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      “So, on to this Greenspirit fellow,” my boss gave me a smile that was, probably, meant to be friendly. “But first, I simply must hear more about this Fairbairn of yours. You went back, you said?”

      I’d just mentally fast-tracked my life story to her via a high-speed mindlink spell; growing up in rural Cascade Ork country, goblinizing into a fomorian, high school athletics, the Night of Rage upending my life, joining the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, and eventually going shadowrunner and mercenary. So yeah, I “said” I went back, in as much as I had “said” anything this whole time. All of our communication was via the spell. The spell, and body language.

      “Yes, ma’am. Greenspirit came later, but I went back home to Fairbairn. Well, back to Fairbairn, I should say. It wasn’t really home anymore.”

      My body language? Sitting in a simple folding chair, my fomori bulk wrapped in half-armored combat fatigues, spine as straight as I could manage it, shoulders as high as they could be. I’d spent too much of the last few weeks wrapped head to toe in heavy armor, so I’d taken the liberty of leaving most of the hard plates off. I was still in the drab fatigues of my mercenary outfit—the outfit she’d signed off on me liaising with—but, more than that, I was still in the scruff and funk of the last few weeks’ fighting. Muddy and bloody, unshaven and unshowered, as messy and exhausted as a body could be, inside and out.

      “Fairbairn it is, then!” she said, nodding matter-of-factly, the decision made. When she nodded, I agreed with her.

      The dragon Rainwalker isn’t a woman to disagree with lightly, after all.

      Her deep blue scales looked almost black in the dimly-lit interior of a small hangar. She’d wanted to have the space to stretch out, and nobody on base was going to tell her she couldn’t have it, any more than I was going to tell her she couldn’t have the next slice of my story. Maybe ten minutes earlier she’d asked to get to know me better, and I’d spilled what felt like my whole life at her feet, in just that time, at the speed of thought.

      “Captain Blue Robe had run across reports of organleggers and slavers based out of the Salish-Shidhe territory, but operating in the Sioux Nation. As an SSC intelligence officer working hand in hand with the Sioux in Denver, when the reports crossed her desk, she decided to solve the problem instead of pass the buck. So, a little Sioux help, a little Salish help, and me, a little outside help. In we went...”
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      It was a small, localized, operation. Known quantities aplenty, oppositional forces operating in broad daylight without a single solitary frag being given for secrecy, a local populace that had elements that could be trusted to assist us, a weak, sloppy, local government that was unlikely to meaningfully interfere and assist the criminal element.

      Quick Scalpel was a small op, and for me, an intensely personal one.

      We touched down, the four-trooper team I was leading, and my feet touched down on home for the first time in almost twenty years.

      Jenny Yellow Dog saw to our ’chutes. The sergeant was an ork, and a dangerous one, on loan to this joint operation from the Sioux Special Forces, the Wildcats. She and I had a little history going back to a cross-training exercise that had ended with my Rangers allowed to wear her Wildcats’ unit flash until the end of our days, and she’d been a friend, rival, and occasional lover ever since. I was glad to have her here, both as a known quantity and as one of the most lethal people I’d ever met. If anyone could make a parachute—or anything else—disappear without a trace, it was Dog.

      Michael White Smoke was a human from the Salish-Shidhe Council military, the Rangers. That was the same outfit I’d come up in, the outfit I’d gone to when this home had rejected me. It was also where I’d met his commanding officer, the Salish Intelligence Captain, Rebecca Blue Robe. This op was her idea, and Smoke was her man in the field. He was running comms for us, running electronics to secure documents and data manipulation, and—I didn’t doubt for a second—feeding all of it to Blue Robe as soon as he could.

      Our group was rounded out with Sergeant Jon Drummond, also a Salish Ranger, also human. He had the physique of either a workout or augmentation junkie, and was the purest, simplest instrument in my toolbox. He was a door-kicker, through and through, here to fight. Nothing subtle. Nothing secretive. Nothing sensitive. Muscle. It was nice to have a little extra.

      Still and all, I loomed head and shoulders over him; I had a few muscle implants of my own, mind, but in this case the size discrepancy was mostly genetic. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t stack up to a troll, even a pretty boy fomori metavariant. Being the “least physical” of troll variants was like being the “weakest” nuclear weapon in town.

      Still and all, my size and combat training weren’t the only reasons I was here, nor even my friendship with Becca Blue Robe, who’d put this operation together, getting Salish and Sioux militaries to work together against some human traffickers. I was here because of my size, my training, and that I was a known quantity to the commanding officer, yeah, all those things; but I was here, because of where “here” was.

      Fairbairn, Cascade Ork territory. Home. Population of less than seven thousand when I grew up here, and not many more than that in the whole damned county. Rural Cascade Mountain territory, high up, where the stone meets the sky, the mountains hold up the heavens, and the wind always carries promises of lethal cold.

      I wasn’t just here because I was ready for the job and I knew the territory, no. I was here because if Blue Robe had sent anyone else to kill the sons of slitches that’d put Daddy and Granddaddy in the ground, she knew I’d’ve been eight different kinds of pissed off. Rather than run this op without me and spend the rest of her life feeling guilty and keeping it a secret, she put me in.

      I was here to clean up the Bigtops, whose thumb I’d grown up under. Old Man Bigtop had run Fairbairn when I was a boy, had bullied and browbeaten my dad into working for him at the auto shop, had used Pete Riggins’ hand-modified trucks to run smuggling operations all through the county, and had, eventually, lost the leash on a few too many of his sprawling army of kids and grandkids. During the Night of Rage, his orkish kin had risen up and, in a bloody mess, traded deaths with my family, the Riggins. I’d fled, run off to keep the peace and save a few lives, and landed in the Rangers because of it.

      According to the files Blue Robe’d sent me, the Bigtops had only gotten worse, not better, in my absence. The Old Man’s kids and grandkids had kids of their own, and had married into more and more Native and neo-Native families here in Cascade Ork turf. They had their fingers in every damned pie in the crooked tribe’s territory, from strip-mining operations to exploitative strip clubs, from selling everything from faux-Native handcrafted knick-knacks to Better-Than-Life chips and narcotic slap-patches, from running guns to running guns to running extortion rackets.

      But, when a truck full of human trafficked bodies—and parts of bodies—had shown up on Sioux soil, the Powers That Be had decided they’d had enough. The Sioux and the Salish-Shidhe Council—who the Cascade Orks are a reluctant part of—had gotten their heads together and decided to clean house. The Cascade Orks refused, time and again, to check the illegal activity, so it was time for me and my squad to do the job. Deniable assets, running store-bought gear instead of military issue, rained down from a transport plane to put boot to ass and clean up Fairbairn. Blue Robe’d given us ten days to get it done, before we had to exfiltrate, rapidly, before they’d disavow all knowledge.

      Yes, sir, we had work to do.

      “This way,” I said without a single glance at a map, whether a physical, paper, relic or the headware pop-up the computers in my skull could project onto my field of vision. I didn’t need a map. Not here. Not at home.

      Snow was patchy on the ground, and we avoided it as we crept through the Kittitas County woods. Without it crunching underfoot, we barely made a sound; all of us knew what we were doing, and I’d long since learned how to keep my trollish bulk from giving me away. We maintained that hunched-over, half-crouching posture that always felt silly, but worked.

      We were balanced, light, ready. I was on point—normally not the best idea, but I was home, damn it, I wasn’t following someone else—and they fanned out to make a diamond behind me. Jenny Yellow Dog took right, Drummond left, and White Smoke ran drag on my six.

      I held up a hand near the tree line, motioning for them to stay put. Each of them took a knee, swung so their backs were to each other, and kept a wary eye out. I crept forward, slicing through the dark thanks to my biological fomori vision and a few cyberoptic enhancements. I made it right to the door of the trailer, then…froze.

      I stood there with my gun at the low-ready, my off hand lifted and ready to knock, and it occurred to me I had no idea just what I was going to say if the knock got an answer.

      Then, the decision got taken from me.

      The door swung casually open, letting the cold in and a casually disdainful look out.

      “Come on in, then. And tell them other three to get up here, too.” Coach Lucille Red Clay shook her head at me like I was leading a pack of damned fools. “You’ll catch your death of cold out there.”
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      Sixty seconds later, it felt like almost twenty years had fallen away.

      Coach was older and smaller—sure, I was older and bigger—but for a few moments Operation Quick Scalpel was set aside, my military and paramilitary gear was forgotten, and instead of a squad of black operatives contacting a local asset, I felt like we were a handful of Fairbairn Blackbirds waiting to get a dressing down.

      And I wasn’t the only one. Every one of my squadmates stomped their shoes clean on the steps, ducked their head politely as they entered, and looked entirely cowed and civil. We were a hair’s breadth from propping our guns up at the door.

      Coach was a formidable woman. A Black woman on the far side of sixty, she still had a ramrod-straight spine, still kept her hair buzzed short enough not to be a bother, and still carried herself like the Fairbairn High Athletics Director she’d been for decades, and the United States Army Master Sergeant she’d been prior to that.

      “Well,” she said, simply, giving me a quick up-and-down. “I suppose it’s about time you came back, son.”

      She’d called me son a hundred or a thousand times, but while I was at Yakima, she’d changed it from bog-standard rural jargon to something more official; Lucille Red Clay was where I’d taken my last name from when I lied to get into basic training, and she’d pushed through forged adoption paperwork after-the-fact to make it look legal.

      We hugged tighter and more sincerely, in my experience, than most paramilitary officers hug their local assets. Sergeants Yellow Dog, Drummond, and White Smoke got short introductions—“Dog, Drum, Smoke,” was all I offered, for a half-assed shot at operational security—and Coach nodded matter-of-factly; not only acknowledging their names, but understanding the need for the brevity.

      “Someone somewhere finally got tired of all the Bigtops’ bullshit, huh?” was all she offered by way of commentary about the mission itself. “Took ’em long enough. Reckon it’s too late, by this point, to salvage much of this place. It’ll never be what it used to, but at least it can be a little less awful, with them cleaned up.”

      Her trailer was as spartan as I remembered it, the bare handful of times my student-athlete younger self had ever gotten a glimpse of the interior. She was a simple woman, in her way, without many needs. It took next to no effort for her to clear table space for us to pore over maps together, for her to clear floor space for us to bivouac in her home, and for her to integrate herself seamlessly into Quick Scalpel.

      “She’s old school,” Drummond grunted, satisfied. I checked in and chatted a bit with each teammate while we rotated our watch.

      “She schooled the old school,” I corrected with a soft smile. “US Army Ranger, back in the day. Then SAIM.”

      She’d left the United States behind when it had abandoned all pretext of decency and civilization; after she and her fellow Rangers had been tricked into calling in artillery that wiped the Kiowa tribe off the face of the Earth, she had deserted and joined the Sovereign American Indian Movement army. She, and men and women like her, had fought the world’s largest military to a standstill in their own backyard. And now we had her on our side, here.

      She knew what we’d need. She knew why we were needed. There was never any question in her mind that she would help us. My team rested up and rotated on security. Coach and I spent that night, just that one night, talking, late into the morning. We’d exchanged a few letters, but hadn’t seen each other face to face since Yakima.

      I told her about Bremerton, where I’d undergone my advanced training—or, started it—and then how I’d spent nearly three years being honed into a Salish Boat Service diver, a nautical combat engineer, an amphibious commando, a marksman, a scout, a pathfinder. I told her about Four-Paws-Laughing, my commanding officer, and my orkish friend Ruckus, who always tried to outdo the troll, and even about Greene, who’d decided early on to dislike me, and who had never given herself a moment’s respite from it that I could see. I told her about my Wildcat unit flash, and how I’d earned it expressly at Jenny Yellow Dog’s expense. I told her about the colossal disaster my libido’d caused at a wargame in Tír Tairngire, how I’d slept with the wrong elf, and how his lunatic brother had almost started a real war over it. I told her how my Yakima buddy, Lucas Shively, had hooked me up with some off-the-books work after the Salish Rangers had given me the boot, how I’d run the shadows in Seattle to stay sharp, stay active, stay in the game. I told her I was the godfather to his kids, elven young’uns growing like weeds. I told her about my new home in the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, a merc outfit based out of Portugal, of all damned places, but active wherever the money was. I told her, time after time, in almost every dumb-ass story, about something she’d taught me, something she’d first seen in me, something she’d shown me about myself. I thanked her more times than I can count, that night.

      Coach told me about the slow, strangling, death of Fairbairn. She told me about how crooked the rebuilding had been after the Night of Rage—the hellish week of race riots that had killed my Daddy and Granddaddy Riggins—and how the town never really healed from it. Old Man Bigtop’s sons and grandsons had just gone crazy that night, and had torched nearly half the buildings in town. Their uncle, the sheriff, hadn’t stopped ’em none, of course, and then it seemed like half the money that went into rebuilding ended up in one Bigtop pocket or another. She told me how the school’d closed down not long after, and nobody seemed to notice or care. She told me Fairbairn was three things now, and three things only; a tourist trap churning out bootleg Native American trinkets, a mining town, and a smuggler stop-over.

      She told me how Lilly Great Bear and her whole family had moved away, how Danny Salmon Leaping had wrapped his car around a tree after his momma’d died, how old Mr. Flaherty the English teacher had passed on in his sleep. She told me about Billy Christian and Donny Bundy dying on a smuggling run a few years back, and Ellie Three Trees being a grandma already, with Toby Magpie, and how their oldest boy had died fighting a Bigtop over a case of Smash. Coach told me how Sallie-May Wind Blows’ son had gone missing not six months back, along with a girl he’d taken on a date.

      Coach told me about Mr. Wilson, the school janitor, and how his big orkish heart gave out. She told me how Mike Wilson, his son, had his kidneys give out not a year later, and he’d never left the hospital bed because then his heart did him in, too.

