER, a big, bold, sign said, and below it, a newer one. BASIC COMBAT TRAINING.
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      It was unorthodox to just show up at Yakima and enlist, but not unheard of. I had the novelty of being not just a troll, but a fomori, to sweeten the deal. Nobody tried to talk me out of it, called anyone, or said anything.

      I felt like the cleverest guy ever as I lied and said I was from the Nootka tribe; the earthiest of the Council members, the most back-to-nature, who lacked electronic records of any type and paperwork of any type not directly mandated by Council federal law. The Nootka kept oral records, not written, even for births and deaths. The administrator that took my paperwork looked at me and my clearly-not-Nootka clothes, then just shook her head and went back to her job.

      The first week was a blur of us doing paperwork, standing in line, getting methodically weighed and measured like livestock (I clocked in at 2.3 meters, and a troll-lean 201 kilos), getting a half-dozen shots—or more, in my case, the maximum dosage of the human-sized syringes meant my body mass earned me seconds—getting our hair cut if we wanted it, and, eventually, being stripped of all our worldly possessions.

      Like prisoners going into a jail, everything we used to have was taken from us, and we got replacements for, and only for, the things they felt we needed. Allowances were made for some jewelry, but my championship rings didn’t count. I should’ve taken ’em off and hid ’em earlier, anyways, since Dash Riggins was supposed to be dead. Stupid.

      Those rings, the keys to my truck, my empty wallet, and my clothes, all got stuffed into a locker. I stood naked with everyone else, until my worldly belongings were entirely replaced by an exhausted-looking drab green duffel with a stenciled number designating it as mine…or, rather, designating me as its. Our bags held everything we’d own for the next twelve weeks or so. From that moment on, we were numbered. Designated. In the system.

      We were, the sixty of us, rotation Class Three-Seven-Four. We were starting out an oversized platoon. We’d get lean, fast.

      We all stood naked, hustled to the middle of the base gymnasium floor, and dumped our bags out in unison. Drill instructors bellowed orders at us while we stood there, nude, in the unheated-building’s February chill, and we were walked through an inventory of our bags, and how to dress ourselves. Co-ed locker rooms weren’t anything new to me, but this was. We, all of us, sized each other up a bit. About a third of us were orks, the rest a roughly-even mix of metatypes. We were all looking for weak links, eyeballing one another more than was strictly polite.

      I was branded number three-seven-four-two-seven. It seared into my brain. I’d split the difference when it came to recruit in-phase haircuts, I’d had ’em shave the sides of my head way up high, leaving me with a mohawk and the base barber with a roll of his eyes. I’m sure I wasn’t the first, or the last. I wanted to look tough and cool to the other recruits. I was trying for a good first impression.

      Three-seven-four-two-six, on my left, was a fireplug Afro-Native orkish gal who’d buzzed her hair prior to showing up. Not many curves, but cute. She had lightning bolts cut into the short hair on the sides and looked eager to be here. Rebecca Blue Robe was her name, but she got called Thunder Tiny in passing—a short-joke play on Thunder Tyee, the Salish warrior-chief who’d led the fight in the Ghost Dance War—by a sarcastic drill instructor, and it stuck.

      Three-seven-four-two-eight, to my right, was a burly elf who’d kept his long braids intact. He was Native through and through, all dark skin, dark hair, high cheekbones, and broad shoulders. Good lookin’ fella. Sideways across his chest ran a pair of long scars, too neat to be from a fight. Down below, he had—or rather didn’t have—equipment that made me do a double take. He was trans.  Luke Shively, his name was. He met my curious half-glance as we were re-packing our bags, and gave me a look that dared me, one of the biggest guys in our training platoon, to say anything.

      I didn’t. Why would I? I was a murderer, probably legally dead by now, and a liar about my tribe of origin. I wasn’t gonna grill someone else on who, or what, they’d been mistaken for before some hormones and surgery helped other folks get it right. I just gave him a shrug and a head-toss by way of greeting.

      Everything we had was in those duffels. Our clothes, our hygiene products, ponchos, basic Ranger’s field manual, first aid and mess kits, everything. We all found, during these inventories, that no two bags were quite the same, though. Nobody was missing anything crucial, but we all had an item or two that weren’t on the bellowing instructor’s official inventory. Some had a balaclava, field cap, or shemagh, others spare pairs of socks (and maybe sized for a different metaspecies), some a second or third medpack, some extra meals-ready-to-eat or candy bars, a few had an extra combat knife, a length of 550 cord, or fifty bucks. We were expected to barter and trade with one another, to customize our kits as we could and needed to, to learn improvisation and scrounging in the field.

      Once we were allowed to dress, we all wore camo-slashed gray-green fatigue trousers, web belts, and plain white shirts with long sleeves. Drill instructors had the same pants, but stood out in black shirts and berets, and some wore armored vests. Those of us who already had good boots got to keep them to save us the trouble of breaking in new ones and to save the Council money, those who’d showed up in running shoes—the drill instructors called them “gofasts”—or in cheap footwear were chewed out, billed, and got clunky-looking combat boots. We’d been allowed to keep piercings, and we held onto wedding bands and jewelry with what the SSC called “meaningful tribal significance,” but other than that and the occasional mismatched footwear, we were uniform in dress.

      When the last rucksack was off the ground, the drill instructors got us moving. Our training began. We’d been promised at least twelve weeks of hell, or something like it. Parts of it are a blur, one long, exhausted, half-memory. A flurry. A montage of moments, of lessons drilled into my head through repetition instead of singular clarity, a storm of snapshots that were folded onto one another and forged into a single piece of steel, like a Damascus knife.

      The Salish-Shidhe Rangers trained in a blend of styles. Half of the cadre of veteran instructors and officers when the nation had been formed were United States or Canadian veterans, Army, Marines, Air Force, that sort of thing. They’d been taught how to fight and train a certain way, the old way, and they’d lobbied hard for Basic and the ongoing military organization to be forged of the same stuff, to train and organize others the way they knew how.

      The other half of the SSC’s military brass and instructor corps had fought on the other side of those organized troops in the Ghost Dance War. They were home-taught guerrillas, hardened by experience and survival. They’d fought alongside shamans and spirits against the most modern military in the world, and they’d learned a thing or two they wanted to pass on.

      If the enlisted and commissioned veterans of the American and Canadian militaries trained and fought in the old way, the rest of the young Salish military trained and fought in the Old Way. Homeland Security style, hundreds of years of fighting off colonizers.

      As our nation and the Rangers still figured itself out, we were enlisted recruits in the middle of a culture war. Throughout our training, we got thrown from one side to the other, like a ball getting chucked from goal to goal in stickball. Those two distinct methods, those two ideas of what a warrior was versus a soldier, those were the layers of steel that got folded, hammered, and forged together; the end result left us stronger, not weaker.

      For those twelve-plus weeks, we had a new family. The batch of sixty of us became siblings.

      Our home was Yakima Training Center, which had been used for maneuver drills once upon a time, live-fire exercises, and the like. It was the biggest Salish-Shidhe Council military base that wasn’t on the Pacific coast, a sprawling 327,000 acres, hemmed in by highway 82, highway 90, the Columbia River, the city of Richland, and the city of Yakima proper. Not initially meant to be a basic training facility, it hadn’t started life as an SSC base with a proper commissary, medical/dental, or even on-base housing. They’d had a skeleton of a US Army base to work with, and had built on it, the NAN way. It was shrubsteppe and hills and dozens of springs and creeks, it was open, rolling, fields and rocky ridges and practice checkpoints on highways 24 and 240 that split right down the middle of it.

      Our parents, the training cadre, were clever and capable, and an eclectic bunch, and so were the ones who’d served before them and blazed our trail.

      On the one hand, our fathers, who were stern, organized, methodical, and unwavering; Former United States Marine Corp Gunnery Sergeant Enrique Small Bear, former United States Army Sergeant First Class Elizabeth Bright Wind, and former United States Navy Special Warfare Technician Chief Warrant Officer Three David Webb.

      On the other side, our mothers, who were encouraged to be more intuitive, personal, and keen, but were capable of no less cruelty and should never have been mistaken for being soft; Ghost Dance War guerrilla veterans and Sovereign American Indian Movement soldiers Paolo Gonzalez, Susan Taylor, and one just called Mule. All of them were near fifty, on one side of it or the other, but all of them were confident, fit, lean, and lethal.

      Small Bear was a Native man whose haircut was as high and tight as the day he’d left his own basic combat training. He was the shortest of our instructors, but the loudest, cruelest, and most enthusiastic. The man never left his inner Marine behind. Bright Wind was mixed Latina and Apache, taller and broader in the shoulders than most women, with scarred hands and one cyberoptic that glowed faintly when she glared. Webb was a pinkskin, physically unremarkable except for his own optics, clunky decade-old models that protruded slightly from his sockets and gave him an owlish, predatory look.

      Gonzalez was dark skinned and spoke with a thick Dominican accent, with old burn scars crawling up the side of his neck, causing incredible recruit speculation about how much they covered the rest of his body. DI Taylor was of mixed Native and pinkskin stock, and had her right arm and leg replaced by cybernetics, giving her a rolling, lopsided, gait that never seemed to slow her down in the slightest. And, finally, the one called Mule. They were a shaman, they’d been part of it, not just the GGD War, but the Ghost Dance itself. The ritual. The spell that had blown America to pieces.

      Most classes had some young blood in the mix, non-commissioned officers from today’s Rangers hammering tomorrow’s Rangers into shape. We were blessed—or cursed—to have nothing but original models, old-schoolers, old-timers.

      They all held the rank of drill instructor, now, but we learned their differences and uncovered their backgrounds piece by piece, from this lecture, that rant, one recruit rumor-mill or the other. The Captain—who was only ever “The Captain” to us, and whose experiences, lineage, and qualifications remained as mysterious and unknowable to recruits as the other side of the moon—oversaw the lot of them, but it was the enlisted men and women who hammered us into shape, drilled us, taught us, and exercised us day in and day out. They’d rotate from the lead position during one phase of our training or another, but the rest were always there, in a support position, ghosting in and out of our day to day lives, but still feeling omni-present, omniscient, and predatory. In Mule’s case, literally; action trids had taught me shamans could leave their bodies and fly around invisibly on the Astral plane. We’d never have a moment of privacy. Ever.

      We had some of the best in the business teaching us.

      The first two weeks, we were taught that Drill Instructor Small Bear hated us, hated how soft we were, hated how weak we were, hated us as individuals, and—near as we could tell—was determined to kill each and every one of us through sheer pain.

      He was our initial physical training instructor, who showed us we didn’t know how to stand properly, how to walk right, how to run, how to eat a meal, how to drink water, how to do a push-up, how to make a bed, how to sweep a floor, or how to do, as best he could figure, anything else.

      He was a charmer, DI Small Bear. He charmed ten people out in the first week, through the magic of his winning personality. He also wielded introductory fitness, specifically to weed out those of us who could be weeded out by it. He blitzed us with runs, nights of short sleep, and the age-old bodyweight torture of Front-Back-Go—pushups, flutter kicks, and running in place—to the point of nauseous exhaustion.

      FBG was like burpees, a combination of exercises, but it was altered at someone else’s pace. Whenever the hell a DI felt like it, they’d bark out one of those three accursed words, and you’d just stop what you were doing and get to either doing front, push-ups, back, flutter kicks, or go, running in place with your arms out in front of you like in a zombie movie. They’d mix up the order, they’d shout out the commands too quickly for you to keep up with just the transitions, or they’d just say one of the three and let you work for a little bit.

      The clearest memory I have of that first phase, that blur of mind-numbing repetition and raw physicality, was when Drill Instructor Small Bear’d first gotten into the face of the biggest ork who’d signed up with us. The kid Anglo, even more so than me, off some Pinkskin rez, with a dumb little stars-and-bars tattoo. Crabtree. His sour-ass name was Crabtree. He’d spent our early reception period jawing and posturing, warning the rest of us early on that he didn’t know what he’d do if a drill instructor yelled at him, that he might lose his cool, that we might need to pull him off someone, that they better not test him. He’d mentioned goin’ to juvie. He’d mentioned fist fights. He’d implied he’d take a swing, should someone get in his face, cuss him up and down, and talk to him “like a slitch.”

      That big, dumb, bastard ork cried instead. He was the first to quit.

      We worked out first thing every day, with what Small Bear called “warm-ups” that lasted an hour or more, and ended with us taking forced hydration from canteens that had started freezing while we sweated, then us double-timing it to breakfast. Mornings were then spent either studiously reading through our field manual, or in drill and ceremony training. DCT was what they called learning how to stand at attention, at ease, turn left and right, march like a company, that sort of thing. Tired enough and stressed enough, some folks got left and right mixed up. DI Small Bear made sure they didn’t mix ’em up twice. The rest of us learned tricks to compensate for height differences, and how to regulate a pace so everyone was in step. I’m pretty sure that was the point of all of it, really. Getting us moving as one body, one unit.

      Small Bear lectured us on the history of the SSC and the Rangers, on the importance of the new role we were undertaking, and on how many people might die if the weak were allowed into our nation’s warrior class, while we transitioned from stance to stance, faced one direction or the other. Late in the second week, the pattern was disrupted a bit, and we got lectures of a different style.

      We had warm-ups and then drill practice in the morning, but later that day we didn’t work out, we had extra classroom time that wasn’t just Small Bear hollering at us. Fancy dancers, elders, and Ghost Dance War veterans came and talked to us, including a genuine shaman from the ritual itself. I’d never seen a spellcaster before Drill Instructor Mule, except on the tv, but this nice old fella just seemed like…people.  Same as the others who came to talk to us. He laughed softly at Thunder Tiny’s nickname and gave her a beaded bracelet and a whisper in her ear that left her grinning a tusky grin.

      We recruits were freed to break into small groups, on our own, to drift from one to the other, listening to their stories, their lessons, and their advice. The afternoon went fast; for the first time in two weeks, we were being talked to like people, not ordered, not shouted at. It was an important reminder of why we were there, of who’d been there before us. It was a reminder the Rangers existed to protect people, not just to get us food and a chance to play with guns.

      It was a good day. A great day. DI Small Bear even went easy on us at dinner that night. Instead of ordering us to wolf it down in what felt like seconds, he was nowhere to be seen. We relaxed, ate our fill, even chatted a little around the table. We felt like, having made it almost two weeks in when fully a sixth of our class had already left, we were picking up steam, making progress, doing well.

      And then Small Bear ambushed us as we left the mess hall with full hearts and bellies. A shadow among shadows, cloaked in a matte black poncho, he began yelling at us like an angry ghost, shouting that he came bearing gifts.

      We got our digitally-camoed armored jackets and helmets literally thrown at us by DI Small Bear and a gleefully sadistic handful of Ranger volunteers. The jackets were a wiz black-on-green digital camo pattern, heavy with armor and padded at the shoulders and elbows. The helmets were light, made of composite materials, and had installed electronics for basic comms and audio protection. We didn’t have much time to appreciate it all, though.