      “Frag,” I said, the word not holding my grief. Mike had been one of my best friends in Fairbairn, I’d spent years calling him Coach Wilson, and he’d helped me and the Blackbirds on our way to multiple championships. He’d always be twenty-five in my head.

      I knew the broad strokes of Fairbairn’s decline, it had been in my mission briefing, if nowhere else. But Coach filled in the details. Coach made it all real. She made it all personal, and reminded me why I was here.

      We drank one toast to Coach Wilson’s memory, then I went to sleep.
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      Nearing dusk, I woke to find the rest of the team—self-starters, one and all—taking turns running security, and Coach sitting at her rickety little dining room table, waiting for me.

      And on the table was a gun.

      My eyes widened slightly. “Is that…?”

      “In spirit, yeah.” Coach nodded. “The revolver of Theseus.”

      My Granddad’s gun. Hank Riggins had been a lawman, been the lawman, back in Fairbairn in the olden days, before the Ghost Dance War, when it was in Washington State, part of the US of A. He had never lived anywhere else, had never lived on a paved road, had never taken any guff, and had never treated a man unfairly. A Bigtop takeover and all the madness of the nation splintering had driven him out of office, but he’d worn a piece of big iron on his hip every day, regardless. He had died with his Ruger, smoking, in his hand.

      “How did you—”

      “Didn’t, and don’t you worry, we buried the old man with the original.” Coach nodded again. “Mike made this. You should’a seen the shop he had set up. Tooled most of it his own self.”

      Coach Wilson had been an armorer in the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, and had apparently stuck with the gunsmithing something fierce. Ignoring the “breakfast” that had been set out for me, I got to work on the gun, slightly in awe. It felt like the whole thing had just been sized up. Sheriff Riggins’ old Ruger—was it still even a Ruger?—was a beast, now, a proper hand cannon. The revolver had never been small, nobody but my Granddad had ever shot it one-handed twice, but whatever Mike Wilson had done to it, it was a massive leadspitter now. Everything was bigger, custom made, outsized by human standards, but perfect for a troll-heavy grip. The spirit of the gun was Sheriff Riggins’ custom piece, but the end result was so ugly it was beautiful, a mixture of smooth lines and barely-rounded-off square corners, a Frankenstein beast more given to modern-tactical flair than rustic, centuries-old, wheelgun stylings. The frame, the longer barrel with integrated rails, the comparatively-tiny-looking external smartlink, the synthetic grips, and the cylinder, resized, for…

      “Seriously?”

      “Good luck with it if y’ain’t you,” Coach replied, looking smug. “Mike did a hell of a job.”

      Shotgun shells. Proper, law-enforcement-and-military-standard, shotgun shells. Or, loaded right this second, slugs.

      “He wanted to give it to you himself, one of these days. Figured you’d come back, hell or high water, and do something about…” She sighed, her exhaustion a palpable thing. “Everything. We all knew you’d be back here sooner or later. After everything that happened, he wanted to help out a little, when it was time.”

      I hated how much “later” it was. I hated how poorly, how half-hoopedly I’d kept in touch. I hated how my jobs had kept me away, or my shame at how I’d had to leave the Rangers, or…

      Coach cut me off before I could brood. “Now, nobody’d want you to take a gun you don’t know into the field or nothing.” She went and reached toward the wheelgun and the massive holster on the table, the surest way to get me to snatch it away and keep it closer.

      “Frag you.” I smiled. “I’m using it for this op. Sidearms are for show, anyways, right?”

      “Sidearms’re for show.” She nodded and smiled back, trying to hide it with her mug of coffee. I could count the times I’d seen her smile on one hand, counting this one. “Now get some calories in you, boy, and go do what you came here to do.”

      With a base of operations to call home and some sentimentality behind me as we settled in, Coach was right. It was time to go to work.
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      We hunted. We slept during the day and stalked smugglers by night. We knew some about them from Salish-Shidhe Council dossiers and our mission briefing, we knew more because Coach gave us eyes on the ground and shared town gossip with us. The Bigtops—the Cascade Orks in general—only barely even hid their illicit activities, only barely went through the motions of recognizing any law at all. The Salish-Shidhe left each tribe to self-govern a tremendous amount, and the Cascade Orks just…didn’t.

      Didn’t care, didn’t bother, didn’t enforce much, didn’t pretend to. As long as Chief Pawl Shaggy Mountain and his cronies got what felt like a generous cut, they turned a blind eye to every type of production, smuggling, and distribution you could imagine. The Bigtop’s mines gave them the fig leaf they needed to explain their wealth, so they could smuggle half the world through Salish lands, and nobody bothered them.

      Until the organlegging and human trafficking had—finally—spurred someone to action. The Sioux had finally had enough, getting into a scrap with some Bigtops running body parts, and had reached out. Operation Quick Scalpel was the result, our joint SSC/Sioux op, our hunting trip, our bloody errand.

      The Bigtops’ hubris, their refusal to hide and inability to understand why they ever should, made them easy meat for us. Wildcats and Rangers, professionals one and all, we made quick and lethal work of them. The days were theirs, bullies and businessmen that they were, swaggering around tribal lands, rubbing their wealth in the noses of the everyday citizens, perverting everything they touched.

      The nights, though, the nights were ours.
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      The first night, we hit them where we knew it would hurt the most; in the gas tank. T-Birds—the vectored-thrust aircraft, hovering tanks prickling with sensors and cannons and with cargo bellies just big enough for illegal goods to turn tremendous profits—were voraciously hungry beasts, and the Cascade Ork tribal territory had turned into a haven for them, a place they could layover for refuel and repair during their hop-skip-jump of fuel tanks taking them, especially, between Denver and Seattle. The good news for T-bird jockeys was that they tended to be durable, hardy beasts, most of ’em capable of running on aviation fuel or gasoline, multi-fuel engines that were thirstier than they were picky.

      The bad news for T-bird jockeys was that those fuel tanks were extremely internalized, wedged deep inside the low-flying jets, nestled as deep inside as was practical, all the better to keep them safe from incoming fire. Nothing made a border patrol agent’s night like watching a t-bird go up in a fireball.

      The inaccessibility of those gas tanks made the purity of fuel a necessity. You might be able to toggle from jet fuel to diesel with the right hardware, but both your jet fuel and your diesel had to be good stuff.

      Which is why we didn’t blow up the Bigtop fuel depot, no. That would have endangered the whole damned valley, half of what had once been Kittitas County. The scenery hadn’t done nobody any harm, we weren’t out to burn down the whole damned Cascade Ork tribe.

      No, we did the opposite. Not fire, water. Or, rather, sewage.

      It’s easy as pie to steal a septic truck. Nobody gives a drek, literally, because it never occurred to anybody that anybody else would want to steal a septic truck. The Cascade Orks half-hooped public sanitation the same way they half-hooped everything else, so we didn’t even need a Matrix search to find it or anything, Coach, and everyone else in town, just knew where the local septic service operated out of. When Larry wasn’t busy hand-crafting faux-authentic bits, bobs, and doodads to sell to tourists in Salish-Shidhe territory, he drove around and took care of the honey pots around the community.

      And, well, ol’ Larry didn’t empty out his truck every night. No, the neighbors famously complained, Larry let it sit and stew overnight, day after day. The one set of laws the Salish-Shidhe did make sure each tribe enforced was about pollution, and the nearest appropriate wastewater treatment facility was down in Ellensburg, and old Larry didn’t make that run but once a week or so.

      So we emptied the honey truck, instead. Yellow Dog got it hotwired the old-fashioned way—most of Cascade Ork land was going to need hands-on wiring and splicing, not White Smoke’s tricks—and we dumped every ounce of it, a fifty-fifty split, into the pair of underground reservoirs the Bigtops used to hold their fuels.

      They had a handful of burly orks on guard, all of ’em that Bigtop flavor of half-neo-tribal, half-traditional-CAS-rural wear, and all of ’em sporting assault rifles as simple and rugged as the orks that carried them. Mean, dumb, fraggers are awful sentries, and the Bigtop clan was primarily populated with mean, dumb, fraggers.

      We slept like babies that day, with a few surveillance drones overhead. The Bigtops didn’t. They sent four gas trucks out to their pair of Bigtop-owned refueling stations, and a fifth hauling gas up to the mine they’d dug into the mountains behind my childhood home. All carrying fuel that was, to put it mildly, “impure.”

      White Smoke checked in when we awoke that dusk, and sure enough, the zinc mine had ground to a halt when generators died, a trio of Bigtop big rigs had howled to fuel-filter-choking stops, and—flashiest of all—a pair of t-birds had died mid-flight, engines blowing out as catastrophic clogs formed throughout their fuel systems. They spit parts and their crashes left divots in Salish-Shidhe Council turf, the huge swathes of it well outside Cascade Ork territory, and the law came down on them for polluting as much as smuggling contraband. One eastbound, one westbound. One had Scottie Bigtop rigged in as the rocketjock, a kid who’d been just a knee-high little shit before I’d left Fairbairn. The other had a pair of Bigtop brothers, nephews of Tommy Bigtop from my stickball team, working security and riding in the cargo hold.

      What mattered the most, of course, was that every t-bird out there made calls to every other t-bird out there, and news of the problem spread. You couldn’t stay a drek-hot smuggler stopover point if your gas was tainted, so the Bigtops had a lot of work to do while their clientele rerouted and gave their business to other outfits. They had to empty out their reservoirs, everyone had to get busy taking apart partially-filled t-birds to get to their protected fuel tanks and clean those out, and they had to call for new go-fast-juice into town so they could resupply.

      White Smoke’s drones got them clearly on video dumping their waste into the Cle Elum river, and a fresh fire burned in my belly. The happiest days of my childhood that weren’t spent playing games on blood-soaked grass had been swimming and paddling around with the other kids, floating on inner tubes and hormones, splashing in the Cle Elum. The way they casually fouled everything in eyesight spoke to how they’d treated Fairbairn this whole time.
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      The second night, we left White Smoke at home to listen to their comms chatter while the other three of us took a trip up to the Bigtop mine that was boring its way into Goat Mountain and spitting sludge into the Cle Elum. We stole some stuff—guerillas always steal stuff—and we tore some stuff up. Mining equipment’s not cheap. Neither are mines. Their fourteen-hour shifts were over, the miners were at home. We put pilfered ammonium nitrate fuel oil explosives on every load-bearing support beam we found until we almost ran out, thanked Sapper Daddy, the ages-old patron saint of blowing things way the hell up, and left. When the timers ran down, the mine closed. Permanently, I hoped. Messily, if nothing else.

      After that brief foray, we checked in with Smoke and what he’d heard, we rested up, and we scheduled. Then, we hit their resupply as it came rolling in, our only daytime direct action. Yellow Dog and White Smoke hit a tanker of jet-a as it chugged along I-90 from the west. Drummond and I hit the pair of semis hauling in diesel and unleaded coming down highway 2 from the east.

      Gas trucks aren’t rolling fuel-air-explosives, just waiting to erupt in a deadly fireball at a moment’s notice, the way action trids make ’em out to be. You can frag with one a little bit, and it won’t blow up everything in a five-click radius, honest. But the schmucks that drive the things, especially the desperate schmucks that do so for illegal outfits like this? They don’t know that. A couple muzzle flashes, the sound of a couple shots hitting their rig—anywhere close to the driver, not into the tanks or anything—and they are gone. The truckies ran off down the cold highway, and we had time to top off a few gas cans in peace.

      A few anonymous calls to the Salish-Shidhe Rangers later, warning about drunk drivers and swerving big rigs, took care of the clean-up for us. The drivers got away, ran or hiked or hitched their way we-don’t-care-where, but our bone wasn’t to pick with third-party contractors who got offered a high-priced run. We didn’t pop ’em just on principle. We weren’t after them.

      We were after Bigtops.
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      The third day, they were all up in arms. They’d lost, not made, money for a couple of days, and that had ’em scurrying around like ants from a stepped-on nest. Bigtops were driving all around town all damned day, packed into the back of pickups—like the ones my daddy used to customize for them, hell, some of them were trucks Pete Riggins had laid hands on—and bristling with meanness and guns. The Bigtops patrolled, they glowered at everybody, they tried to look tough, ready, and alert. We slept through it all. Spotted it later from White Smoke’s spy drones, chuckled a bit, then went back to work.

      The third night, we hit their auto shop.

      It was one of the last buildings still standing from the Fairbairn I remembered, one of a handful not burned down during the Night of Rage—which the Bigtops had treated more like a week—as part of their orgy of self-indulgent destruction, or, later, Old Man Bigtop’s rerouting their fury into land-grabbing or insurance-claiming schemes. The town had been rebuilt since I’d left, or had been abandoned and repurposed into BTL-burning houses, meth-kitchens, and that sort of thing. All the new places were “authentic Native American” fare, longhouses done up all fake to look like Salish Coastal stuff, that sort of drek.

      But of the handful of old buildings left…it had to be this one.

      “I killed my first guy here,” I said conversationally after Yellow Dog and I crept in from the north. “Screwdriver, ’tween the ribs.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and glanced over her shoulder at me. The other two, who we’d met in the middle of the shop floor, listened in curiously.

      “First two, actually.” I nodded, and gave a little what-you-gonna-do shrug. “They’d killed my dad. Said he was a human supremacist, had him strung up, they was gonna hang a sign around his neck. I didn’t let ’em.”

      Despite the years that had passed, despite the casual tone I’d started the story with, standing there, I felt it again. I smelled the smoke, remembered how my chest had seized up at the sight of him, remembered how heavy the world had turned, crushing my eighteen-year-old self and showing me I wasn’t so big and tough, after all. I felt a ball of despair churning in my gut. Eighteen years wasn’t long enough to forget seeing your daddy’s cold, lynched corpse hanging like a bloody scarecrow in the place he’d spent most of his life fixing other peoples’ problems.