      Small Bear barked orders and we rucked up in our new armor, hoisted our duffel bags, ignored the rain, and we marched what felt like halfway across Yakima Training Center. A long, low, rectangular, plank house waited for us.

      “Sleep,” DI Small Bear ordered, his black poncho lashing around him as he stood in the doorway. Lightning flashed, and…poof. One moment he was there, telling us to rest, the next he was just gone. None of us questioned his last order. We slept. Slept hard. Sprawled out on the floor like dogs, huddled around each other and our duffel bags, ponchos over us like blankets, after twenty-two hours awake and a third of them while marching, we were spent.

      The next morning, Drill Instructor Bright Wind woke us up by yelling at the top of her impressive lungs. “You neglected to set a watch!” she roared, “You are all dead!”

      That set the tone. First off, from that night until the end of training, we always rotated two recruits on watch duty. Regardless of that, we “died,” according to DI Bright Wind, a lot.

      A lot. She taught us basic unarmed combatives, and the loser of any given match died each time (and her chosen draining dummy died over and over and over again). She covered basic land navigation, using a map and compass, not just a gps. If you got lost, you died. When we faced our first obstacle course, Eagle Tower, those of us who were too slow died. If you didn’t finish your meals-ready-to-eat or daily chow from the field tent, you died. When we faced our first obstacle course, Eagle Tower, she had us timed, and if you missed her cut-off, you died.

      We died—of course—if our battle buddy fragged up on their combat medic training, too. She drilled the MARCH acronym into our head; massive bleeding, airway management, respiration, circulation, head injury/hypothermia/hypovolemic shock. None of us were aces at it, but we knew the battlefield priorities, and that was a start. She’d throw battlefield situations at us, describe some trauma, and if we weren’t quick enough to show her we could treat it? Dead.

      When DI Bright Wind said you were dead, you had to prove to her you weren’t—with pt.

      Sometimes it didn’t take many push-ups to convince her you were still alive, like if we were just a few seconds late on an Eagle Tower obstacle course run. If a recruit cocked up real, real bad, though? Like the two that ditched their turn on watch to go mess around instead? Whoof. Watch is serious business to Rangers, the “firewatch” they used to frag with our sleep schedule in basic was practice for being border security in-service. If you fragged up on watch, you fragged up everyone relying on you.

      DI Bright Wind killed the hell out of those two. She set ’em in the plank position, push-up ready, and then just left them there while she went back to bed. Period. Both of those two quit, went home, done. I don’t know how long it took them to break, but they were sure as hell gone by the time I got up the next morning.

      We learned, eventually, a life hack for getting out of being “dead,” though. Working together. She never told us how to do it, it just happened organically.

      I’d turned into Bright Wind’s favorite training dummy, especially for grappling. She knew I could take it, so she didn’t have to play too gently. She also knew she was better than me—I suspected she had some of that muscle replacement ’ware, she was crazy strong on top of everything else—but also knew I could, when we genuinely sparred, put up enough of a fight that someone might learn something. Lastly, of course, as one of the few trolls in the group, I was a good, plus-sized target. Everyone could easily see what she was doing to me. This particular quick, light session ended with her pinning me, one arm twisted behind me in a submission hold, the other on the wrong side of my body and out of the fight…and her thumping her hand against my ribs a few times, right where I knew a screwdriver could fit if you were mad enough.

      “—and then you knife ’em,” she said to the gathered platoon, and I wondered for a moment if Coach Wilson had come through under her.

      Another recruit—Shively, the elven man with the long braids—threw his field dressing at my head, risking the DI’s fury to get a chuckle at my expense. He was sore over an arm crank I’d gotten on him earlier, I think, and wanted to rub salt in my loss. Bright Wind didn’t front, back, or go him, though, she just lifted an eyebrow, nodding from the bandage to me as she stood up. Thunder Tiny caught on fastest, and scrambled forward, reciting the steps of basic combat trauma first aid, pressing the dressing to my “stabbed” side, calling for Shively to check my arm and see if it was broken, all that sort of thing.

      The DI stood there with her hands on her hips, but didn’t say a word to stop, chastise, or punish them. She reminded them to be careful of my neck, and let them know I would’ve have a punctured lung so a critical medevac would’ve been needed…but the game changed.

      We were learning to work together, even in our most adversarial drills. We put it aside as soon as a winner was declared, and we showed the instructors what other lessons we’d learned. If you were acing land nav, you lashed together a handful of long bunch-grass to stand out, broke and twisted small branches to reveal the different-colored underside of tree leaves, or did whatever else you could to trailblaze for other recruits. If you won in ground combatives, you bandaged up your partner, showing off your combat medic skills. If you were ahead in the run against Eagle Tower, especially if you were a taller, stronger meta, you boosted up other recruits and hauled them over more difficult obstacles. In return, you knew they’d do what they could on low obstacles, holding up low-strung barbed wire to let you through or something.

      Bright Wind never gave any of us a “good job,” or an “attaboy,” or any other word of praise and confidence. She just punished us less, in a way that felt like praise. We were catching on. Initiative was, if not being rewarded, not being punished. The tone was shifting, slowly, during the ten days we spent with DI Bright Wind.

      So it was, naturally, time for another whiplash change in tone.

      It was about midnight, and the best rested of us had gotten maybe three hours of sleep after a long day of land-nav hiking in the March-cold shrubsteppe. We were all bellowed awake by Drill Instructors Gonzalez and Taylor, one on each end of the longhouse, yelling, shouting orders, yipping out high-pitched war cries, and kicking us awake. I learned later they’d “killed” our watch, slipping an arm around their neck and whispering in their ear to stay quiet. They’d just…ghosted right into the middle of us.

      We were disoriented, foggy-brained, exhausted. They were relentless. We fumbled to get dressed, fumbled to pack our rucksacks, fumbled to be awake enough to fumble. Gonzalez pulled an airhorn from a grenade-loop on his belt and added to the cacophony, Taylor began to single out and yell in the face of the least-dressed, least-packed, least-ready of us, for “motivation.”

      We fell into formation out front, eyes sticky with sleep, wide-eyed, confused.

      “Welcome to phase three. Drop your rucks!” Taylor yelled with a sadistic grin. She nodded past us, back toward the longhouse, and Gonzalez held up a knife for all of us to see…and began dismantling our house.

      Only ropes held the cedar planks in place, securing them against the skeletal framework of the permanent uprights and beams. Eight or nine centimeters thick, meters and meters long, the planks weren’t light, but nor were they fragile. A few quick swipes and Gonzalez showed us how to take the first few off, then the rest of us caught on and set to work. Still confused, still half-asleep, still half-terrified, we tore our home apart with our bare hands, leaving the planks in a sloppy pile between the two now-barren frames.

      Then, we got pried in half. Our platoon was going to be a pair of sections for the remainder of our training.

      Gonzalez picked one team and Taylor the other, talking low and occasionally pointing one of us out of the ranks and calling us over to either their left or their right. They based it on their occasional watching of us in prior weeks, gossip with their fellow instructors, how hard we worked at dismantling the plankhouse, or maybe just how we looked, I’ll never know. But I recognized the attitude, the posture, the sharp eyes. They were like the drivers in a stickball game, agreeing on teams. We would be divided for the remainder of our training, competing against each other when competition was called for.

      I was in Right Section, so was Thunder Tiny. Shively was Left Section, along with all three of my fellow trolls in our training platoon. As we had just settled in to stare each other down a little, DI Gonzalez clapped his hands together and smiled an evil smile.

      “Four-six degrees north, fiver-one minutes and four-three seconds. One-two-zero degrees west, twenty minutes, fiver-zero seconds. Go there. You get one trip, recruits. One trip, to bring as much house as you can carry.”

      Left and Right Sections eyed each other warily, then Shively and Tiny talked for a minute and agreed to an even split of the planks. DIs Gonzalez and Taylor looked only mildly disappointed, and a part of me wondered how often recruits had resorted to fistfights to settle who got how many planks. As it was, neither side was that cutthroat—yet—so we agreed to split the siding, fifty/fifty. The difference was in how we carried it.

      Shively organized his three trolls to carry the bulk of their cedar all in one huge bundle, while the remainder of Left Section paired up and carried individual planks, some of them with the trolls’ rucksacks hanging between them. I stopped peeking at the other team as Thunder Tiny snapped her fingers to get my attention back.

      She took charge like she’d known this was coming—had she?—and had the bright idea of sending two foragers out to snatch up all the ropes first thing, while she’d been talking to Shively. Left Section didn’t even seem to notice. Stone Horse, our section’s only dwarf, had grown up in the Salish Scouts and knew a bunch of wiz knots, and Tiny put her to work not only lashing beams together, but showing the rest of us how she did it.

      Left Section took off at a ragged, ungainly, trot that rattled like a freight car as they moved away from us. I guess Left Section had figured out the route, or at least thought they did. Gonzalez loped off after them, watching. DI Taylor didn’t say a word, didn’t show surprise at how quickly they left or how slowly we were leaving, just watched us work.

      Our rivals were well out of sight by the time we started moving, but we made better time once we got rolling. All our planks were fastened together in a rough sled that had our rucks piled atop it. I was lead dog, at the far end of the rope with a figure-eight loop over both of my shoulders. The rope had loops knotted into it all the way back to the sled, so a half-dozen other recruits would help haul it at a time. We arrayed ourselves tallest to smallest on the line and heaved as one, as a team.

      I stayed lead dog the whole time, and Tiny never left her loop, either. It was her plan, she wasn’t gonna sit back and make the rest of us do it. DI Taylor trotted along in our wake, offering neither advice, admiration, or admonition. We were on our own, she was just watching. Whoever wasn’t on the rope ran security, leading the way or off on a flank, and Stone Horse, our dwarf, ran on our six, watching for any errant rucksacks that might tumble off.

      We passed Left Section, which left both of us feeling like we had, at least, navigated in the right direction. Shively’s trolls were panting audibly as we overtook them, their planks awkward for this long a hike. Everyone else was miserable, too, grouching about having to carry the trolls’ stuff. We sang out a cadence as we passed them—“Hey, hey, Captain Jack,” Thunder Tiny’d gotten it started—and it was the brightest moment in the night, for me. The taunts and jeers flying back and forth reminded me of home, of being on Coach’s field, of listening to the sidelines talk drek. I grinned and I picked up the pace, leaving them eating our dust.

      We knew we’d found the spot when we came across a pair of longhouse frames again, entirely lacking walls. Right Section had our pick of the lot, but we gamely stuck with the house on the right, for simplicity’s sake.

      “Didn’t want to confuse Private Shively and DI Gonzalez, ma’am,” Tiny risked Taylor’s ire by playing girls against boys, and it got our usually-surly instructor to crack a grin. Briefly.

      Left Section caught up to us, cursing cedar planks, the dark, and each other, only to find us halfway through getting our longhouse rebuilt. Thunder Tiny and Stone Horse led the rest of us through a few bone-weary hours of reconstruction, and—without rope—all Left could do was resentfully leave a few recruits on watch and snatch what rest they could, shivering as the wind rolled through their naked longhouse. We made damned sure our longhouse was secure, then gave them the scraps of rope that remained before we fell in to sleep.

      Neither instructor spoke up, not to suggest a fairer split of the vital resource, nor to mock us for generosity to our now-opponents. The last thing I saw before I closed my eyes was Shively organizing his section to unravel some of the rope, stretching it out by working with it as twine. I remember thinking that was resourceful, then drifted into tired sleep.

      It felt like I was immediately awakened for my turn on watch. By then, Section Right had cobbled their house together, and I exchanged nods with their own sleepy watch recruit. I stood at my post, and the sun had just crested, when our instructors returned.

      I’d been idle, half-awake at best, but upright; the most I could manage after the night we’d had. One moment Taylor wasn’t there, the next, she was. She reached out and tapped me, and as I startled and jumped, she just whispered, “Sentry, you’re dead. Count to ten before you move an inch.”

      I couldn’t interfere, then, when she threw a grenade into our barracks and Gonzalez did the same to Left.

      Smoke poured out the front of both longhouses. Not just smoke, gas. I was close enough to the entrance that it burned my eyes, my nose, my mouth, and close enough I could hear Taylor’s bellowed commands as she grabbed the whole room by the scruff of the neck.

      “Don’t you run! If you leave this house, you will not return to it!” Taylor yelled, loud as ever, ignoring the CS gas by way of her mask, some hidden augmentation, or simply grit. “Focus! Trust yourself! This will not kill you! Retrieve your chemical warfare gear, form up in two rows, and sound off ready inside that door!”

      That was the name of the game. We were supposed to wake up, upend our duffels, grab the gas masks—untouched at the far end of every single ruck sack, make no mistake—mask ourselves, dress-to in ranks at the door, and yell our name, rank, number, and ready status.

      While being gassed by a riot-control agent that had been a war crime to use on enemy combatants since the Geneva fragging Protocols.

      It was, physically, maybe the worst time of my life, second only to goblinization. My eyes swelled shut and flooded with tears, my throat threatened to close, my nose filled with every liquid a body could produce, and my chest tightened up. It felt like I was stumbling around in the choking, blinding gas, for days. Ahead of me, I heard recruits coughing, puking, cursing. Behind me, back at the door, I heard recruits start to call out as they formed up.

      “Private Rebecca Blue Robe, Three-Seven-Four-Two-Six, ready ma’am,” was the unsurprising first. Thunder Tiny, taking the lead, helping the rest of us orient ourselves in the chaos.

      Four of our section fled, instead, to be recycled back to the start of the program next phase. Gagging, vomiting, tears of failure as much as pain flowing down their faces, they stumbled out into the air, joined by the two self-selected rejects of Left Section. Their duffels stayed. They’d be ours to divvy up, later.

      The rest of us, those who would breathed in the fire and beat the smoke, those of us who would drag our cedar longhouse across hills of sage and bitterbrush to rebuild it time and again, those of us who stayed and moved into this cycle for warriors, taught by warriors, would begin to really train. Hygiene standards were suspended entirely during our field time from here on out, we’d be roughing it, going rogue. We were out to learn how to kill, not just march. To learn how to shoot, not just wrestle.

      Yelling your name here, this time, wasn’t just showing you could handle the gas, it was declaring your presence and your intent to stay. It was challenging the DI’s to challenge you back. It was a proclamation of war.

      Eventually, I found the shoulder of a recruit, fell into line, and choked down as big a lungful as I could muster, filling my chest so I could bellow my own name.

      “Private Dashiell Red Clay!” I stood up straighter, drawing strength from it, the heft, the pride, the heritage of the name. “Three-Seven-Four-Two-Seven! Ready, ma’am!”
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      “Magic is real,” Drill Instructor Gonzalez paced back and forth in front of us, Left and Right Sections arrayed in a semicircle around him, sitting on the scrub grass with bags under our bloodshot eyes, but attentive. He’d taken over when Taylor had left after our most literal of smokings. We’d cleaned ourselves up, then reassembled for a lesson.