      The other three heard something of all that in my voice, no matter how I’d tried to keep it light. Idiot, Dash, idiot. How’d you think that conversation was going to go? They gave each other quick glances, then turned and swept and did a security run, giving me a minute. We had the shop all to ourselves, the greasers had done what they could over the last few days, and had gotten guns shoved into their hands and turned back into regular Bigtops, since. They were rolling around town trying to bow up and show off now, so we knew there weren’t gonna be anybody coming by.

      I let myself feel it. Half a lifetime ago—almost exactly half—I’d found him, here, so I’d killed two men, and then I’d gone home to kill another and to watch my Granddad get shot down right in front of me.

      “Hell of a night,” I said to the still, quiet workshop. I looked at the spot I’d wrestled that Bigtop down, pinned him, had him beat, but that I’d then grabbed a screwdriver anyway and started punching holes in him. I looked over not far from there, and saw where I’d brained another one with a crowbar, bellowing, roaring my fury, wanting to bash him until I felt better but stopping at one killing swing, because even then I knew no amount of hitting would make that happen.

      “Heh.” I sighed and chuckled to myself. “And here’s where I upchucked.”

      I stood there, in that cold, empty shop, and just let myself soak in all those feelings again. I let myself remember why I was here, and the “why” had nothing to do with Operation Quick Scalpel. That’s why we were here, as a team. But I was here because my friend Becca Blue Robe, who’d pitched the op to the Sioux in the first place, knew where I came from. She knew how hurt and furious I’d be if I heard later that she’d sent anyone else to clean this particular house. I was here because, half a lifetime ago, I’d been too young, too scared, and too stupid to kill Old Man Bigtop when I’d had the chance.

      Re-centered, refocused, refueled, I got back to work.

      “Scavenge while you can,” I muttered into our team comms, which got Smoke and Dog back in here, the techie and our generalist. First rule of guerrilla warfare is steal whatever you can steal from your enemy.

      Dog scrounged for tools we might need, White Smoke took their whole damned computer out with us on a little flash drive, and Drummond stayed alert outside.

      I reached for some gas cans. Second rule of guerrilla warfare, you break what you can’t steal.

      Fuel’s an accelerant. It was time to accelerate.

      We drove away in a hotwired Bigtop truck, leaving a pillar of flame stretching up into the night sky. Spraypainted on the far side of the Bigtop-owned “authentic” longhouse next door, where the smoke wouldn’t wreck it, I left a short, simple note.

      Just an address: 1 THORP MOUNTAIN ST.

      They were angry. They were afraid. They were all riled up, and had nowhere to go. I gave them a place to go—so we’d know where to find them.
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      The fourth night, we went to Old Man Bigtop’s house, and we told them we were coming.

      We’d given the Bigtop clan a few days to get mad, then we’d narrowed it down for them so they’d be mad in the right direction. We didn’t want them starting a war with a rival smuggling ring, we didn’t want them trying to find tribal police that weren’t in their pocket and murdering whatever stray handful of good cops were left out here. We wanted them to know it was us—it was nobody—and, most of all, we wanted them to know where to expect us.

      Lunacy, right? An outmanned, outgunned, guerrilla force telling the enemy right where they’ll attack? Well, not if a body count’s what you’re after. Not if what you want to do is get all the very worst of your enemy—the varsity squad, the franchise players, the ones their leader trusts to keep him safe—all in one place. Not if you know that leader’s the type of man who’ll stare a gut-shot retired sheriff in the eye while that sheriff has a huge Ruger pointed right at him, who’ll stare that retired sheriff right into the ground, who’ll hold that retired sheriff’s gaze until his body gives out, and who’ll never flinch in the slightest all through it.

      I knew what sort of man Old Man Bigtop was. He wasn’t going to tuck tail and leave this valley he’d run for twenty years. Not on his life.

      So what they’d have going for them was numbers and the home field advantage. They all had some comfort with brutality, and they knew which end of a gun to hold just from being country boys with enough money for it.

      But that was it.

      These guys weren’t military or para, only a few of them were cops, and they weren’t even as violent as your average Vancouver or Seattle street gang, much less as augmented. A couple of them had chromed up enough to live out their dreams of flying a T-bird or rigging with their long-haul truck, but that was about it. I knew these people. Too much chrome made you look like a city boy or some Anglo wannabe, not a proper Cascade tusker, not a proper Fairbairn man.

      A few of them had, according to Coach, made smartlink induction pads all the rage a couple years back, everyone swaggering around town with their palm ready to interface with their gun, looking cool, like city gangsters flashing gold chains, but that was it. They weren’t soldiers, they were barely even thugs. They’d run this valley through fear and momentum and money, that was it. Everybody’s a badass when it’s the middle of the night, you bring a dozen guys, and the other dude’s lying in bed with his family asleep in the house.

      That was all. That was all they were, that was all they had. They’d managed Fairbairn and everything around it through financial terrorism as much as physical, through Cascade Ork tribal politics as much as muscle; Old Man Bigtop’s sons and grandsons were softer than him, decades of success had made them weak.

      Operation Quick Scalpel…wasn’t. We were, every one of us, trained and experienced in the field. The least augmented of us, White Smoke, had a headful of cranial implants to make him excel in his field of specialty, but still had a top-of-the-line smartlink, cyberoptics to sync with it, chipped-up reflexes that made him quicker’n spit, dermal sheathing that could stop most handgun rounds, and mono-edged blades hiding in his forearms. Sergeant Drummond, who had trained in the Rangers to be nothing but a rifleman’s rifleman, a man who’d given his body over to the Salish-Shidhe Council and asked nothing in return from them but combat augmentations, training, and the chance to use them? Me, with my decade in the field, my move-by-wire, my torso full of vat-grown super organs, my muscle refined and enhanced by the best of Seattle’s street clinics over five years of shadowrunning? Jenny Yellow Dog, the Sioux motherfragging Wildcat? We were Rangers and Wildcats. We were walking weapons. We were death on legs.

      White Smoke settled in above Bigtop’s mansion to the west—put a rustic cabin veneer on all you want, you fraggin’ prick, it’s still a mansion—partway up Thorp Mountain, a thousand yards back, in the Old Man’s back yard. White Smoke and his Walther MA 2100.

      He started popping the heads of the orks walking lazy circles outside, who called themselves patrolling. They eventually figured out where he was, despite the 2100’s flash suppressor, but what the frag were they gonna do about it? They were toting bulk-purchased AK-97s that they hadn’t done anything but posture and plink with, and he was about three times their effective range away, halfway up a fraggin’ mountain.

      Still and all, they yelled, they raised a fuss, they started to mass and get ready to rush right up Thorp Mountain, because Old Man Bigtop told them to. Because the family needed them. Because they had to control the fear in this valley, or the valley would eat them alive.

      Sergeants Drummond and Yellow Dog opened up on them with suppressed Colt M-23s from the north, on the Bigtops’ right flank. The gunshots themselves were muted, the crack of their bullets breaking the sound barrier rang and echoed through the trees, making them harder, not easier to spot. Kneeling behind cover, cool as could be, firing on semi-auto into the side of one stupid Bigtop after the other. While all those sons and grandsons and great-grandsons gawked and stared and looked for where to run for cover, Smoke kept on smoking ’em. If they got out of his big 2100’s line of sight—good luck finding actual cover, not just concealment, from that beast—they got raked by Drummond and Dog again.

      Eventually, sheer numbers won out, and the Bigtop brigade started to shoot back into the trees, enthusiasm making up for what they lacked in accuracy. Weight of fire goes a long way in a small fight, so that shut up Dog and Drummond, long enough for them to toss out smoke grenades, at least. Orks can see in the dark, that hadn’t been a problem for the Bigtops, but they can’t naturally see into the infrared, like my natural trollish eyes let me, or like the sergeants’ cyberoptics, or White Smoke’s scope.

      The smoke threw up a sheet my operators could see through and the Bigtops couldn’t. Still and all, they fell back; Dog firing while Drummond moved back and to one side for cover, then Drummond kneeling in place and laying down fire while it was Dog’s turn to scramble.

      Bounding fire. Discipline. Training. Skill. All things we had and the Bigtops didn’t. They were a mountain clan of hustlers, thieves, drug dealers, and pimps. They gassed up t-birds, fixed up trucks, and beat up locals. They weren’t built for this.

      The massacre on the Bigtop ranch’s back forty took a while. A long, messy, terrifying, snow-reddening while. Eventually a few of them gave up and tried to leave, dropped their guns and their dignity and ran for their lives, made it around the side of the mansion, made it to their trucks.

      It doesn’t take a whole lot of ammonium nitrate-fuel-oil explosive to blow up a pick-up truck, whether it’s a pale imitation of an old “Riggins Special” souped-up model or not. Nobody armors the belly of a pick-up outside of war zones. Nobody armors the gas tanks. You don’t need to atomize the whole civilian automobile, you just gotta get the fuel system to blow.

      Now, me? I heard all of that from inside. My own firearm for this op, an Ares MP-LMG, was the most popular light infantry support weapon in the world. Desert Wars tested, Desert Wars approved, sold at Weapons Worlds all around the globe like hotcakes. It did a number on the handful of Bigtops that had stayed inside to guard dear old dad. His oldest guard. His favored sons and grandsons.

      Some I didn’t know. They carried AKs like the guys outside, mostly, a few had pump-action shotguns, most had pistols in their waistbands. Nothing I couldn’t handle. Nothing me and my belt-fed Ares MP-LMG couldn’t brush aside like they were nothing. Squad automatic weapons don’t frag around, and neither do I.

      Some I did know. Same guns as the others, but familiar faces. Buddy Bigtop, the sheriff who’d muscled my granddaddy out of the job and done everything a man could do to defile the badge since being made a tribal cop. Johnny Bigtop, who’d started out running a used car lot, and these days oversaw a mine. Russell Wilson Bigtop and Jimmy, who I’d grown up playing football and stickball with, still wearing their Fairbairn Blackbirds championship rings after all these years. Ken Griffey Junior Bigtop, who had, like so many of his other brothers and cousins, come out to the Riggins trailer during the Night of Rage, carrying the rope for his kin, ready to string up my granddad and whoever else he found there.

      The whole damned arc of my life changed ’cause I beat holy hell out of KG Bigtop one day, in school. Whole damned arc.

      My Ares MP-LMG wasn’t suppressed, the level of autofire it’s otherwise capable of maintaining burns through suppressors too quickly to usually make it worth it. I was loud as hell, pounding right up to the front door, then cleaving my way through the Bigtops I found inside. Loud as hell, and just as mad. They tried to duck behind sofas and around corners, like that would be any help at all. These weren’t the armored walls of a high-tech facility, hell, they weren’t even brick; drywall didn’t do a damned thing to stop a squad automatic from chewing you up and spitting you out. Everything these guys knew about fighting came from bullying local businessmen and watching action trids.

      I kicked in the door to Old Man Bigtop’s study. He was behind his desk, a big, heavy, wooden thing, with a sleek little Hammerli pistol sitting on it, a cigar smoking away in an ashtray, and a crystal decanter of brandy. He had a snifter in his hand instead of the Hammerli.

      “I thought it might be you, boy. Hell of a mess.”

      Boy, he said, just exactly like I wasn’t a fomori soldier looming over him after butchering half his family, with a smoking, ten-kilo mass of machine gun held in my hands like most people tote a rifle. Like my operators weren’t still killing them, out back, behind him. Like my man couldn’t have sent a Walther round right through the glass double doors at him any time he’d wanted to, during these murderous last several minutes.

      I took a deep breath and lowered my LMG, held it just in my left hand, by the carry handle, like luggage, and I stared at him. He was older, but no softer. Smaller, but no less fearless.

      The night my family died, the night those two Riggins were cut down and the last Riggins fled his home to change his life and name, Wesley Bigtop had almost hypnotized us with his talk. His certainty, his confidence, his baritone. He’d almost made the whole murderous affair sound reasonable. He’d almost been able to talk Coach and me into giving up Coach Wilson and Granddad, almost made it sound like the rational, fair thing to do, since we’d killed more of them than they had of us. He’d talked, and he’d talked, and he’d talked, a man so used to getting what he wanted—even back then, almost twenty years earlier into his reign—that he’d stood, unarmed, before us, in the middle of our trailer under siege, and he’d talked at us.

      Even now, as he lifted his snifter and never once even glanced toward his gun, his voice was so warm, so smooth, so deep, his belief in himself was so complete, that he looked me in the eye and opened his mouth.

      “I’ve got to tell you, though. After all these years, Dash—or should I say Mr. Riggins?—I’m not surprised. You always were a champion. I’m almost proud of you, you kn—”

      And then I shot him.

      And again, and again, and again, until the hammer on Coach Wilson’s revolver dropped on an empty cylinder. Six shotgun slugs, from just across his desk, one after the other. None to his head. Center-mass and belly shots take longer to kill a man, but the shock to the system of all those organs failing—torn to pieces, just bits of fleshy pink stuff no longer capable of vital functions—kept him from fighting back. He wanted his little Hammerli target plinker, but his body didn’t answer his brain. He gasped. He writhed. He made the most awful, wet sounds a body can make. I watched.

      He’d stared my Granddaddy Riggins into the ground. I stared Old Man Bigtop down to hell.

      When he stopped moving, when every part of him gave up, I nodded matter-of-factly. I snapped my wheelgun back into its hard plastic holster and left his body behind as I walked outside.

      I stood on the patio of Old Man Bigtop’s mansion, and I shot the last, worst members of his brutal, ugly, stupid, selfish, kidnapping, organ-legging, drug-dealing, BTL-slinging, pimping, stealing family to death using his ranch house’s fine, polished wooden railing as a makeshift bipod. Fired on with unerring accuracy from three sides, already demoralized, already broken, already pinned down but with awful fire raking them from a terrifying new angle, too, they were helpless.