      “Magic is real, and we have more of it than they do. But it’s not all we have. It’s one weapon. One tool. One option, that’s it.”

      We’d been given an hour to compose ourselves, clean off with canteen water, and been shown the creek that would supply us with more over the next two weeks or so. Now we were back to work.

      “Magic isn’t what you’re here to learn. And magic isn’t what we’re here to teach you. Despite what the pinkskins think, we’re not magical woodland creatures. We’re people. Magic isn’t how we do the things we do. Magic isn’t how we beat them.”

      He held one hand up and gave a friendly wave and a sharp whistle. DI Taylor stood up from nowhere—fragging nowhere—not ten meters in front of us. She was in an impromptu ghillie suit, with bitterbrush tucked into her web harness, her belt loops, and some in her hair. With her profile broken up, with her snaking low and moving slow, with our attention elsewhere? She’d been invisible. Just plain invisible.

      “Practice is.”

      We got to work. Our fieldcraft training had begun. DI’s Gonzalez and Taylor were masters of their craft, who’d fought against the best the old American military could muster—in their own backyard—and survived. Not just survived, but won! Thunder Tyee and his soldiers had held out long enough for Howling Coyote and his shamans to do their work, to impress upon America the need to stop the war before it got even worse. Granddad used to talk about the old American Minutemen like heroes, everyday folks who’d fought the world’s greatest army and held their own. This century’s version was who was training me now. Folks who’d done that in the ought-teens, and then spent the years between then and now getting better and better at it and sharing what they knew.

      We spent a few weeks being their prey, their hunters, and their students. We took turns playing a nominally lethal sort of tag. In the morning we’d learn some new skill or another, and then until breakfast the next day—MRE’s most of the time, a field chow tent every other day—we were fair game for the instructors to stalk and “kill.” They tested our defenses while we slept, they pointed us out as we practiced land navigation or sent small groups to cache location points for a few days’ food, they stalked and killed us with what felt like impunity. Then, they turned us on each other, sending us out in four-soldier fire teams to stalk each other the same way.

      When they felt it was time—one of the DIs grew tired of harmlessly tapping and whisper-“killing” us, or two large enough groups of recruits found one another—our instructors interspersed more combat lessons. Our training turned into a game of chess where the pieces had to kill each other, not just find each other. And this was practice killing, now, not just fighting. Drill Instructor Bright Wind had stopped our wrestling matches much earlier than these two did. We started to play rougher. We jabbed each other with sticks as makeshift knives, then formalized it; we used sticks dipped in paint as training knives, and bore blood-red stripes on our nominally-white shirts as marks of shame and defeat. We learned more grapples, more chokes. Taylor ended one wrestling match by half-pinning her opponent and then holding a nearby rock overhead, ready to bring it down; the lesson was clear, kill with whatever you could kill with.

      Just as we started to get used to the new games, things got vertical. We began to climb, not just hike, away from our two-longhouse base camp, and we learned how to do it right. Our loads increased, now burdened with ropes, our uniforms now added to with climbing harnesses, carabiners, belay devices, pitons, and more. We stalked one another across the steep hills surrounding Manastash Ridge, not just the rolling shrubsteppe that covered the rest of Yakima. Along the way we learned field medicine for a sprained ankle as one of us was injury-cycled, and rudimentary field care for a venomous snake bite for another. Intermingled with the basic field training were geocache hunts, the DIs doling out partial land-nav coordinates for crates of supplies they’d hidden or buried in the area we covered. That was how we earned letters from home, packages of new underwear, socks, and shirts, an assortment of beaded bracelets, necklaces, and the like donated by Council kids, and supplementary food.

      We worked every day off a caloric deficit, running lean, staying hungry. Two prepackaged meals were plenty of calories for the average day, but our days weren’t average. We were under strict cold-camp orders, told not to give away our position with a campfire. We huddled together for warmth in our cedar-planked houses overnight—when it wasn’t our turn on watch—and we hiked, climbed, and stayed tense, nervous, eager, and anxious, every waking moment. We washed our uniforms and bathed in the shockingly cold creek we drank from. From time to time, one DI or another would point out an edible plant or root, or simply saunter up to us eating a handful of something and, in doing so, invite us to backtrack their trail until we found it.

      After those weeks in the field, out of soap, hand-washing clothes and ourselves in a cold creek, and not shaving, we felt lethal, wild, half-feral, half-frozen. Five of us hadn’t made it, all told. The cold camping, the rocky hills, the rougher horseplay had all added up, and injuries or fatigue had sent them packing.

      We were finally allowed a fire when DI Taylor came into our base camp one night with a deer over her shoulders. Or rather, we were allowed a fire once we got one started, that night. She taught us to field dress the animal by firelight, and then we all ate like kings and queens. The campfire turned into a bonfire, the feast turned into a celebration. We felt like warriors.

      The next day, Drill Instructor Webb rolled into camp in a drab, Council-green-painted pick-up truck—which sounded like the loudest thing in the world to us, after the weeks we’d just spent away from any vehicles, camping rough—with DI Small Bear riding in the passenger seat. They had crates in the back. Crates full of rifles. Our rifles.

      It was time to become soldiers.
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      “This is the FN HAR,” Drill Instructor Small Bear held up a blocky, lethal, beautifully ugly piece of hardware, “The FN Herstal firearms manufacturer dominated the competition during our young nation’s open trials, and has earned the right to become the standard-issue rifle of the Salish-Shidhe Council.”

      The rest of us sat on the grass, bedrolls laid out in front of us, rifles disassembled and—as we half-listened—being cleaned and snick-snacked back together. The former Marine loved his recitation, and we got some variation of it every day. We’d spent the last ten days learning these guns, literally inside and out, moving from basic marksmanship to more advanced. Or, at least most of us had.

      “Chambered in 7.62 by 51mm NATO rounds, it has an effective rate of fire of seven-hundred rounds per minute, an effective firing range of roughly six hundred meters, and, as issued to the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, features a shooter-adjustable stock, an Ares Arms compact laser/rangefinder, and a muzzle break recoil compensator.”

      “Many of you have twenty round box magazines, others have thirty,” here he stopped, loomed right over Thunder Tiny, and bellowed down at her like an angry god. “You should ask yourselves why!”

      We did. All of us. All the time. We never received any sort of written evaluation, had never been shown what score the DIs were keeping, had never been told how we were stacking up. Every rotation, every exercise, was a simple go/no-go, pass or fail. We knew, at this point, we were passing, but…why the gear discrepancy?

      Were the best shooters given larger magazines as a reward? Or were the worst shooters, so they’d have more chances at solid hits? Or was it just an inventory oddity, mismatched magazines for no reason at all? Were we psyching ourselves out over nothi—

      “Private Blue Robe, Three-Seven-Four-Two-Six, complete, sir!” she sang out, assembled FN out in front of her, arms straight and level; finishing first despite Small Bear’s fury and halitosis, that was classic Tiny.

      Shively was a hair behind, starting to announce his completion in the middle of Tiny’s proclamation. He scowled as he did so, mad at himself for being second best.

      The first ones to finish got the prestige, but then got the punishment of holding their guns out—arms extended, holding four kilograms of rifle got old, real fast—and the rest of us got the motivation of wanting to not leave them hanging.

      I was awful at it. We trolls—only three of us remained—were routinely in last place when it came to these assembly and disassembly drills. I don’t know if it was the split attention of trying to listen to Small Bear and work at the same time, if it was the puzzle-piece nature of a rifle’s guts, if it was that I’d never been great at this sort of thing, or if it was just thick troll fingers and small parts. Or, hell, maybe everyone was right, and trolls were stupid.

      The why wasn’t important, the what was; and the “what” was both of our sections left with shaking arms, glares, and deep frowns by the time we were done.

      Left Section beat us by a good ten seconds. I was dead last to get my stupid gun put back together. Again. Dead last, by a lot.

      Shively smirked at me, or at least it sure felt like he was smirking, with that stupid elf-flawless face made for smirks. Tiny didn’t say a word. Small Bear declared the exercise over. Another ghostly, half-tracked point to Left instead of Right, and it was nobody’s fault but mine. That had been the taste of things for the last two weeks. Basic marksmanship was intermingled with small unit tactics and movements, land nav, road marches, and continued PT, but the rifle—learning it, from stock to muzzle and everything in between—was the whole point of our training for two solid weeks.

      And for two solid weeks, I had sucked.

      Right Section had done their best with me, but I was struggling. Tiny’d walked me through it time after time, patiently, and I’d still cocked it up. I was harder on myself than she was. The whole thing just felt too small for me, too light, too mismatched to my hands. Even with the stock all the way extended, I was all kinds of hunched over, scrunched down, folded small and awkward around the gun.

      The important thing was that we had them. We felt armed and dangerous. We felt rugged. We felt trusted.

      Day by day, we got a little more independence, a little more leeway, a little closer to being a Ranger than just a recruit. Drill Instructor Small Bear still started our days with warm-ups, and we all still did our share of punishment PT if we dropped the ball, but our schedules were looser now. We were encouraged to ask more questions, to understand the importance of our instructions instead of just follow them, and to think, just a little bit, on our own.

      Or, at least, everyone else was.

      Me? I did something my years under Coach hadn’t ever really prepared me for; I lost. I failed. I struggled. All the running, the climbing, the front-back-go, the simple physicality of most of our training, had come easily. Different metaspecies fare differently in bodyweight-focused exercises, and I just had a good strength-to-mass ratio and years of practice. The parts of training that were hard to everyone else, weren’t. The parts of training that everyone else was now starting to have fun with? I was a fish out of water.

      I failed our first qualification attempt. I failed the second, the next day. I was the only no-go the third time up.

      It had been years since I’d been physically bad at something, and frustration was killing me. Mentally? Sure, I was no great shakes. I knew it was my size and athleticism that Coach had seen in me, not my brain. I knew what made me valuable to people. I knew what I was for. I left the orders to the Shivelys, the Thunder Tinys, and even the Stone Horses of the world. I followed them. I was a champion, not a leader. But at this—this, shooting a rifle, the most fundamental part of being an infantryman—I wasn’t a champion. I wasn’t even fragging close.

      And I had no idea how to handle that sort of failure anymore. Since my goblinization, I’d been physically proficient at damned near everything. But now…this.

      Thunder Tiny and the other higher-scorers on the range walked me through all of it, step by step, in our limited free time. I practiced dry-firing, balancing a pebble on the end of the empty gun while I squeezed the trigger as cleanly and smoothly as possible. I practiced my breathing, practiced my stances, practiced the field stripping and reassembling. Everything.

      When it was time to actually shoot, I followed all their advice—everything DI Small Bear had yelled into my thick skull, everything DI Webb had followed-up with, impatiently, everything Tiny and the rest offered as encouragement—and I made myself do it all right, one step at a time…and scored last. Again. In one qual attempt, I tried to ignore the clock, knowing I’d lose points for a poor time, but more worried with accuracy. I just wanted the feeling of a job well done by scoring solid hits, so I slowed everything down and did it one step at a time; I scored worse than ever. I had no idea how anyone else did this bulldrek, but especially not my fellow trolls. Everything felt so damned small.

      I was so bad with the damned FN HAR, Left Section started to get smoked on my behalf. I was forced to disassemble and reassemble my rifle while my squadmates suffered disciplinary PT for my continued failure. I swallowed shame and guilt and fought shaking, massive, clumsy hands, and did everything I could to finish. Eventually, it came time for more direct intervention. I was in real danger of being bolo’ed out, of being deemed so worthless with a rifle I was a disadvantage in a fight, and of being recycled at best, kicked out at worst.

      “What’s your problem, Red Clay?” DI Webb dragged me to the range after hours, only to look disappointedly at my target, his cyberoptics whirring as he zoomed in and out. Another magazine, another twenty misses. He didn’t even need to look, the steel targets sang out on a hit, but he made a big show of slowly, methodically, being disgusted with me. “How can you be so damned piss-poor at the most important part of soldiering? Again.”

      “Private Red Clay doesn’t know, sir,” I put a fresh magazine in place. I was defeated, I knew it, and I sounded it. “Ready to fire.”

      “Commence fire,” Webb gave me the nod. I melted myself back into the full prone position, trying to physically press my body down to the ground for as much stability and textbook-perfect form as I could get. I went through the steps methodically, welded my cheek to the stock, paid attention to my breathing, focused on my target and my front sight, lined it all up, and slipped my fat finger into the trigger guard, preparing to start to think about planning to oh so carefully begin to apply pres—

      “Hut!” Webb suddenly bellowed, sounding just like a quarterback.

      I squeezed the trigger—and got rewarded by a far-off pling of the metal target getting hit. I lifted my head and started to smile. He stopped me.

      “You think too damn much, Red Clay. You’re making it harder than it is.” He lowered himself to squat next to me, optics spinning as the former SEAL looked me in the eyes. “Safety your weapon, shut up, and listen to me like your life depends on it, can you do that?”

      “Yes, si—”

      “Look, we’ve seen you, son. We’ve seen you physically goddamned throw a section mate over a wall, seen you pick up and carry recruits too tired to keep going, seen you take double firewatch so other folks could get extra sleep, seen you take an extra ruck in each hand to keep your section moving on road marches. You’ve got heart, son, and you’ve clearly got the brawn to back it up, but none of that’s news to us. We all knew you’d be fit as hell, and a team player, from the moment you set foot in this training facility.”

      His teeth gritted around the lump of tobacco tucked in his lower lip, his voice got lower, and none of the new intimacy was in any way comforting.

      “If you think none of us follow stickball, you’re even dumber than you look. Oh, and while we’re on the subject, tell me, boy, is it you think fomoris grow on trees, or Dashiells? Fuck. You didn’t even change your first name.”

      He spat tobacco juice distressingly close to me, disgusted with me even as I swallowed his implications.

      “So look. We know who you are, we know why you’re here, we know what you can do, and the other instructors want to let you do it. They think you’ve got the potential to be a hell of a boon to the Rangers, boy, but you have got to de-ass your head, or I will personally no-go you to hell and back.”

      He stood tall again, looming over me with hands on hips, and nodded towards my target.

      “Now stop shooting a gun like you read it in a goddamned book. One deep breath, then act. Always.  Now kill that target like you fucking mean it. Commence fire.”

      I took one deep breath and let it out like the wind. I fired. Nineteen rounds later, I came in at the absolute bottom of Three-Seven-Four’s rankings…but I qualified.

      Our platoon packed up our planks and moved to a new base camp on the far eastern end of Yakima, a few hundred meters from the Columbia River. We were on to bigger, more lethal, things, and every one of us took our rifle with us.
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      “The combat engineers of the 53rd Explosive Ordnance Disposal Company once called Yakima Training Center their home!” Drill Instructor Small Bear roared as only he could, that from-the-belly, clipped, bellow that Marines learned and kept for their entire lives. “It is in their memory that we make these offerings to Sapper Daddy!”