      I normally hated this. I normally hated the idea of this kind of clean-up after a battle, those times someone wasn’t capable of or interested in taking prisoners of war. I’d signed up with the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, my merc outfit, partially because they didn’t do this sort of thing. Hell, even taking on Navarre’s Jackals, an outfit with light armor that should’ve outclassed the Rangers, our commanding officer, Matador, had offered them the chance to surrender, over and over again.

      I wasn’t Matador. He was a better man than me that night.

      This was a kill mission, after all. Off the books, blacker than black ops, Salish Rangers forming a joint task force operating on native soil. We were here expressly to dismantle the Bigtops’ organization. We’d done what we could to filter the rest of them away—the smart ones, the soft ones, the weak ones—and then we just mowed down the cream of their crop. Cut the head off the snake. And their heir, and their heir, and their heir. All the worst of them.

      Operation Quick Scalpel was over before I finished that belt of ammo. Yellow Dog and Drummond advanced from their tree line, handling safety shots for the men steaming in the snow. White Smoke radioed down to us and started his long descent. He would be down, eventually, to gather intelligence, find criminal contacts, trace clues, follow leads, scoop up every actionable piece of everything, anywhere, in Bigtop’s ranch house and any computer system slaved to it.

      “Call in our exfil before sun-up. I’ll see you at RV One before then. Chief out,” I said over comms, then pulled my earbud out before anyone could protest. None of them would but White Smoke, I was pretty sure, and he’d be busy enough to stay satisfied. I’d be back in time. I knew how far I had to go, and how far from there to get back to Coach’s place. I’d make it. I just needed to see some people.

      I left my LMG in the bed of the truck we’d hotwired days ago, out in the woods, where we’d left it, then I just kept walking.

      Home. I had to go all the way home before I could leave Fairbairn behind.

      The Riggins trailer was long gone. God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou knew just where it had ended up, or where every worldly possession of the Riggins men had gone besides in the ground next to them. The creek was gone, though, where I’d played and peed and learned to swim. The field my childhood home had sat in was all misshapen, now, too big, too open, cut down by ravenous Bigtop loggers, all stretched out to the east and south.

      Not the north, though. Not where I found Ol’ Red, a candelabra-topped Western Red Cedar, a looming giant a thousand years old if it was one. A tree that had been growing here since before it was the Native American Nations, before it was the United States of America, before it was the frontier. A tree that had been a tree since before my English and Irish blood had ever touched this land, or anywhere near it. A tree that had been a tree since my Cherokee, my Choctaw, and my Oglala ancestors had walked this continent freely. A tree with roots so deep you couldn’t imagine.

      A tree with a trunk Coach had ordered me to break down one day, half a lifetime ago. A tackling dummy she’d thrown her fomori at, the ultimate challenge, the best foe a growing troll could have. A tree my granddaddy had told me to tackle to death a dozen or a hundred times, when he was feeling cantankerous, sitting in his lawn chair, drinking a beer and laughing at me. A tree my daddy had watched me run drills against before sunrise as he sipped his morning coffee before going to work at a Bigtop auto shop damn near every day.

      At the foot of Ol’ Red, Coach had paid for a shared grave. It didn’t have birth dates, it didn’t have middle names. She hadn’t known those things, and they weren’t needed.

      The dark gray stone held simple, carved lettering, broad and proud.

      
        
        HENRY RIGGINS,

        PETER RIGGINS

        FEBRUARY 10, 2039

        MEN AND FATHERS

      

      

      I rushed Ol’ Red like I never had when I was an angry young troll growing into his body, turning himself into an athlete, learning the world by hitting it. I put my arms around that tree, I hugged it, and I held onto it for dear life while I sobbed out good-byes I’d held inside for eighteen years.
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      Cape Town was a splendid twenty-three degrees Celsius. I lounged, nude, in a lovely hotel room, every big bay window open, a breeze from the ocean playing lazily across our bodies as I and a friend walked down memory lanes together. I was finding tattoos across Lieutenant Mattis Fonte’s athletically androgynous body, stroking and asking about their colorful, symbolic pieces of art. They were ignoring my ink and asking me about scars. They had their way of marking deployments and milestones, I had mine.

      Both of us had bigger, blockier, style-only ink, of course. A fomori’s got a lot of canvas, and I’d spent most of my adult life cheerfully throwing nuyen into myself in other ways, so why not decoration as well? But, no. Some tattoos—some Fonte had—were realer than that, deeper than that, more filled with stories than just drunkenly picking out something that looked cool from an artist’s wall. Fonte’s ink told stories. And, of course, so did my scars.

      “And here?” Mattis ran their hand across my left shoulder blade. A starburst-shaped scar, ugly and knotted.

      “Sahara, what was it, ’58? That recruiting stint we did as one-offs at the Desert Wars, remember? Less-lethal munitions, sure, but a flash-bang disc that gets stuck between your vest and back still fraggin’ sucks.” I’d almost died from that one. Optimized for sound, light, and concussion instead of lethal shrapnel or not, a grenade’s a grenade. If I hadn’t been my size, hadn’t had my bones reinforced…

      Fonte nodded, wincing in sympathy. My turn.

      “This one.” I traced a circle oh-so-lightly on their left hip, ringing the tattoo of some kind of cartoonish dog’s head. Stupid face, bug eyes, yellow teeth. On the tat, not Fonte.

      “Sarajevo. ’52.” They made a wrinkled-nose face. “From the first time we met Navarre’s Jackals.”

      Ah, yeah. Those drekheads. That would explain why it was an ugly mutt.

      “Hmm, this one.” Fonte leaned over me in bed, and traced their fingertip along a long, slender, scar across the left side of my chest.

      “Seattle. Yakuza jackhole, uh, ’53, I think? A mono-katana, of all fragging things. Went through my armor like nothing. If the drekhead had known how to use it instead of striking a pose after every swing…” I trailed off. Would’ve been dead meat. Increased reinforced bones’re great against a lot of things, but they wouldn’t have been much help if he’d ever hit me solid.

      “This one.” I slapped my palm on a tattoo profile I recognized, a blocky truck, the Central Industrial Mobile Headquarters. Lots of outfits used CIs in the field. This one was in a distinctive blue and white camo pattern, inked onto one of Fonte’s butt cheeks.

      They laughed at the spanking. “Hah! Home, this village outside Castelo Branco. Early ’51, I lied about my age to enlist. It’s my first tat for my first kill in my first engagement against my first mercs.” Fonte smiled. Home meant Portugal. They were a Lisbon native. “The Tigersharks, this outfit who were all former Grupo de Operacoes Especiais, police tactical guys, urban assault type of stuff? My missile waxed the CO in his mobile HQ, and I landed the shot freehand, no wires, no rigs. Only shot we fired that day. We took the village with no other casualties, and I wasn’t even rigged-up yet.”

      “Nice.” I smiled back. It was always a good day when you could stop a fight early.

      “This one. Wait, these ones, looks like?” Matty walked their fingertips across my chest, one-two-three, across puckered scars that the whole world could tell were bullet holes.

      “Vancouver, ’48. These Tsimshian-armed terrorist drekheads took over Science World. We came up behind ’em thanks to False Creek, got the drop on ’em, but they shot back. Ares Alpha. AP rounds. Burst fire. Punched right through my vest, all three. None of ’em went very deep, but they got me to take cover.” That had been back in my Salish Boat Service days, before going shadowrunner, before going merc. A long time ago. They had gone deep, but Four-Paws-Laughing, our shaman, patched me up well enough.

      “Here.” I tapped a set of hash marks, a neat row of fives and fives and fives arrayed between their shoulder blades.

      “Eh, not from any one deployment,” they laughed, “Imagine! But no, those are vehicle kills. From cars all the way up to tanks, or sitting-duck aircraft. My score.”

      Fonte was a drone pilot. They stayed back at the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers’ HQ or comms center, whatever we had in the field, and used great big hunter-killer unmanned aerial vehicles to drop great big payloads on great big drekheads. They knew how to pilot shorter ranged, direct-action combat drones, sure, your classic Steel Lynxes and GM-Nissan Dobermans, but they preferred long-range electronic warfare and dropping larger munitions.

      “These ones.” Mattis’ fingers traced small, straight lines. “They’re not from fights, are they? They’re too neat. Too small.”

      I had two on each arm, and precise array of them across my chest.

      “Surgeries, not shoot-outs,” I nodded. Then I beat them to the punch and pointed out a few more, including syringe-flawless-round ones scattered near my hips, elbows, knees, and on and on. “Universal Omnitech, Eibisu Biomechanics, a couple street docs. These from Seattle, these from Vancouver. Extended my diaphragm flex, tendon and ligament augmentation to go with relubricated joints, vat-grown muscle cables and elasticity fibers woven into my existing musculature, artificial myocardium to strengthen my heart…” I shrugged. “Gotta keep an edge in my game. Need to stay ahead of the other goons with guns.”

      “That…” They smiled a little sadly, then reached down to poke their butt-cheek mobile HQ tattoo, “…is why I like to stay here, in the rear, with the gear.”

      I snorted and reached a hand up to the back of their head, fingers tracing scars I knew were barely hidden by their hair, behind their ears, along the back of their skull.

      “You’ve got your fair share,” I said, pointing out their many headware implants. High-end vehicle control hardware, a full-on supercomputer add-on to their cognitive abilities, math processors.

      “Look who’s talking.” They returned my smile with a wicked grin, hands first tracing the razor-thin crow’s-feet scars that showed from my optical implants, then sliding back against my buzz-cut hair to my own, humbler, vehicle control hardware, only to then grab me by the horns and pull me in for a kiss.

      “This one.” I went back to our show-me-yours game after the kiss, nuzzling down below their neckline to a pair of tattooed-on dog tags.

      “Matador,” they said softly, going very still.

      Frag. I should’ve read ’em.

      “Sorry.” I’d been there, too, when our old commanding officer had died. The Seventy-Seventh’s father, our founder, a friend to every one of us who called ourselves Independent Rangers. Mattis had been hit, too, that night. Hit hard. A throat shot, and nothing but my big palm had kept their life’s blood in. That one wasn’t a scar I wanted to introduce to our game, but…in a way…I had done worse.

      “It’s fine.” They shook their head and forced a smile, but forced smiles don’t count.

      “It’s not,” I said, sitting up, sheets all a-tangle. “You know why I never got to be a spy?”

      “Don’t mope. It’s because you’re a fomori.” Matty snorted lightly. “You can’t spy on anyone anywhere but Tír na nOg, you stand out, what is it they say there, ‘a wee bit, laddie?’”

      “I was gonna say because I’m bad at…” Thinking before I talk? Thinking too much before I talk? Talking and thinking at the same time? I shook my head, “Ehh, whatever. But I guess you’ve got a bit of a point.”

      “A bit?” they rolled their eyes, then grinned impishly. Twisting in the sheets, reaching across the bed, fingers reaching toward me and…

      “No, hey!” I turned and swatted, breaking into a tusky grin even as I yelped and squealed. Twitching at move-by-wire speeds, I could’ve hurt them. “No tickling! We said no tickling! You promised no tickl—”

      And then, just as the mood was improving again, a call had to interrupt.

      Mattis froze up and tilted their head, getting that faraway look folks got when they accessed headware sometimes. Two seconds later—a slower connection, cheaper electronics—my commlink buzzed and started playing a sweet guitar riff from Darwin’s Bastards seminal Do We Not Bleed album.

      “What? Shut up,” I mumbled in the face of Fonte’s snicker, reaching for my ’link. They reached out and smacked me, shaking their head and putting a finger to their lips.

      “Yes ma’am.” Fonte nodded into their headware trid-call.  “Yes ma’am. Understood. I’ll be there within the hour, and we’re wheels up fifteen after that. Ten after that? Yes, ma’am. Five after that. Yes. Yes, got it. I’ll see you then.”

      Their eyes widened slightly.

      “I, no, haven’t seen him. I’ll keep an eye out, though. I’m sure he’ll—yes, ma’am. I’ll call him for you. Yes, ma’am, comms are my job. Yes ma’am, he is hard to miss.”

      I winced.

      The call ended, and Mattis sighed and rolled their eyes so hard they fell back onto the bed, sprawled out.

      “We’ve got a job. Small contract, side gig, short notice. No notice. Angolan troops are massing, probably about to scrap with Universal Omnitech over some diamond mines. Yoo-Oh’s paying the Seven-Seven for some eyes, professional eyes. They want a reconnoiter in detail so they can hire and deploy accordingly.”

      “Angolan troops? Unless they’re fragging paratroopers that must mean these mines’re pretty far north. Where are they massing? We’ve got to be talking, what, fifteen hundred hundred clicks from here?”

      “From our base? The army was sighted two thousand, three hundred, eighty-two kilometers away,” Mattis said, sighing and starting to reach for their clothes. “I’ve got the exact coords. I’m eyes in the sky.”

      “Uh huh.” I squinted, reaching for my own stuff while they dressed. “And the mysterious guy you haven’t seen?”

      “He’s eyes on the ground. Maybe you know him. Fomori, big guy, good looking, got some Cherokee or something in him? Some kind of big shot.”

      “Chief Warrant Officer Dashiell Red Clay, maybe? The man, the myth, the legend?”

      “Got it in one.” Mattis nodded grimly. “C’mon, Chief. We got us a job to do.”
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      Mattis drove us across town. I got on the horn with our commanding officer, the hand at the reins since Matador’s loss. Carmen Lopez y Cabrera, call-sign Picador.

      “Sorry, Major, I was in the shower,” I said. A lie. We probably should have showered, though, drek. “What’s up?”

      She wasn’t very chatty with me, just told me to get to the compound. The Seven-Seven owned a nice little piece of Cape Town, if you like bad little pieces of Cape Town. We had a dockside compound, bought back in the old days, and we used it for staging for anywhere in the southern half of the African continent. The northern half, we staged from our main HQ in Lisbon, or, in an eastern pinch, got resupply by way of Istanbul. We used it for storage and supply, but had areas of it dedicated to training facilities, too.