      No one knew just when the legend of the Sapper Daddy had started. Half a joke, half a tradition, Sapper Daddy was the havoc-wreaking god to which pioneers, combat engineers, demolitionists, and saboteurs of all stripes whispered curses and prayers before, during, and after blowing things all to hell. They toasted to him in enlisted-favorite bars, they asked him for luck, they howled his name when successful charges lead to satisfying secondary explosions.

      And we of the Three-Seven-Four learned to love Sapper Daddy, too. We spent a week—just a week, but an awesome one—on hand grenades of various sorts, claymore mines, anti-armor weaponry, detcord, and plastic explosives. Some of us would spend more time on the big booms after Basic, a lot more time for those after certain qualifications on their record, but for the rest of us, it was three raucous days of bringing the thunder. It was awe-inspiring. All of it had been soundly idiot-proofed for a few generations of infantrymen by that point, and as long as you did what you were told, it all blew up real damned good, just like it promised. We did great. The week had been light on the exercise, heavy on the explosives. We’d staggered it with regular weapons drills and that sort of thing, but the boom-booms had been the point.

      We laughed. We high-fived. Not a single one of us, Left or Right, was a no-go on basic marksmanship or basic ordnance training, and the DI’s cleared us for double chow for dinner. The good stuff. Delicious. Hot food, the sort that filled you up and staved off the chill all night. Things were warming up a little, but it still got down into the forties overnight.

      We were idiots. Never saw the next phase.

      One minute we were sleeping, the next we were dimly aware of the sun rising behind our backs, as we were all sitting—sitting on our butts in the mud—submerged in the Columbia River. Mid-April. Cold as hell. We finished counting to ten, loud enough for DI Webb to hear it, and then he had us rushing out, shaking, teeth chattering, and DI Small Bear gleefully ran us through intensive enough morning warm-ups to, theoretically, drive the cold off. We were visibly steaming when the sun finally crested the horizon, and the DI’s began to question us, force us to think, make us focus, one by one, while the rest of the platoon kept moving. We fought exhaustion and hypothermia in equal measure, our bodies staving off shock as best they could. I’d felt fine, mostly, while I was in the water. Out of it? With the wind knifing through our wet clothes? No. No, I was real damned far from fine.

      The longer it took us to answer their simple questions, the colder we all felt. Dry clothes and emergency blankets were waiting, extra members of our training cadre were here, watching, wary, ready to keep any of us from dying. We could be warm in a heartbeat…but none of us got to do so until all of us showed we were capable of putting together two and two under this new, special, kind of stress.

      In one case, literally, two and two.

      “What’s your last name, Private?”

      “What’s my last name, Private?”

      “Where are we, Private?”

      “What was for dinner last night, Private?”

      “Who is your tribal chief, Private?”

      “What color is blood, Private?”

      “What’s two plus two, Private?”

      I did my thick-headed best to listen to the nearby questions, making myself pay attention, making myself stay awake. I could pump my legs as I ran in place, flutter kick them, do push-ups; my body knew how to suffer through the shock of cold, but my brain had to stay in gear, too.

      DI Webb moved down the line of Left Section, and got to me. I was last, I’d been the last of us out of the water, partially because I’d had to walk deeper into the river to be equally submerged with everyone else, and partially because I’d taken up the rear to make sure everyone else got moving okay.

      I huffed and puffed, steam rolling off me and breath coming out like smoke, eyes wide, attentive, staring at him and ready to answer whatever elementary question he had for me. Webb smiled.

      He held out a hand, off to one side, and Instructor Gonzalez tossed him a rifle. Webb looked up at me, stared me dead in the eyes, and he roughly held the rifle out to me cross-wise, thrust it at me, butted it right up against my chest.

      “Field strip this, show me how to clean it, and make it ready to fire again,” he simply said. Didn’t even yell it. Didn’t bellow it like Small Bear, who was, just then, hollering at some fool off to my left who had to remember what the third letter of the alphabet was, no. Webb just said it, in this deceptive, casual, almost-friendly tone. It was the mildest of requests, the slightest of favors. Like he was asking me to pass the mashed potatoes.

      My section mates front-back-go’ed as I blinked stupidly and shivered, my troll-heavy fingers even more awkward than usual. I could barely hold the gun, much less take it apart. My half-numb hands felt like they were someone else’s, I was as clumsy in my body as I’d been when I woke up in that damned hospital bed. I fumbled with it, biting at my bottom lip, and only managed to almost-drop it.

      I looked up at Drill Instructor Webb’s cold, steel eyes, and saw nothing but my own tiny reflection and a tiny pinprick of red. He might have said he wanted me here, might have wanted me to succeed, but he sure as hell wasn’t acting like it. He didn’t say a word, just watched, impassively, as Right Section froze while Left was already done.

      My friends were freezing to death and it was all his fault! I didn’t want to disassemble it, I wanted to bend it in half. No. Him. I wanted to break him or die trying. I wanted the feeling of a screwdriver pistoning past his ribs and bursting the red, soft, things inside him that were begging to be torn. I wanted to feel his face break under my fist, wanted to snap his fragile human arms like kindling, wanted to grab and wrench and tear his head off. I wanted to beat him to death with the barrel of the automatic rifle he was using to kill my section mates. I wan—

      No. It wasn’t Webb’s fault. It was mine. I was the failure, the idiot, the big, dumb, troll. I was the worthless recruit who couldn’t eve—

      “Step one.” Thunder Tiny’s voice cracked as she panted, “Clear the weapon.”

      Listen, idiot. Do what you’re told. I took a deep breath and let it out into the wind. I flipped the weapon belly up, swiped a stiff finger through the empty magazine well, and racked the slide to show an empty chamber.

      “Remove the…bolt assembly…and breech block.”

      Thunder started it, but my squadmates all around me picked up the instructions and carried them. My brain wasn’t working, but theirs were. Fine. I could follow orders. I worked the release catch at the rear of the receiver and folded the gun on its hinge. It took me two tries, but I pulled out the bolt assembly. Step by step, line by line, we worked through it. I did what I was told, like always.

      I mimed cleaning motions, pretending I had a patch, pretending I had gun oil, pretending I had a barrel swab. Webb’s cyberoptics whirred quietly, watching the whole time.

      Methodically, robotically, keeping up with my section members’ instructions, I reassembled it. No fumbles. No drops. I swung it back into place, whole. Complete. Finished. I tore my gaze off the assembled rifle and stared Webb in the face, my teeth chattering. Bastard.

      And then I thrust it at him crosswise, jabbing him in the chest with it and pushing him back a step. I snorted, nostrils flaring like a bull’s, and held his eyes.

      He smiled a shark’s smile. If I’d tried just a little harder, I could’ve broken his collar bone. As it was, I knew he’d have a bruise. He probably could’ve had me court martialed for that. Or, hell, he could’ve defended himself, and never been questioned or reprimanded for it.

      “Front,” he said instead, and nodded curtly at me.

      I took one deep breath, then dropped and started pushing. What else could I do? Didn’t I deserve it?

      The rest of Left Section hustled off, double-timing it. They stripped down, bare bodies steaming in the morning cold, rushing for warmth and dryness and to be inside out of the wind.

      Webb turned and left me there, just walked off. I was there, locked in front. Down and pushing. Bare hands digging into the cold mud, body tense from the cold as much as the work. The rest of the platoon had the rest of the morning off to recover from the shock, the cold, the adrenaline dump. The DIs checked up on them, one at a time, to check for symptoms of hypothermia.

      I spent the morning down on all fours, doing push-ups as long as I could, hands and feet numb. Then, I couldn’t, and was just shaking and planking, and then, finally, collapsing in the cold mud. I felt a weakness and a shame in my shiver-wracked body I’d never felt before. I never moved my hands or feet from that spot, though. I never disobeyed the order.

      While everyone else ate lunch, I was finally relieved—by DI Small Bear—and allowed to go clean myself up, dry myself off, try to get warm, and put on a cleaner set of clothes. I dreaded my reunion with the unit, and the shower left me feeling exhausted more than warmed.

      I missed lunch, and showed up late for that afternoon’s lecture, Drill Instructor Gonzalez reminding us all of the Rangers’ importance in keeping the Council safe. The only spot for me was right next to my section lead, Thunder Tiny. I swallowed my fear and frustration and sat down, ready for her to tear into me in whatever harsh whisper she could get away with.

      Instead, as soon as the DIs didn’t seem to be watching, she snuck me a pair of rolls stolen from the chow tent. Nobody said a word to me about any of it. Nobody glared or smirked. Nobody blamed me out loud. Not once.

      I’d spent that whole, miserable morning out in the mud and the cold, body knotting up, teeth chattering, waiting for the physical pain to stop, but fully expecting it to be replaced by my section mates ripping me a new one. I’d been ready, on the inside, for that new pain. Ready for them to leave me for dead. Ready for them to beat my father for my mistake. Ready for them to steal my family land because I was so stupid. Ready for them to kill my dad for being human, and my granddad for my sins.

      Instead, my section leader had stolen me some bread. I almost wept, I was so relieved.
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      The next day, late in the evening, when it was as warm as it was going to get, we all had to show basic swimming competency, treading water, shedding gear, and that sort of thing. The rest of the time we spent housed right next to the river, we spent above water, unless someone fragged up. The Salish-Shidhe Council, former Navy SEAL Webb explained to us, had over five-hundred kilometers of coastline that needed protecting, more small rivers and lakes than we could count, and marked a goodly portion of our border with Tír Tairngire with a river. The Rangers had a green water navy that was up to the task, but we recruits had to get familiar with our shallow-water craft.

      “We’ll never sail across the Pacific and attack Japan, Rangers,” Webb put it to us one day, “But we sure as shit might have to go up the coast and kill some fucking Tsimshian, go down the coast to kill some elves, or stop them from doing the same. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir!” we all shouted, by knee-jerk reaction only. None of us really understood, no. None of us cared to.

      Recruits talked in their down time, and it was unanimous; not a one of us had signed up eager to be a “wet Ranger,” manning coastal ships and chasing smugglers, or riverine combat craft to support other Rangers from the kiddie pool. We all thought of ourselves as hunters, by that point in our training, as woodsmen, boots-on-the-ground soldiers. We might go off-roading, maybe even drive a tank or something, sure, that was all high-speed fun. But…a boat? None of us thought that was in our future. None of us remembered the DIs were watching each of us for comfort and aptitude with every single thing we were doing, whether we wanted them to be or not. None of us thought we’d be shucked over to the wet Rangers when all was said and done.

      Still, even if our hearts weren’t in it, we soaked up the material. Nobody was a no-go on basic craft familiarization, dis/embarkation, or basic principles of how to sabotage one. Our inflatables, our GMC Beachcraft Patrollers and the GMC Riverines, check, check, and check. Everybody passed. We coasted just fine over the two days of shallow water vessel and hovercraft familiarity, even if we didn’t get to play with any of the machine guns mounted on them.

      That wasn’t the case with our land vehicles. Nosiree, we played with those guns, that’s for damned sure.

      We spent a full week and a half—with our usual exercise and drill mixed in, and two trips to the range for continued rifle familiarity—messing around with the four-wheelers, dirt bikes, up-armored pick-ups, ATVs, APCs, and light tanks the Rangers used to keep our people safe. Only our section leads got to fire off the main gun, but that big ol’ Striker sure impressed the hell out of us. The GMC Wolfhounds, the all-terrain-vehicles, felt familiar to most of us country folk, they were just stripped down, souped-up, gun-toting off-roaders, near as we could tell. One of our guys in Right Section, the skinniest ork I’d ever seen, aced the dirt bike basic familiarity course, and we all promptly forgot his name and called him Dirt Bike from then on.

      The armored personnel carrier and tank were whole different ball games. Even the elves and orks had to stoop a bit in those. I’d only crammed myself into either of them for long enough to realize it was certainly never going to be critical to my duty station, then the DIs had nodded me back over to the ATVs.

      Even there, in the open-framed Wolfhound buggy, me and the other trolls didn’t fit in the driver’s seat. We had to wedge ourselves into the gunner’s position, behind the driver, standing at an open mount weapon.

      Which was, as it turned out, absolutely for the best for me.

      It was our turn on deck, showing core competency. Stone Horse and I had been tasked with pulling a fast maneuver in our ATV, qualifying us to move on to the next phase. The DIs enjoyed pairing us—smallest and tallest—to see how we’d adapt, or maybe just for sadistic chuckles and to improve their morale at the expense of ours. Joke was on them; Stone Horse was Tiny’s right hand, her Coach Wilson, as level-headed and quick-witted as I was angry and stupid. The two of us together worked wonders.

      So, sure enough, she raced that GMC Wolfhound like a bat out of hell. She crested a hill at speed, wove between a pair of wrecks just like the DIs had ordered, and began to circle the third rusted-out, bullet-abused, hunk of scrap I was meant to fire on. Someone’s retired old GAZ pick-up was in for a beating. I was waiting for the go order to let ’er rip, when the luckiest unlucky thing in my life happened.

      The turret busted. I’d fragged up—again—and missed a step while securing the big Fabrique National medium machine gun to the mount. Found the missing pin in my pocket, later. Stone Horse had taken my word for it when I’d told her I was ready and slapped the Wolfhound’s side for us to take off, and she’d taken off. She didn’t double-check my work. It was on me. As I pivoted the FN MAG 5 into position and leaned back in the open-air gunner slot, preparing to fire, the whole assembly just came loose.

      “Fire, fire, fire!” Stone Horse circled our target nimbly, tires skidding, kicking up mud.

      I froze up. We’d been ordered, repeatedly, to under absolutely no circumstances ever fire the big FN from that open mount position unless it was securely and properly rigged up, locked in, and secure. While fully mounted, safety blocks were in place that kept it from ever being pointed low enough to threaten the driver or the engine block. DI Small Bear had promised anatomical impossibilities onto any of us who fired that weapon from the back of a Wolfhound without it being locked-in. Ever.

      “Fire, fire, fire!” Stone Horse yelled again, turning her head to glance behind her, up at me. Her order crackled in my headset as well as my ears.

      I was letting her down. I was letting Right Section down. I was failing my team. Again.

      I took one deep breath. I let it out into the wind.

      I clicked the selector switch on the side of the big FN to safe, disabling the sear mechanism, and I just plain jumped out the back of the speeding, circling, ATV. I crashed into the well-churned ground—softest mud since the bank of the Columbia River—and rolled to a stop. Stone Horse had never even slowed down for me, ’cause she didn’t know I was planning to eject myself.

      I got to my feet, and then I just walked towards the dead, old, GAZ pick-up that was our target, and started firing. I couldn’t shoulder it properly, it was the pintle-mounted variant, with dual firing handles on the rear, not a proper grip and stock. I could hold it at about hip level, one hand on the rear and one on the carrying handle, and walk toward the target truck. I didn’t have to crane my neck down for a sight picture, didn’t have to twist my wrist or angle my elbow to a painfully acute angle to hold it just right, didn’t have to use just the first few fingers on either hand on the grips. Everything about the MAG 5 felt more like a gun, and less like a toy, to me. I fit around it better.