      Fonte and I were technically on leave. We’d had a hell of a ’68, doing hard work alongside Picador up by way of Kilimanjaro. Corporate Court gig, keeping our bread nicely buttered. Anti-terrorist work, though. Never fun.

      Even worse, our work to sweep clean the area around the mass driver came shortly after some other mercs had rotated out; Task Force Magus, real pieces of drek. They were some sort of magocracy merc unit, dozens of combat mages—dozens of combat mages!—and just enough support and infantry to run bodyguard duties and keep them bulked up enough to count as a company. We’d missed them by less than a month, and it was probably for the best. The way they’d been treating civvies, the way they’d been treating enemy combatants, and the way they’d been treating allied mercenary units, there was no way the Seven-Seven could have worked with them and not come to blows. I’d heard a rumor about who their overall commander was, and I prayed it wasn’t true, ’cause I hoped that son of a slitch was long dead.

      But, right. Kilimanjaro. It had been a hell of a contract, and we were in Cape Town to rebuild, retrain, and recuperate. Senior staff—like Fonte an’ me—were here to unwind as much as we could, though. We had plenty of leave saved up.

      Until the boss had called.

      Picador was a human woman, tough as nails and twice as sharp. Even in our own compound—especially in our own compound—she wore her full-on armor, brawny stuff, more hard plates than soft armor, always ready to go. The Seventy-Seventh had been kicked in the teeth with the hit on Matador, the Major wasn’t going to make us feel that same loss again any time soon. She was armored up with a full cybertorso and arms beneath the trauma plate carapace, too. She wasn’t soft in any way, shape, or form.

      And she was waiting for us, hands on hips, below a Hawker-Siddeley, a fat-bellied transport and cargo plane. That puppy wasn’t ours. I could tell from her stance we were getting Bad Cop that day; Picador liked to put on a big show about how senior staff didn’t get special privileges, and both Fonte and I were getting long in the tooth by Ranger standards, so we were prime examples. We tried to have fun with it; at the end of the day, a boss is a boss, and you gotta blow off steam somehow.

      “Pick up the pace, you two!” she said as though we hadn’t just sped through our compound and almost run over a pair of privates. “This slitch is a rental. The sooner you’re in the air, the sooner it’s off the clock.”

      The closer we got, the more I saw was loaded in the back. A bulky Aerodesign Condor drone was ready to go, body uninflated, but electronics and solar cells rigged up, wired up, ready to fly. Behind it, strapped down, was a Thundercloud Morgan, a light four-wheeler, all off-road suspension, roll-bars, and a turret. Also, a trio of corporals, going over our gear; one was strapping down the case that held my Ultimax medium machine gun, another a hard-shell travel case for a unit-standard AK-97, a third a larger plastic case, a field electronics rig. Mattis’ baby. Armor and fatigues, our armor and fatigues, were already on board, but more carelessly.

      “Your bags are packed, Rangers, it’s time to go. Change on the way there,” Picador said, lifting an eyebrow that dared either of us to complain. “Or are you two suddenly too bashful to change in front of each other?”

      That broke the dam.

      “Ma’am, are you sure Lieutenant Fonte needs to be boots-on-ground for this?” I started. I didn’t like it when Fonte went into the field. The night Matador’d been gunned down, Fonte had been dragged along in the field and had taken one in the neck as a result. A bad one, it bad been a close thing. I didn’t want that to happen again, not because of me.

      “Ma’am,” Fonte half-glared at me, but spoke up, too, “Unless I’m mistaken, Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay and I are coincidentally both still on leave for a day and a half. Regulations say—”

      “—just think if the Lieutenant stayed out of the field, a ground force would be better capable of focusing on reconnaissance instead of also being concerned with base camp security and—”

      “—unless it’s a unit-wide crisis situation or a contract offering a substantial bonus, and this clearly isn’t unit-wide and you didn’t mention any bonus for us—”

      “—no question of the Lieutenant’s abilities, it’s just that I know them electronics aren’t cheap, Boss, and the farther away from the action they are—”

      “—besides, too far into hostile territory and given his unusual size and distinctive features, Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay’s unique appearance and bulk might be liabilities instead of—”

      “Enough,” Picador finally said when it was clear neither of us was going to run out of steam any time soon.

      “Lieutenant.” She nodded at Soares, her adjutant, telling him to go be busy somewhere else. The second lieutenant hustled up the ramp and into the ship to tut-tut over the cargo thoughtfully, making it a moderate-volume free-fire zone for Cabrera to open up in an angry big sister tone.

      “Lieutenant, where is this op deploying to?” she asked Fonte.

      “An Angolan field camp last confirmed to be just west of Xangongo, Angola.”

      “Mm-hmm. And what else is just west of Xangongo, Angola, Lieutenant?”

      “The Kunene River, ma’am.”

      “The Kunene River.” Picador nodded. “Lieutenant, around HQ, when we’re not calling Chief ‘Chief,’ what do we call him?”

      I had a nickname?

      “ATV,” Fonte admitted.

      “ATV.” Picador nodded. “All Terrain Violence. All terrain. Chief’s our best mountaineer, hell, he teaches our mountaineering courses to new recruits. But more than that, you know and I know and Chief knows that he is functionally the Seventy-Seventh Independent’s Brown Water Navy. And, because of that, I assured our employers that we were uniquely equipped to carry out this recon mission for them, given the location the Angolans had selected.”

      Oh. That.

      “I can’t trust this op to rookies, or even a small unit that’s not used to working together yet. So, the two of you are flying to Ruacana Airport on this side of the Angolan border. You’re moving north to an appropriate site of your choosing along the Kunene, somewhere north of Naulila. You’re establishing base camp, then sending our long-range eyes airborne.” She nodded to Fonte, then turned to me. “You’re using a river insertion to travel the rest of the distance, and you’re giving us eyes on the ground.”

      Neither of us said a word.

      “You’ll observe only. No contact unless you have to defend yourself. We’re not getting paid for a body count, or to escalate matters. They catch your scent, in fact, we lose a bonus. Stay on site as long as possible, until told otherwise. Truth is, we’re getting tiered pay for every four hours of good recording, with a bonus for every twenty-four.”

      She gave us both A Look. “Neither of you wants to lose the regiment a bonus, do you?”

      Mumbled answers.

      “Which is why I want my two best people on it. You, and you. Needles and ATV.”

      “I…ma’am…is this about something else?” Fonte asked quietly.

      Picador leaned in real close, nose to nose with Mattis—Needles, apparently HQ had a whole subculture I wasn’t part of—not terribly unlike a drill instructor might.

      “Why, Lieutenant, whatever else could it be about?” she veritably growled. “Perhaps how I heard the Chief’s commlink ringing in the background when you picked up, or how coincidentally the nav coords of your RFID chips literally overlapped so often, recently?”

      “Look, Major—” Oh, we’d overlapped, all right. I had to fight a childish grin as I stepped into the line of fire. Not literally, though, there wasn’t room for me to fit between them, just then. “We know we’re not supposed to fraternize, but, c’mon, we’ve known each other a long time. Hell, who else is even still here from the old days, and Ma—”

      “Don’t.”

      “I’m just saying he always turned a blind ey—”

      “Chief.” Her eyes flashed ugly and genuinely upset, not just playing stern, not just letting out a bad mood at us. “Don’t.”

      “Ma’am.” I sighed and nodded. Fraternization was against regs. We were just…used to a little leeway. Especially me.

      “Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay, Lieutenant Fonte.” Picador pinched the bridge of her nose, took a deep breath, and shifted her tone to something matter-of-fact, serious, and sincere. “I need you on this. It’s a rush job, the clock is ticking, and we could really use the money. We’re still paying for repairs and recuperation after Kilimanjaro, you’re the best electronics ops we’ve got, and this job is so up your alley it’s not even funny, and you’re uniquely qualified for an op upriver, and you’re hands down the most augmented, deadliest, slipperiest son of a slitch in the Rangers. I can’t go, and I can’t send anyone else up there solo. I let you keep your Warrant Officer rank and sidestep the chain of command half the time because you’re good at small unit, long-range, independent ops. This is one of those.”

      She straightened.

      “So desenmerda-te, you two—” Portuguese for “unshit yourself,” I’d learned over the years, “—and go do your job.”

      We saluted. She returned it. Fonte and I trudged up the ramp and onto the plane.

      Second Lieutenant Soares, Picador’s rookie assistant, came down the ramp and back to her. My ears, upgraded from a procedure that had left tiny scars just behind them, picked his voice up as he leaned in to her. “Major, you mentioned the river, but…there’s no inflatable on board, or shallow dive gear, or…anything. Do you want me to call ahead to Ruacana and see if anyone can arrange for gear to be ready?”

      “No thanks, Soares.” Picador shook her head, hands on her hips. “Chief’ll figure it out.”

      I already had it figured out. I was the ATV, apparently, right? I grew up in the middle of the Cascade Mountains, climbing and hiking for fun, often alongside Mike Wilson. I’d honed that into trained mountaineering with the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, and gotten plenty of time in the field amid hills, cliffs, and peaks of all kinds. I was also a veteran of the Salish Boat Service, of course, which meant not only being a crack shot, good under pressure, and having above-and-beyond training in small unit warfare, but the “Boat” part; I was a combat diver, a journeyman sapper above water or below it, competent, even if my size didn’t always mean comfortable, with the most popular military and paramilitary boats appropriate for shallow water operations, and, of course, the firepower routinely mounted upon them.

      But.

      But that wasn’t what Picador had meant. I wasn’t just a grizzled Salish Boat Service vet with hours on and under the water, no. I was a monster.

      Fonte knew, and Picador, of course. But not many others were in on the secret—which I wanted to keep a secret—that I was a little more than I appeared to be. I had learned under the worst possible conditions, in the worst possible way, that I had tremendous power that had been useless to save my best friend.

      I was a drake. A dracomorph. Not really metahuman at all, as far as I knew, but some kind of dracoform shapeshifter. Not even just inhuman because I was a troll, or bizarre because I was a fomori variant, but…a genuine critter. Bred, somehow, of the stock of leviathans, sea dragons. When I really, really, had to, or when my body really, really, needed me to not die, I transformed into, well, a monster.

      A monster nearly double my already-large size. A monster that could stay under indefinitely, breathing water like air. A monster that knifed through rivers like a vibroblade, powered by magic and their tail as much as anything else. A monster with a mouth like any other dragon’s, claws to match, and the utterly inhuman brawn that came from crossing a fomori with something even larger and more dangerous. A monster with scales that stopped most small arms fire, and an augmented fomori-gleaming aura that most spells splashed off of like a spray of water against teflon.

      A terribly useful monster, but still a monster.

      The matrix and the shadows were all abuzz with rumors of drakes, of my kind. Rumors about how they served greater forces, perhaps the greatest forces alive, the seemingly immortal, seemingly indestructible dragons they were some distant kin to. Names got bandied about every now and then on discussion boards, people who could help, people whose “help” you should avoid at all costs, people who weren’t people at all.

      So far—since my first change, late 2063—I’d been able to keep my secret, as near as I could tell. I’d moved around a lot with the Rangers, and I figured that had something to do with it. If I didn’t stay in one place long enough to be a blip on a recruiter’s radar, I never got recruited, maybe? I didn’t know. All I knew was I wasn’t a fan. I didn’t know if I had the Halley’s Comet mana spike to thank for it, or what, but I knew that if I ever found out who was responsible, I’d thank them with, at the very least, a good right cross.

      But sometimes, Picador needed it. The regiment did. My Ranger siblings, my Ranger cousins, my Ranger nieces and nephews. Since I was a boy, I’d sucked it up and done what other people needed me to do; done the two-a-day workouts, taken the hits, gotten the touchdown, taken the foul, carried the extra load, drawn the extra fire.

      So now this. Universal Omnitech was a big fish. If we could hook them and get steady work, we’d be able to use Azania as a crucible, reforge the Seventy-Seventh, heat and pound the iron of our unit. We could maybe even get good deals on bioware from them, get some of our new boots some upgrades and keep me riding the state of the art curve.

      We were still recruiting and rebuilding after Kilimanjaro, hell, we were still recruiting after Matador’s loss, years ago. Steady work was how we got paid, how we got equipped, how we got fed. To land proper Universal Omnitech contracts, we needed to nail this recon. To nail this recon, Picador needed me to…

      I sighed, and tried to catch some shut-eye on the flight.
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      No contact planned, no violence planned, no aggression planned, didn’t mean none of that happened. We needed our game faces, needed to transition from softness, banter, and giving our boss a hard time, over to something else. Something harder and colder. Something sharp. We’d left the rest of the Rangers behind, had not one shred of backup available, and we were on our way to recon a known enemy position a hundred kilometers on their side of the border. Our employers knew the nation of Angola was staging for an attack, and we were being sent to go very carefully and closely stare at the hornet’s nest.

      So it wasn’t Dash and Mattis that stepped off that plane, it was a Chief Warrant Officer and his Lieutenant. We were armed and armored up, decked out in full Ranger gear, the oxymoronically dubbed “heavy recon” suits. We were on the low end of hard armor, but that suited us just fine. It wasn’t the high-gloss, high-vis armor corporate security liked to wear, no. We were ghosts in gray and tan and drab green, helmets off our only concession to comfort, boonie hats—officially designated “soft cap, sun, hot weather” in the Ranger books somewhere—and shades on, instead, shemaghs wrapped to keep our necks from the sun. The deflated LDSD-23 was bundled up tight and lashed to the rear of the ATV, along with a trio of dry bags; one holding Fonte’s on-site electronics warfare gear, one holding general rations and supplies for the pair of us, one empty and waiting for me to need it.

      Fonte drove the Morgan, I rode in the standing turret; I could fit in the driver’s seat, but it was an awkward affair. I was the better of us with the Ultimax MMG, anyways, hell, the best in the Seven-Seven with one, and Fonte surely had higher-end vehicle control gear.

      The Kunene cut a broad swathe of green, the opposite of a scar across the landscape, as it angled north and east from the border. It flooded often enough, and split into enough outreaching, veiny rivulets, that moving anywhere near it felt like wading through the Garden of Eden. As such, we avoided it for the earliest legs of our journey. We crossed into Angola in the middle of nowhere, off to the east from the airport, far from any checkpoint, town, or village. Then came the long, lonely ride north, and back to the west to approach the river while continuing to avoid population centers.

      The one good thing about half the Angolan army preparing an attack by massing outside Xangongo was that we knew half the Angolan army was; outside Xangongo. West of the river, far, far, away, which made crossing the open country easier than it would’ve normally been, safer, and as such faster. Fonte navigated while they drove, headware supercomputer syncing up with who-knows-what and calculating who-knows-how-quickly, keeping us on just exactly the route they wanted us on. For most of it, we ran adjacent to—barely in sight of—the local highway. It guided us, but we wanted little to do with it.

      We cut a hard left and dashed across it, finally, only with our last burst of speed, just after dusk, with the Thundercloud Morgan’s lights off, gas toggled off and riding with the engine on electric only; dark and quiet. We rabbited over the pavement and toward the crowded green life of the Kunene’s banks, where we could bivouac with foliage for cover.

      “Well,” Fonte nodded matter-of-factly at the tiny camp we’d assembled; chem-packs for heating instead of a fire, no need for light with our optics, compressed bars of protein and calories for meals, and with our Thundercloud blanketed beneath a military netting tarp for extra concealment. Their LDSD-23 drone, freshly inflated thanks to a pull tab rather than a pump, luckily, hovered just overhead, obediently waiting for further instructions from Fonte’s keyboard-sized field rigging station.

      “Time for me to do my thing,” I said, not sounding terribly enthused. “Can you, uh, Fonte, can you not watch?”

      I swallowed. Being earnest sucked some times.

      “Please?”

      They heard something of sincerity in my voice, and no banter or witticisms came back as my answer, just a pause and a nod.

      I’d slept with a lot of people over the years—hell, I’d even caused an international incident over my choice of a partner once. I’d not been intimate with many of them, though. Fonte was getting awfully close to not just being a repeat customer, but someone I was intimate with; I didn’t want them, especially them, to watch my transformation.

      Knowing I was a drake was one thing. Seeing me, post-transformation, in drake form, yeah, sure. But watching the metamorphosis itself? Seeing me twist and bend and warp? I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, but especially not a…repeat customer.

      I took off my armor, stowing it, piece by piece, in the final waterproof bag we’d hauled with us. My Ultimax MMG, broken down into multiple parts as though for a field stripping, was already crammed inside. The marine sack was watertight to a surprising depth, and strong enough that my swimming, regardless of how fast I hauled hoop, wouldn’t give it undue wear and tear. Then came my skivvies, too, t-shirt, socks, and boxer-briefs. Dracomorphosis respected no garment. It was merciless and relentless. All I wore was the marine bag, its strap over my shoulder all slack, loose, extended to the fullest.

      I took a series of deep breaths, psyching myself up, picturing the transformation. I still wasn’t comfortable with the change, so in times where stress was lacking, where external stimuli weren’t putting my hoop in gear, it took an effort, some flexing, some strain. My entire body was a bizarre new muscle that had to be clenched just so…and then suddenly, it worked.

      The world distorted for a heartbeat, then I did, too. My body twisted and grew, arms and legs crawling back up and shortening against my monstrous new torso, rippling navy blue scales covering me from head to toe but lightening to silver on my belly, my jaw distending, skull restructuring itself, trollish horns growing and tripling as new ones emerged to form a crest, tailbone twisting and growing and stretching until—finally, my clenched body relaxed—the transformation was complete.

      I emerged twice my already-impressive size, looming over Mattis like they were a child,—no, a toddler, and that wasn’t counting my lashing, flat tail. My arms and legs didn’t grow proportionately to the rest of me, making them almost-comically stubby in comparison to my draconic mass; but still more powerful than ever, still able to rend steel, still able to grab and twist and maul, claws with opposable thumbs were still claws. I didn’t have wings, I was of leviathan stock, not burly Western dragon—Irish fomori blood be damned, no English or Welsh dragon for me, apparently—but started at my shoulder blades I had what I thought of as fins, a pair of almost-wings that helped me knife through water with astounding nimbleness.

      I shifted my weight from foot to foot—claw to claw—and grunted, growled, grated out words in a mouth not my own. “Done. Can you, uh, can you tighten the…?”

      “Sure, Chief.” They nodded, looked at me like they weren’t repulsed, terrified, or both, and reached up to adjust the strap holding my bag in place. My broad chest got a thump-thump when they were done, like I was a truck all loaded up and ready to go.

      “The 23 will be airborne and follow the river after you. Call me when you’re at Champion. We’ll synchronize at check-in, and get started.”

      Champion Station was point C of our op. Arrow Station, the airport at Ruacana, had been A. We were now camped at Buzzsaw Station, point B. Devil was point D, our primary emergency rendezvous station, Eagle was E, our back-up. A, B, C, D, E. Lakota Arrows, New Orleans Buzzsaws, Boston Champions, Dallas Red Devils, Philadelphia Eagles. Fonte and I had first bonded over our shared love of professional sports, and we used strings of urban brawl, football, and combat cycling teams for our naming conventions whenever we could.

      I was advancing to Champion, staying quiet and hidden and alert for as long as I could or until the Angolans moved, and then, hopefully, retreating back here to Buzzsaw, and the pair of us back to Arrow. Sneak, pay attention, offer a second angle to match the done surveillance, and go home. Easy-peasy.

      But first, I had to get up to Champion.

      Mattis held out a fist, and I hesitated for just a tick before—carefully—giving them a bump in return.

      “See you,” I growled, tail flicking.

      I waded into the water, lowered myself into the depths of the Kunene like I was slipping on a pair of comfortable old sneakers, and then I was gone. In my drake form, as I submerged, my scales shimmered, rippled, and then, seemingly, I vanished; hard to spot on sensors, almost impossible with the naked eye. All that, and I was fast.

      I had always loved swimming. I’d grown up splashing around in the creek behind the house, yelled at by my folks for playing in it even when the water was too cold. I’d spent my summers like every kid in Fairbairn, part of the pack—no, the school—that basically lived in the clear, cool waters of the Cle Elum River, emerging to make out or grab a burger, then bobbing back downriver until it was bonfire time, day in and day out. I’d taken to Salish Boat Service qualifications and training like a natural, my trollish fortitude combining with razor-honed athleticism to make the physical hardships and trials of the SBS comfortable friends, leaving me free to work hard at making my mind keep up. I was a natural diver and swimmer.

      But I’d never known how natural.

      I rolled and writhed and tucked my arms in close, mostly out of the damned way. My tail swept and lashed and rocketed me forward, my scaled fin-wings along my back rippled and added speed, my webbed hindclaws kicked and paddled me forward better than any set of flippers ever worn by a human diver. Nictating membranes slithered across my eyes, protecting me from debris in the water and reducing glare, the best goggles in the world. I was built for this. I skimmed the bottom of the river, water flowing into me like air, me flowing through the water like a bird in flight, never needing to surface, never slowing, never even, really, feeling tired. I occasionally stuck out an arm to increase drag and help me turn, or to walk my way along the bottom of the Kunene, grabbing and launching myself off a wide, strong, root or churning up the silt.

      Not only did I see the waters of the old Kunene, murky as they might be, and not only did my natural trollish vision let me see the infrared and track temperatures, no; in my drake form, I could see the astral plane. I hated it. I saw the living auras of things, whether I wanted to or not. When I had stood before Picador to show my CO my terrible secret, I had seen her entire upper body as a wretched husk, more machine than metahuman, holes in her soul where so much of her body had been traded for steel and synthetic flesh. Just then, on the riverbanks of our camp at Buzzsaw, I had seen Lieutenant Fonte’s head as a shadow of itself, a film negative, a black pit of hardware where brain matter should be, holes for cybereyes. When I looked down at myself, at my own body, my limbs, my chest, my belly, I saw strands of darkness throughout, saw where my natural mass was riddled with decades of augmentations and upgrades.

      The one benefit to seeing on the astral was the spirits. When I floundered on land, saw air spirits in the distance or felt the eternal presence of latent earth spirits under my awkward feet, I knew only discomfort and weak anxiety. I felt like the new recruit in a unit, the new kid at a school, the guy who’d walked in halfway through a joke. An outsider. A sea drake out of water.

      When I swam, though, they were beautiful. The waters in certain places—old places, clean places, untouched places—crawled with life and life-stuff. Not just the aquatic creatures I’d expected, no, but ripples of power, threads of life, veins of elemental energy ready to be balled up into proper spirits. Sometimes I saw spirits themselves, in the right kind of places, whole and hearty and eager to swim and dance with me as I sliced through their home.

      And so I swam. As Picador knew I could—the Seventy-Seventh Independent Brown Water Navy, the All-Terrain Violence, Chief Aquaman—and as Picador knew only I could. Ruckus and Greene from my SBS days, even old Drill Instructor Webb, who’d been a Navy SEAL when the USA was still a thing, probably would’ve killed for this. I would’ve killed to give it to them.

      In what felt like no time at all, my monstrous body slithered to a slower pace because I found a fork—the fork—where the Kaculuvar flowed into the Kunene, and I knew I was nearly done for the night. I was there, Xangongo, or near enough to count. Somewhere in that ‘Y’ shape, somewhere not far to the north, an army grew while it slept. Angolan units rolled in from all over the country, and their camp swelled larger and larger. While their officers grouped up in the comforts of Xangongo, their enlisted troops massed just across the bridge.

      It was time to see how many. It was time to do my job.

      Another kilometer or so, I went, until I found a good insertion point. I slid ashore, low and slow, crawling on my belly in a way that felt all-too-natural, on one of the innumerable islands mid-river. Then came the discomfort, again, the awkwardness. I took a deep breath, like that had anything to do with it, and I clenched my body and spirit just right. I shrank down to my usual size, a looming fomori instead of a monstrous dragon—“shrank down to fomori size,” God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, I was a freak—and lay there, naked, under the moon.

      The moon and Fonte’s drone, up there, somewhere. I sighed and got to work opening my bag. Earbud first, though, and the throat mic rig that let me subvocalize.

      “Needles, this is Chief.” If Fonte thought I hadn’t heard Picador’s nickname for them, they had another think coming. “At Champion, over.”

      “Chief.” Their response caught in their throat for just a second, and I imagined I could see their rueful smile. “This is Needles. Champion confirmed.”

      That was it, for now. Just a quick check in, minimal chatter, minimal noise. I busied myself with my marine bag, grabbing clothing, armor, and weapons; all geared up, a commando again, not a crocodile. A dogface, devil dog, or doughboy, not a drake. Me. Myself again, the lesser monster.

      I ate another protein bar, then took out one good, deep breath, and slid back into the water. I was a natural swimmer. Creek out back, Cle Elum, Salish Boat Service training, right? But still, swimming as a fomori instead of a drake, after so long a trip, I felt wrong. Off balance, slow, clumsy by comparison.

      Still and all, I knew what I was doing. I let the weight of my MMG help me stay low as I moved to the western bank of the Kunene. The busy bank. The army bank. I got just half my helmet above water, oh-so-slowly, just my eyes to see clearly, just my nose to breath with. Then, with painstaking slowness, when I saw no one and nothing—not with regular vision, grainy-green low-light, black and white scotopic, thermoptics, everything—I lifted myself from the water, patiently enough that it didn’t drip from me to make a sound. I was an old hand at this. I had my feet back under me, had gotten my legs-legs back. I was good.

      When I was clear of the water, I was glad to be myself again. I waited with my Ultimax tilted low until my smartlink diagnostic programs let me know the water had drained and the MMG was dry and good to go. Then, I crept forward. Slowly, moving from cover to cover, not drawing the eye. Trusting in my training, in the terrain, in the lush green banks of the Kunene, in the disinterest and surliness of every soldier ever to stand watch, but especially those doing so far from any known enemies.

      And there, with the Angolan army in sight, I did nothing at all but watch and relay.

      I slowly swept my field of vision—and that of my rifle, its scope, and its smartgun—across the gathered encampment. I let my cyberoptics do their work, let the electronics in my scope, as well. I let our tactical computer systems relay the information back to Lieutenant Fonte at Buzzsaw, let Lieutenant Fonte’s LDSD-23 overhead relay information to me, real-time. Our tac-comps shook hands, resynced themselves, and we were in business.

      “Chief, Needles. Looking good.” I heard Fonte, once, softly, whispering as though they were here, crouched low in concealment, with me. I didn’t answer, just slightly nodded once. They’d see it.

      Sprawled out to the west of Xangongo, on pastoral fields now churned to ruin, was an army. A whole-hoop army. It felt like half the world was camped out there. Not a force, not a strike team, not a merc outfit. Regiments, plural. Brigades, plural. Dozens of main battle tanks and howitzers, dozens or hundreds of infantry fighting or reconnaissance vehicles, thousands and thousands of soldiers.

      The town of Xangongo, thirty-thousand strong, had a sister community across the water of almost the same population, by best estimate.

      I spent the next thirty-nine hours being as quiet as I possibly could, and moving, when I had to move, very slowly or—if I knew no one was looking, and had to dart across open ground—very quickly. I never rested. I’d had a sleep regulator installed, but bypassed it chemically; my armor dosed me with the single-shot of Long Haul it kept armed, and I took solace in knowing it had trauma patch and stim patch equivalents loaded as well. No sleeping, fueling myself with calorie-rich bars and edible wrappers, hyper-vigilant throughout. Fonte and our tactical-relays warned me if anyone got too close, and I slithered away through brush, or gullies, or lay very, very, still, until they were gone.