      I ripped that GAZ to shreds, sawed into it with every one of the fifty shots in the MAG 5’s external box. My first burst was instinctive and lucky, but after that I had the range, and just kept it up. Not one miss, every shot tore into the cab area, sending glass and wads of padding flying. Short bursts, savage bursts, six or eight rounds at a time, all coughed up from the belly of a beast capable of a thousand rounds a minute. All on target.

      Stone Horse improvised right along with me, slewing the Wolfhound to a stop at about a forty-five degree angle off to one side, grabbing her assault rifle—with the stock as short as it could go, and not just because that was how best she could stow it near the driver’s seat—and following my lead. She advanced, firing on semi-auto, placing each shot neatly into the old truck’s abused engine block.

      “Reloading!” I hollered, letting the empty box magazine fall and reaching for a fresh twenty-round mag from my webbing. The FN HAR assault rifles and the FN MAG 5 machinegun had compatible magazine ports, and not by accident.

      “Covering!” Stone Horse kept up her fire while I slapped the magazine home. We traded, after that, and she reloaded while I kept tearing into the truck and advancing. Weapons emptied, we eventually tore our field knives from their sheaths and smacked their hilts against the truck as loud as we could. It felt right. Establishing dominance by ending with a melee attack wasn’t the most practical thing to do, but, hell, we didn’t have anything else planned to show we was done. It felt like an exclamation mark.

      “Cease fire.” Drill Instructor Small Bear’s voice crackled in our helmet headsets. “Exercise complete.”

      Our improvisation didn’t go unnoticed, and neither did my newfound accuracy, comfort, and speed of reloading. Thunder Tiny beamed at us. Shively scowled. DI Small Bear formally relieved me of my rifle when we returned from the range, and assigned me a machine gun instead. Indefinitely. One with a proper stock on it, and a stock built to troll-sized specifications, to boot.

      From then on, all my routine marksmanship testing was done with a MAG 5, not a HAR. I toted it around like everyone else did their rifle, I slept with it next to my bedroll, I cleaned it, maintained it, used it for the tests everyone else used a rifle for, for better or worse. The MAG didn’t have a semi-auto mode—just full auto and very full auto—so longer-range accurate fire was sometimes a hassle, but over time I learned the trigger. I learned how to get just a single shot, or even a double tap, out of it. I learned how to manage the recoil, I mastered the muzzle flash, and I was, finally, feeling like a soldier.

      I was back to having the biggest swinging stick on the field.
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      We were in the home stretch, and we knew it. Drill Instructor Mule got folded into the mix here at the end, almost like they needed an extra hand on the reins. We all knew Mule had been ghosting us all through the program, following us on the Astral from time to time, but now they had him on deck, here in his meat body, helping keep us in line.

      Class Three-Seven-Four moved into small unit tactics, individual fire team land navigation, dynamic marksmanship training, direct physical competitions—or rather, confrontations—between Left and Right sections, more first aid training, and, finally, confidence courses, confidence courses, confidence courses.

      We all felt good by this point, all felt seasoned, all felt hardened. We’d gained muscle, lost fat, and ran ourselves lean facing caloric deficits as often as not. Our calluses had calluses, we’d all gotten used to the everyday aches and pains, and all of us that were going to quit had quit by now. The only section members we were still going to lose were going to be no-gos. Our only casualties would be from the instructors. Graduation was in reach, and we were all going wild speculating about who might land what Ranger role, and advance to one school or another for advanced training and unit placement. Some of us even started daydreaming about augmentations; whatever secret math the instructors used, however they graded us, we knew some recruits got free cyberware, their choice of assignments, and started at a higher pay grade, based on their performance in basic.

      And we all wanted it.

      By that point—months in, lean and hungry, fierce and leashed for too long—we all wanted out. We were angry dogs, eager to use our new skills. Our sparring sessions were getting rougher on each other, our dynamic marksmanship training, move and shoot drills, found us cussing out targets as they fell or wasting rounds as we angrily poured fire into downed silhouettes. We were chafing against the constant orders, the nit-picking from the DIs, the constant direction. You can only drill aggression and obedience into someone’s skull for so long before one of the two starts to give.

      Three things were left between us and graduation, aside from the whims and opinions of our half-dozen or so drill instructors. We spent a final week of preparation for these final tests, and then a long day of a full-ruck march to get to this last training site.

      First up were a notorious pair of confidence courses. We had to dominate course Jesse Garrety, named after the 45th President of the United States. He was the absolute hoophole who’d passed the Re-Education and Relocation Act, putting thousands upon thousands of our mothers and fathers, grandparents, aunts and uncles, into prison camps scattered across the former nation. The Canadians had followed suit with the Nepean Act and internment camps of their own, but frag that noise; Ol’ Jesse Garrety, number 45, was the one we were out to beat on.

      The second course standing in our way was William Jarman, his vp and eventual successor. El Presidente number 46? He’d passed Executive Order 17-321. An extermination order, effective immediately. Every Native American had been declared an enemy combatant and slated for removal from American soil. Every. Single. One. Jarman had started the war in earnest and passed a truly genocidal order.

      So. So yeah. We had two sons of slitches trying to beat us, two American presidents every aspiring Ranger had to survive in order to defend the nation. Course Jesse Garrety and Course William Jarman, but all us recruits called ’em Forty-Five and Billy.

      After those two courses, we had one last challenge. Those of us left standing from Left and Right Sections would duke it out, and we’d all get our ranks, our pay, and our futures laid out in front of us.

      First up was Forty-Five. The good news was you didn’t have forty-five damned obstacles to clear. The bad news was you had eighteen of ’em, seventeen course-built challenges and the eighteenth was the run itself, ’cause the obstacles were spread out over almost two and a half kilometers. You could score up to three points per obstacle, based on your form, your technique, and your overall time. Out of fifty-four possible points, you needed, that’s right, forty-five, to “honor” Jessy Garrety’s time in the Oval Office.

      Clamber over the two-meter wall lickety split? Good on ya, three points. Fumble it and need a second try, or take a break at the top instead of keeping up momentum? Two points. Need help from another recruit, or a third shot at it to succeed? One points. Bypass an obstacle completely? Zero. Nothing.

      Jesse Garrety was a real bastard. Everything about it was hard, even after our months in the field, our months of Small Bear carving us into shape, our time spent running lean and getting turned to leather and gristle. Even manageable drops on the far side of an obstacle started to pile up on your ankles and knees, even climbs with good handholds started to add up on blistered hands and aching shoulders. Even a safe, low rope swing with soft ground beneath it felt rough when it was the tenth or twelfth damn thing you did on top of running from one to the next.

      There were no metahuman allowances, either. Sure, low walls were even lower to me, great, just my luck. But having to low crawl when you’re a troll ain’t quite the same as when you’re an elf, sliding otter-slick through the barbed wire, and having to duck under what a human calls “waist high” is a whole different animal when you’re a troll.

      So you’re doing all that, months into exhausting training, after weeks of short sleep or no sleep, after a long rucksack march just to get to the damned thing, all on an empty stomach, and while knowing your score and your section’s score are both gonna be real damned important to the rest of your time in the Rangers.

      So Forty-Five. Shively managed to ace it, got our only perfect score, and none of us needed to hear a DI say so, he just slithered through it all, leaped easy as could be, practically skipped from exercise to exercise. He made it look like a damned playground. Thunder Tiny came in second, nearest we could all figure. Me an’ Stone Horse lost a few points helping each other out by agreement ahead of time, doin’ our Small and Tall tricks to make up for size discrepancies. The two of us trotted it together, as battle buddies, me slowing my running pace to let her keep up, then her making the call at every obstacle, whether she’d want a boost or helping hand, if she’d offer me one, or not. I followed her calls, and the two of us both passed it. Forty-sixes were good enough, and maybe better’n either of us would have gotten trying to go it solo. It was a human-centric world out there, and we knew sticking together was our best bet.

      Forty-Five was tough, exhausting, and a thoroughly unpleasant grind. Platoon Three-Seven-Four lost two members to it, either from scoring too low or unlucky injuries.

      But Billy, ol’ William Jarman’s legacy course? True to form, Billy tried to fraggin’ kill you. Every damned obstacle was dangerous as hell, by design.

      Billy kicked off with row of those “waist-high” beams, but where you had to alternate going over or under them. They weren’t color coded or even alternating every-other, though, it’s just that some of ’em had razorwire down below to steer you over, and some had broken glass scattered on top to make sure you went under. They were making us pay attention, making us keep our eyes open, making us think straight despite exhaustion, stress, and pain. It was just like basic drill months earlier, remembering our left and right; it was easy-peasy, or at least routine, to go over or under those beams. The trick was in just being awake enough, living in the moment enough, to know which way to go. If not, you bled.

      Billy had a set of railroad ties set up almost like low beams and high beams in gymnastics or something; one tie crossways a meter off the ground, the next crossways two meters high, the third up three meters. You had to climb up, then jump from one to the next, punishing your ribs and clambering to hang on, then climb back to your feet as you leaped to the second and third. DI Webb cheerfully reminded each of us as we approached it that more recruits fell out of training—recycled with cracked ribs—from that damn obstacle than from any other. It was over a gravel pit, too, to add injury to injury and rub salt in the wound if you fell.

      Billy had a water trap, a section of river the DIs called The Drowner. You had to approach, hold your hands behind your back, and get your wrists zip-tied by an instructor. Then, boots and all, armor and all, full fatigues (and then running the rest of the course wet and chafing), in you went, to swim to the far side. Your hands stayed bound for the whole crossing, even as you knelt and struggled and writhed up the muddy bank on the other side. Two Drill Instructors and one of Mule’s spirits hung out there in the water, ready to make sure recruits didn’t quite die if they failed. They weren’t all that gentle about cutting them zips off on the other bank, either.

      Billy had three separate obstacles involving live-fire; one where we were armed and had to shoot pop-up targets, reload, and shoot more, on the move. Worse, it had two obstacles where we had to low crawl through mud while FN MAG 5 machine guns were fired overhead, one where you squirmed low on your belly, one on your back. The whole time, megaphones and your in-helmet comms blasted, reminding you that it was live fire, that if you stayed low you were fine, that if you stood up you would die. Camp rumors swirled about recruit casualties, even fatalities, from those crawls. They were the ultimate tests of obedience, of your ability to not cross the ground the most expedient way possible, but the way you’d been ordered to, staying low, out of the line of fire.

      I rolled right over the dynamic shooting portion, nailed target after target, smooth, on the run—I’d become hell on wheels since transitioning over to an FN MAG 5 of my own—but it was still loud, still disorienting, still added an element of confusion, danger, and lethality. You knew you, and everyone around you, was exhausted, stressed, and firing fully automatic weapons. It made things spicier’n hell.

      Billy’s last obstacle was a basic thirty meter climbing tower, just a sturdy wooden rectangle with handholds embedded in random-looking patterns on all four sides. Use the handholds and footholds, scramble up to the top, easy peasy. Use whatever side you liked, whatever lane caught your eye. Nothing fancy. Nothing weird. Nothing tricky. You get to the top by hook or by crook, you slide or climb back to earth down a long, steeply angled rope, and you ring the bell in front of you at rope’s end. Done. But placed as it was, late in the course, when your hands and forearms were already toast? Facing it without safety rigging or climbing gear to help out? Trying to control your descent, balance safety with your eagerness to ring the bell and finish Billy? It was a monster.

      That was how Billy worked; no obstacle was scored three-two-one. You didn’t skip through a field collecting points like you were plucking flowers, no. There was no better score for good form, no clock running, no reward for momentum except for having the momentum. You just had to finish it. You just had to survive.

      Drill Instructor Mule, a Ranger-certified combat shaman, was on standby the entire time, with a few spirits swirling near him. On the one hand, it added to the awe and seriousness of the exercise. On the other, we knew he was there to try and keep us alive if we needed it. Accepting emergency trauma care from the spellslinger was a forfeit, though, unless you got it after every obstacle was finished. He was a one-way ticket to being recycled back to an earlier phase, potentially back to the start of basic. He was reassuring and a threat, all at once.

      Our platoon lost five recruits to the William Jarman course, and almost lost a sixth. One of the last trolls in our unit flailed to unsnag himself from razorwire while on his back, and flung his arm up too high. He caught two rifle rounds through his hand and wrist. One recruit opened her hands up, both palms to the bone, on the very first over-under obstacle. Nerves. Just nerves. She hadn’t paid attention, had planted her hands on broken glass, and had vaulted over the first pole before she realized what she’d done. A section mate of mine tried to cross the Drowner time and again and kept slipping up, panicking as he got more and more exhausted, unable to use his arms. On his fifth try, he floundered, face down, and lay still long enough DIs had to get him out and make him puke up half the damn river. Another two of us, sure enough, busted some ribs on the fragging parallel beams. Too much weight, too much speed, too tired. One hit the second bar wrong and fell, one hit the third, and then landed bad, to make it worse. Five of us down, Billy Jarman taking heads.

      And then there was Thunder Tiny.

      She made it to the very end, tough-as-nails as the ork was. She had the same bumps and bruises as all of us, the same scrapes, but nothing serious. Then, she scrambled up the side of the climbing tower, slow-going, methodical, but fine. She was compact, short, strong, low center of balance, climbing had always been one of her many strengths.

      But the final descent, she got a little too eager. Her climb turned into a slide, and once it started, she couldn’t stop. She left the rope bloody as she opened up both hands through just plain rope burn, then fell the last eight or ten meters.

      I was behind her, taking a breather up on top of the tower, waiting so my own descent wouldn’t interfere with hers, and all the way back there, all the way up there, I could hear her leg break as she hit the ground.

      She sprang back to her feet—her one good foot—and started hopping and limping to the finish.

      “I’m just hurt, sir!” she yelled to whoever was listening, teeth gritted, biting her lip so hard she started bleeding. “Not injured!”

      And then hell if she didn’t ring that bell, and beat Billy with a leg busted in three places. That girl…damn.

      I went loping after her, hand-over-hand like an ape, down the rope. I scrambled right to her to help hold her up, help her balance, to call for a medic or DI Mule to come help her out. Forgot the fragging bell, no joke, until she swatted me away and told me to go ring the stupid thing.

      In the end, she got patched up…some. I don’t know if Mule was already tired from pouring mana into other recruits who was bleeding everywhere, I don’t know if magical healing can’t totally patch someone up all the way, I don’t know if he was withholding some to teach her some kind of brutal lesson, or what. Magic was above my pay grade, I’d listened during our basic familiarity lectures but all I really remembered was “geek the mage first” and “don’t let your shaman get geeked.”

      But one or th’other, for whatever reason, Tiny still had a hell of a limp going into our final exercise. Her shin was all splinted up, and everything was wrapped in bandages like they was going out of style, leaving her with a loping, uneven walk that made the rest of us wince, even if she didn’t. We all slipped her our leftover combat candy, all of us that hadn’t used up our painkillers from medkits yet, even folks from Left Section, starting with Shively.

      Thunder Tiny was determined to finish training, and even if Left wanted to beat us, they were determined to let her fight us standing up.

      All told, Forty-Five and Billy finalized it, carving us down to thirty recruits. The Three-Seven-Four had been cut clean in half by Yakima Training Center, down from the sixty of us who’d first showed up, signed up, and stripped down. The DIs didn’t seem surprised by the failure and recycle rate. 50% attrition must’ve been close to normal.

      The problem was? Left Section had eighteen recruits still going strong, Right Section had just twelve. We were in for an uphill fight.

      We had two days to rest, prepare, strategize, and—alternating, never with both teams there at the same time—look over the area used for our final exercise. The Crucible was a gently sloping valley, thick with trees and brush on the eastern end, with small urban combat simulationist clusters of buildings on the north and south sides. We would be playing a night-time, full-contact version of capture the flag. Simple banners hung from short poles atop one of each of the starter buildings, and you scored points in this exercise primarily for successfully taking the other team’s flag, and secondarily for kills inflicted.

      We’d be laying into each other with paint marker simunitions loaded into live-fire capable guns. Section leaders also got sidearms—Browning semi-autos—and the rest of us had the FNs we’d carried around for the last several weeks, slept with, and learned inside and out. We’d all be armed with our minds, our bodies, and our chosen firearms. Unarmed combat was allowed, and DI Mule’s astral self would be invisibly watching as one of our judges and available for emergency trauma medicine. Again.

      Our training was so rough we had a Great Ghost Dance War combat shaman veteran on standby playing medic for us. Heh.

      There was one final wrinkle, one final nod toward something like fairness and making a decent show of it. The instructors didn’t commiserate with us or offer condolences at the uneven fight, they didn’t congratulate Left Section, either. They gave a small satchel to Thunder Tiny, our section lead, that held four smoke grenades. Our one edge. Our one leg up. After that last hand-off, the DI’s faded back into their usual role as impartial, impassive, inscrutable watchers. Just as with so much else, there was no knowing how standard this was; did the outnumbered squad always get a supply drop? Was it always the same, or did it change from class to class? Was it even because we were outnumbered, or was it based on our total scores to date? If so, was it because we’d scored better (and were being rewarded), or worse (and they were making it sporting)? Ugh. Too much fraggin’ thinking for me.

      There was no time to try and puzzle it out, only to accept it, and integrate it as best we could. We were left to our own devices to prepare, mentally, physically, and tactically, for the challenge that would decide our futures as Rangers.
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      We rested.

      Some of us prayed. Private Hawkins danced and chanted softly around our ready-up area. Those who wanted to, cut or braided each other’s hair, painted each other’s faces, every single one of us checked and rechecked each other’s weapons. We talked; not just about the upcoming fight, but about how we’d come to be here, where we hoped to go after graduation, what our long-term plans were, what unit flash and assignments we hoped to get. We talked about home, and family, and sweethearts left behind.

      I stayed quiet during most of that chatter, though nobody still thought I was Nootka, I just…didn’t want to talk about where I come from. I knew I was supposed to be finding a new family to replace my lost one, but I also knew I wasn’t ready to. I wasn’t ready to face that, or ready to focus on it. I can think about one thing at a time, on a good day. Dwelling on Fairbairn and what had happened to the Riggins there wouldn’t do me no good tonight.

      Private Stone Horse asked me to paint her up, and I stood there feeling stupid for a minute. Eventually I gave her a simple, if dull, swipe of eyeblack just like I used to wear to games. I didn’t know enough about, didn’t connect enough with, my Native heritage to want anything artsy, anything symbolic, anything half-holy or traditional. Not only had my mom never taught me any of that, but my fellow Cascade Orks, my whole damned tribe, was as shallow and ignorant about their heritage as I was. So why fake it? I stuck with what I knew. I gave my friend the simple slash of black paint I used to sport, and hoped that it would bring her the same luck that had gotten me two championships.

      Horse returned the favor with a wicked grin and a smack in my face. She’d slicked up her whole hand with red paint, first, so she left a handprint, then a streak of blood red swiping down away from it.  She nodded, satisfied, and when she called Thunder Tiny over to show off her handiwork, she left a big red handprint on the seat of my fatigue pants, too.

      “Been wanting to do that for a while now, and figured this might be my last chance!” She laughed as I blushed, stammered, and wondered just how much body heat and morale I’d been missing out on for half of basic.

      Oh well. Same old Dash, putting two and two together too late. Thinking wasn’t what I was here for. We had Thunder Tiny for that.

      She went over the plan with us all one last time, then we broke up into teams and took off at a trot. We were as ready as we’d ever be.

      Our flag was, unsurprisingly, atop the tallest and rearmost building on our side of the valley. It waved from the top of our two-story building, surrounded by a foursome of single-story ones. Our plan was defense, defense, defense. Outmanned by a third of our total size, there was no way we’d win a slugging match midfield, fighting in the center of the valley. We wouldn’t try to slide through the forest and take a flank either, every Ranger to make it through training wanted to do that, so every unit was ready for it. We weren’t sending anyone out front anywhere, in fact. Standard doctrine against an unknown enemy would’ve been something like two thirds of us—two four-Ranger fireteams—staying on defense, while one pulled recon duty. But we didn’t need recon, we knew what we were up against…and we knew it would eat a scouting fireteam for lunch, eighteen on four.

      No. No, we stayed put. I was on the roof of the building, kneeling, FN MAG 5 resting on the lip of the roof, with the flag behind me. Thunder Tiny was up here, too, eyes up and ready with the comms. Stone Horse had the communications booster pack nearby—we shouldn’t need it at these ranges, our built-in helmet electronics should handle it, but we wanted to be ready in case the DIs threw some sort of jamming at us—and we had a rifleman, the orkish off-roading enthusiast we all called Dirt Bike, rounding us out into a proper fireteam. The four of us were base control, the last line of defense. Each of us had one of our smoke grenade gifts attached to our webbing, each of us carried an ace up our sleeve.

      We waited. We knew we wouldn’t have to wait long; Left Section knew they had us outnumbered, and Shively’d been an aggressive, decisive commander all through our training. There was no reason to expect him to start being patient and careful now. Not when he could taste the win.

      All four of us, with our orkish, trollish, or dwarven eyes, saw Left Section coming. The darkness hindered the humans left in Three-Seven-Four, but the rest of us adapted to it just fine. Up on the roof, eyes naturally piercing the darkness, we spotted them. In part, it’s because we knew where to look. Our guess had been right on, most of Left Section was coming up through the woods on our right, while a third of their force—one fireteam, plus Shively and his battle buddy—was coming right up the gut at us.

      He was using most of his section as a diversion, while he was planning to stalk up and take the flag. Crouching low, walking forward in that way that always feels silly, but does work to decrease noise and lessen your silhouette, the main force of Left Section had started to quick-walk across the open ground between the tree line and our buildings. Two fireteams stayed in the woods and scanned for threats, covering the first fireteam as they advanced.

      “Hit it.” Thunder patted me on the shoulder. I heard Dirt Bike and Stone Horse confirm they were in position below us, taking up spots in windows on the second floor.

      My job was to take a few out and frag up Left Section’s timetable and coordination by establishing fire superiority. Laying down paint munitions on the bulk of their force would leave them two options; they could stay put and take cover, getting pinned down until or unless I ran low on ammo, or they could advance, taking cover among our synthetic village ahead of schedule, and be out of sync with Shively’s team.

      And with Luke Shively telling them what to do, knowing about their numerical superiority, and with graduation and victory both within reach? There was no way they’d take the passive, safe route.

      There’s two times I can think of that a person might have some idea what it feels like to be a god. Two times you feel absolutely in control of the situation around you, omnipotent, unstoppable. One is being a coach stepping onto their field to run a practice. The other is having a bigger gun, on higher ground, from a position of solid cover, firing at unsuspecting targets, who’re in open ground. I watched them cross the kill zone between the tree line and our buildings.

      I took one deep breath. I let it out into the night wind.

      I started with the closest, and let rip, just letting the recoil do my work for me, helping me walk my fire from one target to the next. They were moving in formation just like we were supposed to, spread out in diamonds instead of being bunched up…but still.

      One was down down before the rest were able to really meaningfully react, and another dropped as he started to pick up steam. The rest only just barely made it to cover, cursing and firing back, blindly, from around their corners.

      Twelve to sixteen. So far, so good.

      “Reloading,” I said, ducking low to attach a fresh fifty-round box. I’d only had a thirty-round magazine loaded, figuring I’d rather have my larger boxes for later in the fight. I knew Shively would be hearing from his fireteam leaders quickly, I knew he’d have to cut through their chatter to give them an order, and I knew what that order would be; all three of those things bought me a little bit of time, and thanks to weeks of practice, a little bit of time was all I needed to drop my empty thirty and fix a fifty in place.

      I thumbed my selector switch to my slower rate of fire—still automatic, but less aggressive, less wasteful—and started to send three- and four-round bursts at the oncoming members of Left Section as their second fireteam broke the tree line. Two more of them stumbled, bruised, and glowed, then the tree line behind them lit up with muzzle flashes of return fire.

      Twelve to fourteen, but it was time for them to start shooting back.

      One fireteam stayed behind and was laying down suppressive fire, sending glo-paint rounds my way, all of them going for accuracy through volume. I ducked down by just leaning back, shifting the angle, using the high ground. My FN MAG 5 stayed put, though, and I just barely triggered it a time or two, keeping some fire going in the right general direction. The two fireteams on the move had no choice but to stay on the move, and their survivors were left dashing across the open ground and then slamming bodily against cover, just like we were trained to do.

      I heard semi-automatic fire from below, and knew it meant Stone Horse and Dirt Bike were chipping in. ’Bike added fire to mine, aiming for corners and the spots just this side of them, sending rounds downrange to keep them hunkered down and stop them from returning fire effectively. Hearing Horse shooting, too, though, meant Shively and his command element were close enough to be a problem. Tiny’d put her, our smartest recruit, on Shively duty, and her single gun wouldn’t beat theirs out, but she could keep them honest and keep them running hard as they approached our little village from our left.

      Their advance elements—the group of them that had safely assembled at the village’s edge—burst around the edges of their cover simultaneously, all of them pouring fire at our building in unison. All of us at base hunkered down and took cover, but while we did so, Thunder breathed out a go order.

      “Stage two, mark.”

      Section Right had three fireteams. One—us—was sitting right on the flag. We were bait. Bait with guns, but bait. The other two were the jaws of our trap.

      Private Hickory Branch, a whip-thin ork almost as thin as his name, led fireteam alpha. They all poured on the fire from the frontmost, rightmost, building in our village; we knew Shively’d come from the front, the right, or both, so we put four of our guns right there, lying prone on that rooftop, waiting to open up. Hickory Branch’s people crawled to the edge of the roof or lifted themselves up into kneeling positions, and started to light Left Section up.

      Private Fitzsimmons—Fitzy, whose family had promised him an adult tribal name as his reward for passing Ranger training—had fireteam beta also lying prone. They were hiding in the woods, all the way in the rear and right of the mission area. They had enfilade fire from their angle, raking sidelong up and down the line of Shively’s rearmost team, the ones back in the tree line. Even their misses hit someone, any of their paint rounds that didn’t hit their first target had good odds of hitting the second, third or fourth in line.

      In just a few seconds, Left Section lost half of that fireteam, then their guys in close, in cover on our buildings, started to take fire from behind and from Hickory Branch’s high ground.

      Everyone involved knew how to react, though, and did so quickly and with zeal and vigor. Shively and his team poured fire on us, upstairs at the base of the flag, and we had no choice but to stay low, absolutely out of their line of sight. The rest of his recruits, that survived the first withering volleys of fire, kicked in doors and took cover inside our single-story faux-buildings. Soon, they enthusiastically trade fire with our fireteams in the field.

      “Well.” Tiny crawl-hopped towards the stairs leading down, wincing every time her bad leg was jostled. “I figure this is going about as well as we could hope. Moving down.”

      She and I took over on the second floor, which was the cue for Stone Horse and Dirt Bike to drop to the first floor and cover doorways. We had to get ready for the assault.

      Without eyes on the roof, we couldn’t keep perfect track of the firefights off to our right flank. We heard the shooting slow, then stop, though, as I traded shots with Shively’s personal fireteam. Quiet off to the side meant either all our Rangers were down, or all of theirs. Shively’s own squad was down to just five members, not six, but one of them was still Shively, and another was our training platoon’s only other remaining troll. When it came time for them to come at the building, in close, things would get…interesting.

      Tiny and Dirt Bike had the windows watching our right flank, and suddenly both of them got lit up. I heard Dirt Bike squall in pain as he got tagged—must’ve been a few to the face—and I saw Tiny duck down so hard her bum leg almost gave out on her as fire raked us from that side.

      “Sounds like they won over there, not us.” I ducked down, too, reloading.

      “Three shooters. I saw at least three three,” Tiny said, also crackling into Stone Horse’s comms.

      Three to the right, five up front. Eight, total, against the three of us still standing. At least.

      “Smoke ’em,” Tiny ordered.

      We had three advantages left; doorways, high ground, and smoke grenades. In the field, an assault team—that was Shively, now—would be equipped with flash bangs, or even frag grenades, to sweep a room before storming it. In this exercise, they were lacking those vital tools. They had no choice but to rush choke points, knowing they’d lose people, and hoping at best to trade as they did so.

      Which was where the smoke grenades came into play. We knew right where they’d be—in a doorway—but they’d have no idea where we were, if we played our cards right.

      “I’m going back up.” Thunder hobbled my way, handing me her one smoke grenade as she went. I saw smoke leaking out from doorways and windows on the first floor, which meant either the one grenade Stone Horse had was doing a hell of a job, or she’d salvaged a second one from Dirt Bike’s “corpse.”

      I eyeballed my room, then squat-walked to a good spot, while fire still splashed against our windows and probed through them. They were spending a lot of ammo on keeping us suppressed—they couldn’t let us fire down out the windows on their teams that were stacking up—but by that point in the exercise I was used to it. I just stayed low and picked myself a good corner, adjacent to the corner where the stairs came up. If they could see me, it’d be a bad idea to lurk the first place they’d look; but, I knew as I pulled the pin on one of my two grenades, they wouldn’t be able to see me.

      I rolled one grenade across the floor toward the stairwell corner, and heard it bounce down a stair or two as it was already spewing blue-white smoke. I tossed the second grenade spinning into the center of the room, then knelt—nice and stable, right knee down, left knee up, left elbow balance on that left knee, holding up the front end of my MAG 5—and waited.

      I heard the clamor of footprints down below, then a swift, brutal, exchange of fire. In this close, both sides had gone full auto instead of worrying about single, accurate shots.

      The flurry of gunfire ended with curses, and I knew Stone Horse had flooded a doorway with paint-gel rounds enough to take at least one of them with her. Two, it sounded like. The remainder started to call out to each other in the smoke, a series of “clear” signals.