      A few patrols came and went, conscripts being led on marches by weary sergeants burning off energy. A fair number of soldiers came and went riverside, throwing rocks, refilling canteens, sneaking in nervous trysts because they, too, felt the air crackling with violent potential, felt the looming weight of history just within their reach.

      If our employer was right, after all, Angola was about to invade Azania. Even draftees and conscripts couldn’t get together with thousands and thousands of their peers and not know something was fragging up.

      I crept in slow half-circles around their sprawling camp, invisible to them, for thirty-nine hours. I’d been tasked with forty-eight, but the gods love to punish us.

      I almost missed them, at first, the troublemakers. They were good. They weren’t where I was looking, weren’t with the rest of the Angolan troops, but I’ve got to admit it, they were good.

      Two metahumans slithered and climbed along the underside of the bridge over the Kunene, the bridge that connected the massive Angolan encampment to the city of Xangongo, the bridge with tanks and trucks and jeeps and everything in between rolling across it, day and night.

      I knew what they were doing immediately, it was one of my main jobs.

      “Needles, Chief. Confirm visual,” I said, because “Holy drek, do you see these drekheads out to blow up the bridge?” isn’t what I wanted our logs to record.

      “Chief, Needles. Confirmed. Advise.” Fonte said advise, because “Man, frag, now what?” wasn’t what they wanted the logs to record.

      “It’s a demo team, for sure.” I squinted and zoomed and slowly—oh so slowly—lifted my rifle to couple its adjustable-magnification scope with my own vision and that of the helmet’s upgrades. I knew just where to point it, not to fire, but to find. I knew just where I’d put demolition charges, and, sure enough, there they were. Plastique, neat and tidy and tremendous at its job, secured here, there, and everywhere it needed to be. If anything, they’d used too much; better sure than not, though. I watched them plant their last charge, then the pair of them slowly, quietly, descended through the darkness and to the river below.

      “Chief, here.” I heard just before a tac-relay pinged a location for me. There, maybe half a click away downriver, I saw even more trouble. The rest of their merry band. Three more soldiers, one of them huge and misshapen-looking, hunchbacked because they had a fourth metahuman slung over a shoulder.

      Then, as if on cue, I began to hear agitated activity around the camp.

      Frag me.

      “Soft compromise, negative exercise outcome highly likely,” I stated formally for the comms-logs, “Lieutenant, confirm abort.”

      I say stated formally, but, really, I lied. I wasn’t compromised at all, yet. Nobody’d spotted me. But they’d surely spotted some other trouble, and if they followed that trouble in the right direction—south, along my river, damn ’em—they’d go straight to Buzzsaw camp, to Fonte, and to my way home. Whether it was, exactly, me they’d spotted or not, I was punching out. Picador would get it.

      “Confirmed,” Fonte said, clipped, short, businesslike. No arguing, no chastising. I was the one with boots on the ground, it was my call to make, rank be damned. “Beginning withdrawal flight.”

      Fonte’s LDSD climbed as it flew south, adjusted the zoom on its sensor suites, and tried to keep track of three things at once; me, our troublemakers, and a big piece of Angolan army.

      “Small unit riverine confirmed,” Fonte whispered in my ear, and I got a field-in-field look at the LDSD’s view of a small patrol boat just over a click downriver. They must have come up behind me while I was stalking the Angolans, then disembarked and done their business.

      “Seen,” I muttered back, low-crawling towards the river. A highway. My escape. I just needed to get onto it.

      Behind me, a klaxon began to wail, then another, then a whole wolf-pack howl-along of them.

      “Drek balls,” I said, not for the comms, but remembering too late they’d pick it up, anyways. I picked up the pace, sacrificing a bit of stealth for a lot of speed; closer to the riverbank, the downward slope would protect me from vision.

      Until they came this way, and they surely would.

      “Needles, Chief. Off-comms in ten,” I warned.

      “Confirmed.” The lieutenant didn’t wish me luck, but their tone did.

      I made it to the water and slithered home. I took a deep breath, writhed in headfirst, and toggled the quick-release on my armor. As the pieces all fell free at once—for a moment, there in the water, I felt like an exploded diagram from one of my dad’s mechanic posters—I stayed low in the water, feet in the silt, gathering them up.

      Picador may very have killed me if I’d left twenty-five thousand nuyen’s worth of hardware behind. Again.

      This, that, and the other piece of my armor, my load-bearing vest, my Ultimax detached into two pieces. I gathered all of it, there, under the water, holding my breath easily, trying to ignore my augmented heart beating in my chest, trying to ignore the headache it brought on, trying to ignore the literal army beginning to grow increasingly agitated and indignant not far from me. Methodically, professionally, quickly but calmly, I stored my gear. I let out a bubble-filled sigh after I slipped the strap back into place, then let out the rest of my breath as I changed, then sucked in water and breathed it just fine.

      My drake-form twisted beneath the surface, aligned itself, and pointed its fang-filled maw south. It was time to jet on out of here.

      I was about forty meters downstream when the bridge exploded and the sky fell.

      I was rocked by the blast, concussive force carried efficiently through the water, like it always did. For all my bulk, all my brawn, all my scaly hide, it would have killed me if I’d not slipped as far past the bridge as I had, pure luck. Brawn and toughness or not, organs are organs, and a shockwave will liquefy them, armor, orthoskin, dermal plating, or bone lacing be damned; no matter the augmentation, I’d seen my share of troops’ insides turned to jelly and ruin by explosions over the years.

      As it was, I was kicked in the gut and stomped on the head at the same time by the blast, then threatened by a shotgun blast of bridge-debris that came raining down. I blacked out at least once, briefly, and as I came to, or began to come to, I picked up the pace, tail lashing, head reeling, swimming on instinct until I could recover.

      Recover I did, though, enough to hear—enough to feel—the mess made by a quick patrol boat knifing through the river ahead of me, roaring away to the south. Like vibrations on an old railroad track, I felt the traffic around me. Once the bridge debris was cleared, I knew we’d have Angolan patrol boats and shallow-water gunships coming, too. They’d sweep south and north both, just out of wrath, and they’d reach along the Kaculuvar to try and find their irritant, too. The bulk would come downriver after us, though. They knew which way to look for trouble. They knew which way to point their army.

      We were on a countdown, now.

      I swam, fast. I sprinted beneath the water, this time with the current carrying me, I flowed with it like a runner with the wind at his back or a pedestrian riding an escalator. I swam, quick as I could, towards Buzzsaw and Fonte and the Thundercloud and the airport and Capetown. My body ached, my head was splitting, my muscles were on fire, my bones and fangs felt rattled halfway loose from the damned explosion, but I swam.

      I still got there too late. I was stupid, I rushed, and I was still too slow.

      My aching, battered, body twisted back into fomori-shape just before I broke the surface near Buzzsaw and waded ashore. It was one smooth movement that would’ve felt great and left me proud, except for what I saw almost immediately.

      “Well,” an Irish ork jeered down at me over the iron sights of a blocky Franchi, the SPAS-24, a combat shotgun that is very little fun to be on this end of. His upper lip, chin, and teeth were smeared with blood, his nose visibly off-kilter and broken. “Yer quite the swimmer, aren’t ye?”

      There were five of them, sure enough. Not Angolans, for damned sure. Mismatched gear, half camo, half not. Paramilitary at best. Mercs, or shadowrunners. Two orks, an elf, a human, and the troll I’d noticed earlier. Two Ares Alpha combatguns, the Franchi, an Ingram Warrior-10 carbine with a suppressor, and the elf, last but hardly least, comfortably held an almost incongruously large Barret sniper rifle. Lieutenant Fonte was on their knees, helmet torn off, hands behind their head, sullen. Battered, but not beaten.

      We were thoroughly outgunned. Fonte’d been disarmed, and I was standing there with my Ultimax MMG in pieces in a waterproof sack, and my, ahem, sidearm dangling in the breeze. I wasn’t wearing anything but the bag on my back and the bruises that must’ve been blossoming all over me by then. Idiot, Dash. Idiot. Didn’t even have one of my knives handy.

      Five on two, plus they had all the weapons? Not great odds, no.

      There were six trespassers in our little Buzzsaw camp, technically. The last was a prisoner, though, who I could easily picture their troll—a head taller than me, and with the sort of obviously-augmented muscles I’d always avoided—dumping like a sack of potatoes. The man had a burlap sack over his head, zip ties on his wrists, and the crossed rifles and golden stars of a Coronel, a colonel, on his uniform. They’d stolen a colonel?! Blood stained his burlap, from the inside. Not coincidentally, the human merc had a collapsible baton idle in his free hand.

      “Morning,” I said with a nod, hands high, tone as casual as I could make it. “You boys had a busy night.”

      The Irish ork laughed like a cyberpsycho, the troll chuckled belly-deep, the others snorted. The elf didn’t, though. He was dark and lean and serious, and his eyes just flicked from Fonte to me and back again, wary.

      “Your lieutenant here tells me you lot are working for the same bastards we are,” the human spoke up, accent thick with southern Azania, Capetown, where we’d started this mess. He had a fat, bloody lip, and old eyes. “But you didn’t quite have the same job description, yeah?”

      “Sounds like, yup. I was there to watch. You were there to…do a bit more, I guess,” I said, doing my best to ignore Fonte’s bloody lip, keeping my tone light. “Different mission, sure, but same employer, same AO, and same red team, am I right?”

      I tossed my head toward their cargo.“Look, you know we’re not with those guys, and we know you’re not with ’em, either. So what say we just call this a day, fellas, and both scoot on out of here our separate ways?”

      “What say ye shut the frag up, ye fomor bastard?” the Irish ork said cheerfully despite his bloody nose, because it was easy for your insults to be cheerful when you’ve got the shotgun.

      “They’re loose ends, mate,” the troll said, his voice a deep rumble, tilted sideways with an Aussie accent. “We cut ’em.”

      “We got a dilemma here, we do,” the Capetown human said genially, waving his tactical baton around. “I’ll admit it, I’m wondering who can give me a good reason not to spend a few bullets, and use ’em to buy all your lovely toys.”

      I was trying to think of something good to say, while also wondering if I could kill the troll before the Irishman opened me up. As usual, my head and tongue didn’t keep pace. Luckily, they didn’t have to.

      “I’ve got your reason,” Fonte said, tilting their chin up. “Utility pocket, right hip.” They nodded downward, quickly, to highlight just the bit of gear they meant.

      The mercs shrugged at one another, and the other ork—silent so far—warily closed the distance. He awkwardly pointed his Ares Alpha in my general direction while he rummaged around in Fonte’s webbing, and came up with something that glimmered brightly under the sunrise.

      Glimmered gold, no less.

      “That bull’s head coin is worth more than the gold it’s made from,” Fonte said, voice rich with certainty and pride. The logo on the coin matched the tattoo on their neck. “It’s a marker, worth one favor from El Cuadrilla, the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers. Freely given, it’s priceless.”

      Fonte’s eyes turned hard and their voice cold. “But if you ‘buy’ it with those bullets, and anyone, anywhere on Earth, ever sees it again, you’re all dead men walking.”

      The mercs exchanged glances, some shrugs, some raised eyebrows.

      “That’s the unit what wrote that ‘Flaming Fields’ thing, innit?” the ork by Fonte said.

      “’Fields of Fire.’” the human looked my way after the offhanded correction, “And you? What’s your offer?”

      “Wrestle ya?” I said with a shrug, stifling a wince as I did so.

      He laughed and pointed at me with the baton like I was hilarious, but shook his head. “Hah! No,” he said, Capetown accent thick in his voice, “No, I don’t think I will.”

      Their troll seemed about to say something—God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, was I going to have to wrestle that big bastard, nude, blown up, and after swimming all this way?—but he got cut off by the Irishman, anxious and agitated, on the comfortable end of his Franchi.

      “We waste ’em, we take everything, we go,” the ork said, squinting over the sights, shouldering his shotgun properly and readying himself to squeeze the trigger. He licked at the blood on his upper lip, then spat it at me. “Call it!”

      There was an air of finality, of formality, to the declaration. Seems this outfit hadn’t quite established a real pecking order yet, more shadowrunner than mercenary. The Capetown captain was first among equals, maybe. Everyone had a say.

      “I vote we cut ’em loose,” the ork with the gold coin said. Maybe there was something about the feel of gold in his hand, or something to the reputation of the Seven-Seven, that swayed him. Maybe he was just halfway decent.

      “Shoot them,” the troll rumbled, just like I didn’t want him to.

      “I think we take the favor and let ’em go,” Capetown said, looking thoughtful, thinking long-term. He lifted an eyebrow sidelong towards the elf, their sniper. Their tiebreaker.

      I felt his eyes, like crosshairs, on me, then saw them slide over to Fonte. Our lives were in his hands and he knew it, as surely as if he had his howitzer pointed at us.

      I recognized bits and bobs of gear on the elf, from war games and cross-training. The style of his boots, the combat webbing he wore, his Falcon sidearm, his slender-bladed combat knife. Frag. Frag, frag, frag. It was Ghost gear, every bit. When the pointy-eared bugger spoke, I knew I’d hear an all-too-familiar Sperethiel lilt to his voice. He was from Tír Tairngire, where my dick and I had very nearly started a war. Elven supremacists, each and every one of them, and I knew we—

      “Leave them. Chopper’s waiting,” he said, then just turned and started walking. He carried his Barrett as lightly as he should have held a regular rifle, and showed no sign of slowing, much less stopping, for his companions.

      Huh.

      Fonte stared up at them, daring them to pull their triggers. I lifted my eyebrows at Capetown and shrugged again, thinking as loud as I could; whatcha-gonna-do, you-guys-voted, better-get-going.

      “Tal called it,” he said, then casually kicked their stolen colonel in the face to knock him over toward his Australian troll. “Pack it up, boys. Let’s go get paid.”