      I had a great idea, but maybe too late. Just like me, doing my thinking after the fact. Following my gut, I crept back over towards the top of the stairs, quiet as could be, distributing my weight as evenly as possible, moving slowly and surely. Sure enough, from that close, I could hear them talking downstairs. Congratulations on taking out the dwarf, Shively swiftly reminding them two of us were still up and dangerous, then ordering them to stack up at the bottom of the stairs and prep for a rush.

      I counted to three after hearing that order, I listened for the quiet clattering of them bumping into one another in the smoke, and I opened up.

      I leaned on the trigger for three seconds flat, and emptied my latest fifty-round magazine down the stairs. I used my bulk and my training in equal measure to fight the recoil, to turn it into lateral sweeping instead of muzzle climb, and then I, as soon as I ran empty, lunged to one side. I heard their return fire—over their curses—and heard their glo-paint rounds slamming into the wall at the top of the stairs, and I grinned as I reloaded. Two of ’em, at least. I was pretty sure I’d gotten two.

      I heard renewed fire from outside—hitting both windows, again, which meant they’d left at least two shooters out there somewhere—so I crawled back to that first corner I’d liked so much, got back into position, and waited. I didn’t hear any more talking from downstairs, Shively was too smart to step in the same trap twice. I knew the smoke would keep them from using the hand signals we’d learned, so I figured he was going straight simple, just tapping, shoving, and pulling folks into position. All of them were moving as quietly as possible, and so was I. We’d all trained at it. We’d all practiced it, been taught by some of the best. We all knew how to move well.

      But moving well when you can’t see your hand in front of your face is a different beast; I heard a rifle thump against the wall at the top of the stairs. Unlucky. They just got unlucky. They’d found the corner, but the hard way—the way that told me right where they were.

      I opened up again, and was rewarded by renewed curses. The smoke took on an unearthly look as it blazed with muzzle flashes and the eerie glow of paint downrange, and it was even scarier when the muzzle flashes were from the other guys. I fell prone, then rolled and crawled away as they hosed down my prior position, taking a breath and scanning myself; no hits. I was still clean. I was still in it.

      I heard the click-clack of a magazine hitting the ground and someone muttered “reloading,” and I decided to rush while I could. I left my MAG 5 behind.

      Unarmed combat was allowed in this exercise.

      I came up out of a three-point stance, sprinted across the room, and shoulder-checked straight into whatever poor bastard was standing there. Hit ’em like a damned train. Both of us were all armored up, but not with the specialized pads and helmets you saw on a football field, so it mostly felt like our Kevlar-lined jackets added mass and force to the tackle, more than protecting us from it.

      I blasted right into and through my opponent-recruit, used them as padding as I slammed into the corner wall at the top of the stairwell, and both of us let out air in groans and whooshes. I twisted with the impact and put him between me and his buddies downstairs, and felt him shake as he got shot in the back. I clambered to grab something—web belt, combat harness, jacket sleeve, anything—and then twisted and lurched into a hip-throw, sending them hurtling down the stairs toward them in a tangled mess.

      A scattering of shots barely missed me in the smoke and the chaos as I lunged away and crawled back toward the center of the room, sweeping the ground for my MAG 5, trying to rearm myself. I heard boots thundering up the stairs—no stealth, now, just a mad rush, a true assault—just as I found my machine gun.

      I rolled onto my back and pointed it back at the entrance to the stairwell, squeezing the trigger as ghosts lurched at me through the smoke and shadow. Muzzle flashes lit up the room and showed one looming opponent twisting and falling to the side, but another crashed down on top of me. A big one. I let go of my gun and grabbed for them, and they did the same. We felt each other out as we grappled and twisted and heaved. It had to be John Crowe, the last troll standing in Left Section.

      Coach hadn’t ever taught me how to wrestle in the dark and smoke, but Coach had sure as hell taught me how to wrestle. I grabbed a boot and started wrenching, and Crowe let out a snarl of pain and lost the grip he’d had on me. I kept twisting, lurched, lunged, and threw my weight down atop him. He got his big mitts up on me, but I followed his arms to find his torso. Sitting on his hips to keep him pinned and keep leverage and control, I went in for the kill. He went for my throat with his longer arms, but didn’t have my technique and practice. My left hand grabbed a handful of collar on the right side of his neck, my right grabbed the same handful on the left of his neck. My crossed wrists made an X across his throat; I leaned down, leaned into it, and waited. It was a simple cross-collar choke, a staple for a reason. I just had to execute and trust it.

      He shoved and clawed at my throat with one hand, meanwhile, his thumb digging at my airway while the other hand punched at my ribs. I maintained. The body shots slowed, then stopped. His other hand, grabbing at my neck, weakened, then went slack. I heard his long, huge troll arms flop to the ground. I held the choke for another second, then gave him a pat on the side that his unconscious-ass self wouldn’t feel. It was like the handshake after a game ended, basic sportsmanship. No hard feelings, that age-old pat tried to convey, it’s just the game. Good try. You almost had me.

      I hauled myself to my feet just in time to get absolutely fragging wrecked by a spear tackle. Someone threw themselves at me, hard, their whole body their weapon, feet off the ground as they lanced into my side. I spun with it as I fell, trying to get my hands on them. I ate a punch to the face, then a second and a third, blindingly quick. Ranger combat uniforms are full of places to grab, though, designed as such, covered in loops and pouches to store things, purpose-built handles near the shoulders to grab a wounded buddy by, and a dozen other places to get a good handhold. I got tagged two more times as I got good grips and got my feet under me, then I lunged, heaved, and shoved them. Up and out, stiff-arming them away from me as I got to my feet; suddenly troll-tall, stretching out my troll-arms, and with them held bodily at the end of all that reach. It was KG Bigtop in the boy’s bathroom, all over again, but I was years stronger and meaner.

      I heard and felt them slam into the roof of the room. I got punched in the face twice for my trouble. I snarled and slammed them a second time, then felt a kick that had been aimed for my junk and barely missed. I wrenched and twisted, held them level at arm’s length—feeling like an adult manhandling a child, there was such a size difference—and ran blindly forward, toward any wall. I heard them take in a hungry breath just before impact. They knew what was coming.

      There was a bone-jarring impact as we slammed home, and as I ground them into the wall I roared into their face. Thunderous booms that rang out three, four, five or more times. I saw flashes of light accompanying them, felt punches to my gut, and slowly realized that—there, slammed against the wall, held up and pinned against it with all my weight—they’d shot me. Again. Again. Again.

      The muzzle flashes illuminated Shively’s grim face, a bulky Browning autopistol in front of him, blasting me again and again, despite the battering I’d given him.

      Frag. Frag! For a heartbeat I thought about cheating, breaking him, hurting him. For real. I still had my hands on him, we were still in a small room, there were still windows to be found, a stairwell I could heave him down. A part of me wanted to. A part of me really, really, wanted to.

      The good sport in me, the warrior they’d filled with pride throughout training, wouldn’t let me.

      “M’dead,” I said, flatly, dropping him and flopping down onto my butt. My whole midsection was lit up by glo-paint splatters. I was sulking, and I knew it, but didn’t care.

      I heard him panting, standing over me, chest heaving. Then I heard a magazine hit the floor and a slide get racked, and I knew he’d reloaded his Browning.

      I listened as he got his breathing under control, then felt him give me the same shoulder smack—pat-pat—I’d given to John Crowe. No hard feelings, it said, it’s just the game. Good try. You almost had me.

      Fraggin’ Shively.

      Left Section won, not long after that. I scooted up against a wall to ride out the post-combat exhaustion, the adrenaline shakes, the anxiety of the exercise, and I sat there quietly and listened to the last of the gunshots.

      Left Section’s two riflemen left outside had maneuvered to rooftops to get better angles against Thunder Tiny and her rooftop perch. Worst of all, one had taken the rooftop where Hickory Stick’s fireteam had been gunned down, and had all those spare magazines of ammo to play with. They kept up their suppressive fire longer than Tiny could trade shots back, and she was left with an empty rifle by the time Shively went up the stairs.

      It was section lead on section lead, Browning on Browning, but one of them had a broken leg and was pinned down against a low wall, while the other was elf-quick and elf-lean.

      Thunder Tiny went down shooting, but she went down.

      Shively whooped triumphantly somewhere over my head, and I imagined him waving our flag over his head, pictured him striking a pose. We’d lost, but gotten them down to that, down to just three of their starting eighteen. Hell if any of us were ashamed.

      Drill Instructor Horse faded into reality over the middle of our little village and yelled, Small-Bear-loudly, that the exercise was over. Casualties were free to move, so all of us battered, bruised, glo-painted, corpses hauled ourselves to our feet, helped up the corpse next to us, patted each other on the back, hugged. A few cried. Shively stooped to hook an arm around Thunder’s side, she had an arm over his shoulders, and he helped her gingerly down the stairs.

      It was over. All of it. Until noon the next day. We had almost thirty hours off to see to our equipment, then rest up, then be trucked back towards the civilized end of Yakima Training Center.

      All that was really left of our training was for the drill instructors—those omniscient, inscrutable, often-sadistic warrior-gods—to rate us. That’s what the day off was for. Giving them time to decide our fates.
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      Just like we’d been treated ten days into our training, we were treated well that last afternoon. It was our first meal in months that wasn’t a cold MRE or chow-tent slop, but even better was the company. More elders, more fancy dancers, more veterans of the Great Ghost Dance War, SAIM members, who’d fought and bled to make the Native American Nations a reality. There were family members there, too, for some of the recruits. It was a nice afternoon, leading up to the graduation proper.

      They didn’t reinstate hygiene and uniform regulations, though. Whether we were entertaining guests or not, or, hell, because we were entertaining guests, the Captain in charge of all this wanted people to see. She wanted these guests from our first weeks in training to compare us to who we’d been when they saw us. She wanted our parents, our grandparents, and our younger siblings to see how grizzled we were, how tough, how dangerous. How proud, despite how exhausted. How fierce, despite how scuffed up.

      All of us put on our cleanest clothes for the day. We fell into ranks neatly, by instinct and habit, and we refilled that base gym—where we’d first stood, nude and shivering—with just half as many of us, but with guests filling the bleachers.

      We were still uniform in appearance more than we weren’t. We all still wore the same black-on-green fatigue camo pants, the same armored jackets, the same shirts—white undershirts, for the last time—that peeked out from beneath. In the broad strokes, we were brothers and sisters in arms, Rangers, one and all. There were small changes, though, small differences, personalizations. Some of us had a shemagh or bandana around our neck, or worn as a headband. Some had chokers or necklaces, not just dog tags on. Our armored jackets were decorated here and there by charms for luck, a first shell casing dangling somewhere, a last shell casing doing the same, the occasional feather, armbands, bracelets, or freshly applied face paint for today’s ceremony. I had a big red handprint on the ass of my pants. The biggest difference between us and the instructor cadre corps, aside from our white shirts and their black, was our lack of a black beret, and our jackets being bare of patches of any kind. None of us had rank stripes on our shoulder, or unit flash patches on our as-of-yet-unearned berets.

      Those problems’d be remedied real soon.

      A drum circle started, low and steady, and as we recruits glanced at one another again, we fought small smiles. The drum continued, and became our heartbeat. We recruits were, in that moment, a single unit, a single organism, lined up not in Left and Right Sections, but together, a platoon. The Three-Seven-Four, together for the last time, but together. Breathing together. Hearts beating together. Family. A brotherhood and sisterhood of warriors.

      We saw the Captain for the first time—an imposing human woman, as broad in the shoulders as an ork, head shaved spear bald—as she announced our commencement ceremony was beginning. Singing from the drum circle accompanied her, wild cries of triumph, an ancient song of victory and pride that became our soundtrack as she walked the rows of recruits standing at attention.

      We all got a quiet congratulation, a rank patch, and a handshake. While we went through that back-and-forth with the Captain, DI Small Bear traveled in her wake, fixed a black beret to each of our heads, and gave each of us a satisfied nod. We all shook back, muttered a thank-you-ma’am, saluted, and then stood at ease. Every now and again, someone back in the bleachers would cheer and clap during the hand-off, giving away their allegiance to one recruit or another.

      The hell of it is? You can’t see your own unit flash on your beret while it’s on your head. You can’t look at the patch in your hand while you’re standing at ease. All you can do is stand there, belly full of knots, and wait to see what the elder war-leaders of the Ranger tribe have decided is in your future.

      As soon as the Captain was finished and she nodded to the circle, they turned the volume back up, and we broke ranks as their first piercing notes filled the gym. We all circled up, excitedly congratulating one-another, hugging, handshaking, patting backs, hopping up and down. I was never going to graduate high school—sorry, Granddad—but I had this, instead. This moment. No diplomas, just orders. No classmates, but folks I’d bruised, sweated, and bled alongside. No valedictorians, but…

      Luke Shively’s beret had an eagle on it, unit flash for one of the Makah Academies, Ranger Officer School. Not a one of us were surprised. Throughout our time in basic, he’d shown that mixture of charisma, smarts, and roll-up-your-sleeves grit the Rangers looked for in their leaders. He’d have some advanced training, then another gut-wrenching moment like this one, waiting to see where he’d be sent to take enlisted Rangers under his sleeve.

      Rebecca Blue Robe, Right Section’s beloved Thunder Tiny, had two rank stripes in her hand, and a fierce raven on her beret. She was going to be a Corporal right out of training, and was going to military intelligence training. She looked awestruck and surprised. It made perfect sense to the rest of us, though. We all knew she’d make sergeant in no time.

      My girl Stone Horse—holy hell, I’d never even learned her first name!—was just a hair behind Tiny, with a Private First Class patch in her hand. The shortest of us was graduating head and shoulders over most of us, her leadership and expertise recognized by our instructor cadre. She had a fierce red stallion as her unit flash; she was going cavalry, mechanized Rangers, all spinning wheels and gun-toting drones.  I figured she woulda been aces with a bear-head patch, too, going tanker, but she’d do great with lighter vehicles.  She beamed, and I hefted her off her feet in a hug that made her blush.

      Dirt Bike got mechanized, too, the same red horse patch. Hickory Stick got a wolf’s head, so he was headed to advanced infantry training, bog-standard Ranger, through and through, and so was big John Crowe. Fitzy, too, but his folks had spirited him and Drill Instructor Mule away right after the ceremony. Most of us were getting the wolf, the badge of the Ranger rifleman was the most common one on everyone’s black berets, and everyone who wore it was happy with it. None of us were sad to be made a Ranger’s Ranger.

      Nobody commented on mine, though. Shively’d glanced at it, then gone back to confident eye contact and politeness, like he always did. Thunder Tiny’d pretended not to see my unit flash at all. Stone Horse’s eyes widened when she saw mine, but then her family had come swarming up, a half-dozen younger dwarves and their parents circling her, and she’d been dragged away from me before she could comment.

      I was left standing there, alone. Granddad wasn’t coming. My daddy wasn’t coming. There wasn’t a Riggins in the world left but me. I figured I might as well look my damned self.

      I held a set of Private First Class chevrons in my hand, same as Stone Horse. PFCs had a good pay jump over your everyday Ranger recruit, and starting with that bump in rank meant we were years ahead of the curve when it came time for future advancement, too.

      I grinned like a dummy, then looked around to make sure the Captain wasn’t doubling back, Small Bear at her shoulder. I half expected them to take the patch back, explain that it had been a mistake, remind me there was no way a big, dumb troll like me could have done well enough to be anything but a boot-Private. Nobody came. Nobody corrected it. Nobody saw me beaming and came to put my light out.

      I did that myself, looking at my fragging hat.

      I blinked down at the patch like an idiot. This had to be a mistake. This, for sure, had to be a mix-up. The Captain must have miscounted, this had to be meant for someone else, this…this couldn’t be mine. My face crumpled, my eartips drooped, my shoulders slumped.

      Then I wadded that beret up in a big fist, and looked around. Frag it. There wasn’t a Riggins left but me, right? So who was I gonna embarrass? I looked for the first drill instructor I saw, and went stalking their way, stomping, frowning.

      Young and dumb. Big and stupid.

      “What the frag is this supposed to be?!” I growled in Drill Instructor Gonzalez’s face, just exactly like he wasn’t Drill Instructor Gonzalez.

      “Well, Private First Class Red Clay.” He quirked an eyebrow at me, responding to my anger with light amusement at best. “I do believe that’s your new hat.”

      “A beaver? A fragging beaver?!” I pointed at my unit flash. “A wet Ranger? Engineering?!”

      They were sending me to Bremerton, the former US Naval Base. It was home now, mostly, to hard-working worker drones. Folks who built Salish-Shidhe Council warships. Combat construction teams. Bridgelayers and airfield constructors, aquatic obstacle crews, inheritors to the old United States Naval Construction Battalions, or Seabees.

      “What, like, I’m, like I’m supposed to…to…build stuff?! Me?!”

      “Private First Class, right now what you’re supposed to do is lower your voice a bit.” He held my gaze flatly.

      “Is this a joke?! Who th’hell thinks I’m gonna go…make things…” I was having trouble connecting my righteous indignation to my tongue. I wasn’t made for passionate speeches any more than I was for putting things together. I wasn’t construction battalion material any more than I was made of the stuff of officers.

      All around me, my peers celebrated with their families, while I got insulted like this. Backhanded. Sucker punched. The drums rang out louder and matched my furious pulse that I felt in my temples. I wanted to whoop out a war cry and start killing, or maybe just bawl my idiot eyes out.

      How could they do this?! I felt my face redden as I choked on my words.

      “Why would you do this to me?” I eventually managed, and it came out more plaintive than furious.

      “Most of us wanted you to go wolf, son. Figured you were a natural fit, boots on the ground, run and gun, do what you’re told. We knew you’d do a hell of a job at it,” Gonzalez nodded as he talked, shot a glance over to one DI or another, just out of my field of vision. It made me feel like a wounded paddler surrounded by sharks, but only because it was probably meant to.

      “But he talked us into it.” Another nod, this one more pointed. I followed his gaze, and felt my fists ball up again.

      Webb. That cruel son of a slitch.

      I stomped up to him just as Stone Horse finished introducing her family to him. She shepherded her herd of younger brothers and sisters away, and I didn’t pay much mind to the worried look she shot me over her shoulder.

      “You know I can’t build a damned thing, hell, I can barely clean a…a goddamned…whu-why’d you do it?” I said to him, tilting my head down to play up my height, looming, voice low and—I hoped—something like an intimidating growl. My body was trying to scream and sob at the same time. “Why’d you do this to me? Because I, fraggin’, what, just ‘cause I shoved you that one time, you’re such a hoophole you gotta ruin my—”

      “At ease, Private First Class, and you put a pleasant little smile on your fucking face like everyone else.” His optics whirred and he stared right back up at me. His voice absolutely was an intimidating growl. My body snapped to an at-ease stance without me telling it to. Damn it.

      “I know what you’re thinking, ‘Red Clay.’ You’re thinking you’re getting shipped off to Bremerton to help put ships together, smooth out airfields, or build bridges. You’re seeing a Ranger future full of disaster relief feel-good rah-rah bullshit instead of fighting. You think I’m cruel, and I got the rest of the cadre in on the joke.

      “Well, you’re right, son. I am cruel, and in a few weeks you’ll probably hate me for this even more,” looking at them dead on, it was possible to make out a speck of red light at the very center of his chromed eyes. Devilish, dangerous, red light.

      “Because I am not sending you there to build shit. Those jobs are honorable as hell, but no, I know they aren’t for you. I’m sending you there to get trained to be one of the Rangers that goes in before they build shit. Ranger Boat Service. Reconnaissance and commando work. I’m sending you there to put you just across Puget Sound from enemy territory in Seattle, I’m sending you there because I think you’ve got what it takes to not be just a big, dumb troll, and I’m sending you there because that’s where the Council needs you.”

      I blinked. Combat diving with the Ranger Boat Service was one of the most prestigious specialties there was. I’d missed that my unit flash was ringed in black, not blue thread. Because I’m me, and an idiot. He looked up at me, unflappable, every inch of him the former Navy SEAL I knew him to be.

      “Beavers got teeth, too, son.” He said it matter-of-factly, almost proudly.

      I stared at him like the idiot I was.

      “I think you can make it at Bremerton Underwater Demolition School, and I talked the other instructors into thinking so, too. So don’t you dare make a fucking fool out of me, ‘Red Clay.’ Or of the person who vouched for your good moral character.”

      With that, he looked past me and nodded at someone. I figured if he was going to beat me up, he wouldn’t try the ‘hey what’s behind you’ routine, he’d just kick my ass, so I looked.

      Standing there, talking to Drill Instructor Bright Wind like they were old friends, was Coach. How on earth I’d missed her Blackbirds polo shirt and khakis up until now was beyond me. I guess it was just because I didn’t have any reason to scan the crowd, because I didn’t think I had anyone to look for. Or maybe just ’cause I was such a damn dummy.

      Webb’s congratulatory pat on the back was almost a shove—no hard feelings, his seemed to say, but if you ever talk to me like that again I’ll bust your larynx—and before I knew it was standing in front of the two women, smiling stupidly.

      “Riggins.” Coach smiled, which made me worried the bottom of her face would crack off and fall to the ground. She held out a hand while I tried to think of any other time I’d seen her smile. “Congratulations, Private First Class.”

      “Coach, what are you doing here? It’s great, I ju—I…uh, wait, I…” I shook her hand on reflex, then realized what she’d called me. Riggins!

      “At ease. They know, it’s okay. I just reminded Elizabeth, here, that you were recently adopted. You used to be a Riggins, and a part of you always will be, but you’re a Red Clay now, just like your intake paperwork says. You were confused when you checkmarked Nootka, is all. We all had a good laugh at the mistake,” she looked me in the eyes, shaking hard and patting me on one arm. Who’s Elizabe…? Oh, DI Bright Wind.

      “We served in the 75th together,” Bright Wind nodded to Coach, a hint of a sad smile on her face. “Left at the same time, too.”

      “Oh, uh, but wait.” How was everything happening so fast tonight? “Ah…adopted?”

      Coach raised her eyebrows, still shaking my hand because I was too slow on the uptake to let go.

      “Unless you’d like me to retract the tribal paperwork I went through all the trouble to expedite, boy, along with that letter of good character I was asked to send to Bremerton.”

      “No! No! I just…uh…I didn’t…I didn’t know…”

      I didn’t know you cared enough. Didn’t know anybody did. Didn’t know you remembered me at all, since I was off the team. Didn’t know you’d done it. Didn’t know you’d ever have any reason to.

      I didn’t know you’d ever think I could possibly deserve it.

      My eyes burned. I hadn’t cried since the night my Daddy and Granddaddy died, except for that damned CS gas test, which didn’t count at all for lettin’ out fraggin’ feelings. Coach pulled me into a hug, and my big body rocked hers with a sob.

      Bright Wind left us there. It felt like the whole damned gym full of people disappeared, except the drum circle, beating in my chest. Nobody home but us Red Clays, standing here, hugging each other, and with me crying like a damned fool.

      “It’s all right, boy. You been through a lot. You did good. They’d be proud of you. I’m proud of you,” she said. Then, again, more softly, “I’m proud of you.”
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      Later that night, I stood in the parking lot under the stars. Coach was there, telling war stories. Loyal Stone Horse was there, and my friend Thunder Tiny—who Coach had made a big show of eying all up and down, appraisingly, when she heard the nickname, before giving a handshake and a fist bump to her—and my frenemy, that son of a slitch Luke Shively. I’d never hung out with anybody who’d shot me before, but I figure he hadn’t hung out with anybody who’d ragdolled him around a smoke-filled room, neither.

      “—so, yeah. You hang onto those FN HARs of yours, Rangers. You take care of them, they’ll take care of you.” Coach nodded matter-of-factly, fresh off a short story featuring a jammed Colt, not FN, that had nearly gotten her killed. We all looked at each other knowingly, as though we’d had any say in choosing our standard-issue rifles. Coach took a bit of a break. She let out a long, low, sigh.

      “I never told you why I quit,” she said, to everyone, but really just to me. “Now that you’re in, though, you should know. You deserve to know, but all of you should know.”

      We shut up immediately. Rapt.

      “2016, December.” She breathed the words out like sighs. Like curses. “Bright Wind and I were in the Rangers together, 75th, 3rd Battalion. We were hip-deep in all of it. What we called the SAIM War, before the Great Ghost Dance, it was like a fire that wouldn’t go out. Guerrilla work, counter-insurgency work. It was bad. Bloody. Well, the intelligence folks…”

      She swallowed, nodded to Thunder Tiny.

      “…they got word of something. Big group of active fighters, some high value targets, and a stockpile of weapons and ammo. Maybe even biological stuff. We got basic coords and got fed some line about how dangerous it was gonna be. They sent the Rangers.”

      She let out another gusty sigh.

      “We thought we were right. You gotta remember, this was thirty years ago, drones back then…they weren’t what they are today. Night vision wasn’t, neither, and God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou know there weren’t none of us orks or elves or anything yet. The tech, it left a lot to be desired. We pulled scouting, though, eyes in the sky plus boots on the ground. We saw armed guards, the drones saw large groups of heat signatures, plenty of bodies, big tents, lots of activity. We called it in. Told ’em we saw a few small patrols of guards, asked for permission to keep eyes-on for longer, to confirm targets. Everyone knew Bill Jarman wanted blood, though. So, the brass decided, and…”

      “I heard of this,” Stone Horse whispered to Tiny in a small voice.

      “…we called down the thunder. Artillery, and I mean the big stuff. Some of it laser-guided by us, pinpoint accurate. We hit ’em, hard. Real damned hard. Pounded ’em until we thought there wasn’t much left to pound. Then we went in, hard assault, all up in our NBC gear,” nuclear/biological/chemical, we’d learned not too long ago, full-body suits we’d done an hour of PT in and hated every second of. “We went running in there, high speed, guns up, and we didn’t find a single thing to shoot at. We didn’t find a single thing there, except that handful of guards, that deserved what we did to them.”

      She swallowed, frowning darkly. More darkly than ever.

      “We got bad intel. Poisoned well. Doesn’t matter who told us, doesn’t matter why. What matters is what we did. We blew up a refugee camp. We killed the whole damned Kiowa people.” Another long, ragged, sigh that almost caught in her throat. I tried my very best not to imagine what it must have looked like, walking into something like that, vision all distorted by grainy low-light goggles and the lenses of an NBC hood. How inhuman it must have looked. I tried real hard.

      “We left, after that. In the weeks afterward. Christmas Day, in fact. Two dozen of us turned our backs on the Army—on America—to try and run from what we’d done. We went to SAIM, brought our skills, brought our anger, and brought three trucks full of rifles and ammo. Back in the 1800s, they’d’ve called us ‘gone Native,’ and hanged us without a second thought. Treason’s still treated like that today. But we did it. Had to. We fought our way into the movement, we bought our way into the movement, and we’ve done our best, since, to make up for what we did on the other side.”

      She nodded, like she was telling herself she’d succeeded, or was still succeeding, or had, at least, succeeded in trying.

      “So, you kids, you Rangers, listen up. Especially you.” She looked at Shively, on his way to being an officer. “You trust yourselves. Your guts. Your souls. You listen to that little voice inside you. Inside you, not inside somebody else. A soldier follows orders, but sometimes it’s better not to be a soldier. Sometimes the orders aren’t worth following, you hear me? You be careful out there.”

      Towards the end, she’d taken back on that clipped, almost-guttural, coach voice. Less raw. Less personal. Less human. Her mask was back on, even if it had been slipped off for a few, awful, minutes.

      “All right, let’s get back to it. You’ve all got family to see, and, Dash, did I tell you Coach Wilson said hi? Well, he does, and I’ll be sure and tell him where you’re posted…”

      We let her guide us toward the gym, the chit-chat still going on, the war stories we children were telling to our civilian families. She stayed out there, though. I waited by the door for her, but I gave her her space. I probably wasn’t the only one that hadn’t cried in a while. DI Bright Wind slipped past me with a nod, walking out towards Coach.

      I stood in the doorway, looking down at the beret I held in my hands. Ranger Boat Service, Bremerton. Some of the hardest training in the Salish-Shidhe Council, and one of the most high-traffic posts.

      I knew where I was supposed to be. Finally.
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      “Splendid.” My ranking field officer smiled at me, sending a wave of warmth and contentment across our mindlink. “Simply splendid. You were quite the young man.”

      The cool and quiet of the Camp Grafton hangar reminded me of the cool and quiet of that night, standing under the stars at Yakima Training Center, holding my future in my hands.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “What a fascinating path you took to get there. How much more fascinating it must have been, to get you here. I still want to know about these last three weeks, Chief. But you’ll have to tell me more. Connect the dots for me. You are delightful!”

      Delightful? What I was was tired. Sharing this much, this intimately, after I was this exhausted, took a lot out of me. The mindlink made it a fast memory transfer, just a few minutes, but I was still raw and weary from it. My sigh must have given me away, or maybe it was the empathic link. She didn’t stop smiling, but my boss’s retort did sport a little bit of an edge. Her smiles weren’t exactly comforting, and she knew it.

      “I’m afraid I must insist, Chief.”

      I nodded. I straightened up in my chair. More sharing, then. More picking at old scabs. More prodding at old wounds.

      “Yes, ma’am. Some of it does tie back into…” I gestured around, meaning all of Camp Grafton, all of North Dakota, all of the bloodshed of the past three weeks. “This.”

      “Tell me, then. Tell me all of it.” Her tail lashed the air excitedly.

      When your debriefing executive officer is the dragon Rainwalker, right-hand wyrm to Ryan Mercury, muscle of the Draco Foundation, you give her what she asks for.
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