      The Aussie glared at me for a long moment, then sullenly picked up his luggage and started to trundle away. The ork with the gold coin gave it a jaunty flip, caught it, and pocketed it (but everyone in Buzzsaw knew it wasn’t staying his for long).

      The Irish ork stared me dead in the eyes, and his slipped his finger inside the trigger guard of his blocky shotgun. Fonte got their feet under them and tensed, ready to pounce, until the Capetown human cleared his throat.

      The Irishman frowned, but reluctantly lowered his shotgun. “Feckin’ fine,” he said, kicking dirt at me and turning to go.

      “One favor from the Seven-Seven,” Capetown said, nodding, the last of them to leave. “We’re the Tomcats. Remember it.”

      “Oh, we will, puta,” Fonte replied in a not-at-all friendly tone. They stood, not even waiting for the last of the mercs to leave.

      Their leader smirked a bit despite his bloody lip, and gave Fonte a nod of, I do believe, grudging respect. Then he, too, was gone.

      “Holy frag,” I said, then let out a laugh, then bent to put my hands on my knees and steady my breathing. The façade could end. Around Fonte, and only Fonte, I could show how rattled I felt.

      Fonte didn’t seem to notice, though. The lieutenant picked up their rifle, scowling, and worked the chamber to check the action.

      “Pricks,” they said, shaking their head. “If I had an armed drone on station instead of just this fragging LDSD, I’d—”

      “Fire a missile at a bull’s head coin?” I said, shaking my head, knowing the answer. “You’re better than that, LT.”

      They were. They knew it. The whole damned Seven-Seven did. We didn’t give out those markers lightly, and nobody in the Rangers doubted Fonte’s love for the regiment.

      Fonte scowled at me like they were going to argue, but settled for kicking dirt at me, just like the Irishman had.

      “Shut up. Suit up. We’ve got to roll,” they said, clearly unhappy with how their day had started.

      “Hey, you got to tag a few of ’em, at least,” I said, trying to cheer them up as I dressed. “I saw their faces. You got your licks in.”

      “Didn’t see the troll’s balls, did you?”

      “Hah, no, no I didn’t.” I snorted. “And that Aussie prick didn’t kill you for it?”

      “It’s how I lost my helmet, the monte de merda.” They scowled. “Two punches, the fraggin’ thing came off.”

      “Hell, surprised it took two,” I said, still suiting up. “He was big as frag.”

      “You could’ve taken him,” Fonte said, glaring after the retreating mercs. “Or I could have.”

      Seeing the look on their face right then, I didn’t doubt it.

      “Hell yeah you could’ve. ‘In the rear with the gear’ my hoop,” I smiled a little. “Look at you, getting all beat up while I’m just going for a lazy swim.”

      “Dash, you got blown up.”

      “Ah, barely,” I said lightly, which was not at all how it felt.

      We ended up having to wait almost five minutes for the drone to catch up to me. It gave us time to stow everything else, at least. Fonte didn’t seem in the mood to praise my speed, though, and I didn’t blame them. If I’d felt vulnerable just on the wrong end of the shotgun, how had they felt when the whole lot of mercs first showed up, first stormed the camp, first started swinging and pointing guns and…

      “You okay, Matty?”

      “Don’t,” Fonte said, folding the lighter-than-air drone’s sagging envelope for storage and transport. “Don’t worry about me so damned much, would you?”

      “I—”

      “What was it, ‘Major, does Lieutenant Fonte need to be boots on the ground for this? I’m concerned for base camp security.’” They looked over their shoulder at me.

      “That’s an awful impression, I don’t sound like that at all, and anyways I thought we were both just giving the Major a hard ti—”

      “I mean it, Red Clay. Joking’s one thing, fragging each other silly’s good fun, too. Fighting together is one thing. But you don’t have to fight for me, okay? And you don’t have to worry about me. I’m a Ranger, too.”

      I tried my best not to remember how slender their neck had felt years ago as I’d wrapped my hand around it to stop the bleeding from a through-and-through. I’d put my hands on Fonte plenty of times, before that and since then, but that? That was a hard memory to shake.

      “Matt, I just meant…” I said. Like an idiot. “Yeah. You’re right. I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”

      Fonte nodded at me as they climbed into the driver’s seat of the Morgan.

      “Universal Omnitech must’ve liked their odds based on the data we were sending, since they used it to hire those drekheads to start a war ahead of schedule,” they said. “But it would’ve been nice of them to give us a heads up about it.”

      “OpSec or some drek,” I said, shaking my head as I clambered into the gunner’s spot. “Whatcha gonna do?”

      Operational security meant treating us like mushrooms; keeping us in the dark and feeding us crap.

      “Hey, Chief,” Fonte said, right before hitting the gas so I couldn’t respond. Their tone made it almost sound like “apology accepted.” I could imagine their grin beneath their helmet. “We could have taken ’em.”

      Then they floored it so the engine ate my “No doubt.” We roared south across Angola with an angry army somewhere behind us.

      The Angolans fixed their bridge fast. They rolled down toward the diamond mines fast. Our employer had big guns on field and the nominal blessing of the Corporate Court, though, since by all accounts that mattered the Angolans had attacked for no reason. Universal Omnitech, their parent company, had called in units from MET2000 and other nation-class mercs. Everyone strapped in for a full-on siege and counter-siege.

      The Seventy-Seventh never got our follow-up contract, or even the bonus.

      Picador saw Fonte’s face and my bruises, and had already seen our tac-cams. She didn’t blame us. She wasn’t Matador, but she wasn’t far off.
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      “—ay again, immediate QUART requested, M-H-M, M-H-M! Holt’s gettin’ us royal fragged, boss! Bravo One to Seven-Seven Actual, immediate QUART requested at these coordinat—”

      “Chief,” was all Picador said. We didn’t dicker and bicker. I didn’t joke and ask for a raise. Fonte didn’t stick up for me and the long hours I’d been putting in, or express concern about how late at night it was. The captain running our advance element needed help, so I went. No hesitation. No question. All speed. This wasn’t Capetown. We didn’t have a green zone compound.

      A lot of things changed after a couple years spent on the Aztlan/Amazonia border.

      QUART was a QUick Amphibious Response Team. MHM was Magical Hostile, Multiple. Fighting against Aztlan, and especially with their favorite merc company to throw at us, MHMs happened plenty. Task Force Magus, a group of sorcerous war criminals, made these particularly nasty engagements likely, and so did our civilian piece of crap, Holt. When the call came in, it was time for me. The QUART. All Terrain Violence.

      Bravo Company’s captain was a salty old Brit, a Royal Marine Commando we all called Limey. He was playing babysitter to our special Horizon liason, Holt, who was a shallow company man, through and through. I had a hell of a trip to make.

      I hit the quick-release on my armor and let it fall to the ground of this forward operating base’s command tent. I knew Lieutenant Soares—promoted, but still Picador’s adjutant—would be along to tut-tut and clean it up, prepping it for me into a bag just like the one I slung over my shoulder. The Seven-Seven kept a half-dozen of them, bags with a set of my custom-fit armor, with a few protein bars, a medkit, a pair of commlinks, and a broken-down LMG for me.

      The new Heckler & Koch XM30 was a modular weapon system, designed for quick breakdown and reassembly in the field, capable of being configured several different ways as tactical situations required. A short-barreled carbine or semi-automatic-capable combat shotgun for urban entry, a long-ranged, accurized variant for designated marksman work, or the popular, all-around assault rifle configuration, a jack of all trades. Its modular design made it oh-so quick to reassemble on the fly after breaking it down for compact storage.

      Soares had begged, borrowed, and bartered, talking to probably half the HK XM30 owners in South America. We’d traded away the necessary feed mechanisms and barrels so that every one of them could have a second of their favorite configuration. Me? Me, I just had the squad automatic, over and over again. Broken down, ready for quick assembly, waiting for me alongside my armor in a half-dozen waterproof bags, scattered around every FOB the Seventy-Seventh had a meaningful presence in.

      I ran outside, ran partway across the bridge we were camped next to, tossed a commlink earbud toward the water in front of me, and dove into the river after it. I was shifted and my tail lashed the water impatiently by the time the earbud blooped to the surface just in front of me. I snatched it with a clawed hand, craned my neck down to snug the custom-piece into my draconic ear, and I started swimming.

      A lot of things had changed after a couple years spent on the Aztlan/Amazonia border.

      In Amazonia, the Amazon River—surprise!—gets a lot of press and attention. And it should! She is beautiful. Majestic. Mighty, indeed. She discharges 209,000 cubic meters of water per second, and just her drainage basin is over seven million square kilometres. In the years since we’d hit this territory, I’d done my share of diving in her. My share, his share, her share, their share. I’d paddled her plenty.

      But, believe me, the Amazon ain’t the only girl in town. There are dozens. Hundreds. Each of them a living, flowing, thing. Each of them filled with motion and energy. Each of them a highway.

      The good guys—our side, Amazonia—had lost Bogota. Again. In our game of shove-of-war, we’d given up ground, and Aztlan had pushed us back. Aztlan wanted to take bridges, now, to slow our counter-assault. We were out to stop them. The Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers were based out of Barranca de Upia, population not-fragging-many, but it let us protect this bridge across the Rio Upia. She’s no Amazon, the Upia, but she was my dance partner today.

      We had three platoons—half of Bravo Company, nominally a hundred and fifty Rangers—in deep drek upriver. They were our advance force, stationed north of us, at the next bridge, where Horizon had posted them. They were over thirty clicks away, as the crow flies. Farther, following the river. I followed the river.

      The river helped.

      “—pulling back towards the oggin, QUART,” Limey said, the under fire. I’d cross-trained with the Royal marine Commandos when I was in the Salish Boat Service, and had swiftly learned that “oggin” was their slang term for water. He was a proud man, if he was asking for help and getting as close to that help as possible, he and his men needed it. “But you’d better fragging hurry, mate, Holt’s got us hung out here, somethin’ fierce.”

      “Heard,” I growled. I knew he wouldn’t hear it clearly, underwater as I was, but I knew he’d hear something. Sometimes all it took was any old voice on the other side of the radio, to let you know you weren’t alone.

      Amazonia was full of spirits, nature, life. The stuff of magic. The Aztlan/Amazonia War was, in large part, a war between the blood, death, and technology of Aztlan’s standing military, against the water, life, and magic of the Amazon itself. These waters were old. These waters were alive. These waters were on my side, because they knew I was on theirs.

      The rivers teemed with water spirits, eager to help me. They enveloped me in crystal clear pockets of cool water, they wrapped me in a lozenge and hurled me with the water, they assisted me with spirit powers that the dull-to-the-core Hermetic magi simply called “movement” or “concealment” or “search.” The spirits of the rivers helped me move through them, they kept me safe, they helped me find things I needed anywhere on a connected bit of water. In a pinch, they’d even fought for me, unasked-for but greatly appreciated. It was the first one, today, movement. They doubled and redoubled my already-impressive speed, they made a game of it. Faster than a shallow water assault craft. Faster than a helicopter.

      Thirty-plus kilometers, and I was there in just a few minutes.

      I was launched from the water like a dinosaur, a crocodile, an errant torpedo; or, more honestly, like nothing else in the world. I was a leviathan drake, hurled by helpful water spirits. I was larger than I’d ever been. Faster. Stronger. My drake form was growing more powerful the more comfortable I got in it, and as I acclimated and accepted it, it welcomed me home.

      A lot of things had changed after a couple years spent on the Aztlan/Amazonia border.

      I catapulted up and over Limey and his command element—no slack duty for officers on a day like this, every one of them had their AK-97 up and running hot, blasting away—in a spray of water that drenched the lot of them, and my marine bag tumbled from me as I was in the air overhead. Standard operating procedure had been for me to make as smashing an entrance as possible in drake form, then pull back and gear up once I’d bought us some breathing room. One of Limey’s boys would get my bag ready for me, I hoped.

      Time for the breathing room. I landed amidst an Aztlan fire team, and simply removed them from the area of operations in a flood of blood and bone. They wore good armor, carried good guns—HK’s, though G12A3z’s, not my XM30—and were well trained. Their assault rifles were compact, good for jungle warfare, and they swept me with laser sights and raked me with automatic fire from point-blank. I ignored it completely thanks to my rippling, navy blue, scales, only even flinching when a stray round got near my membrane-covered eyes. I thrashed about among them, all flashing claws, snapping jaws, and lashing tail. The last of them to die was their sergeant, who held a vibro knife with the one hand I’d left her, and rushed me. A brave woman. But bravery could get you killed, that’s why it was bravery.

      I low-crawled, writhing, gator-quick, back towards Captain Limey and his lads, one of whom—wide-eyed, understandably—thrust my XM30 into my clawed hands. I didn’t feel like a fight that would give me time to armor up, but having my weapon on me felt better. I bobbed my blood-soaked snout at him in what was meant to be, but certainly wasn’t, a friendly nod.

      “Chief.” Limey’s welcoming smile was huge as he slapped me on the scales. “You do know ’ow to make a bloody entrance!”

      No time to return the pleasantries, though; I saw someone that needed shooting. Someone they couldn’t.

      “Mage,” I snarled, shouldering my customized HK. “Follow my tracers.”

      In fairness, it might not have been a mage. It could have been anything, beneath the invisibility spell that I saw plain as day and twice as bright on the astral plane. But in a firefight, “mage” was shorthand for plenty of threats.

      And with the local Azzies bolstered by the notorious mercenary outfit, Task Force Magus, “mage” was as likely as anything else. When I saw a wad of sustained spells wrapped around a target nobody else was shooting at, it was my job to do something about it.

      My smartlink didn’t work when I was draked out, but we’d added an external laser sight to my XM30 so I could still snap-shoot a little more accurately. The dot was only visible on the infrared, but I only needed it to be. I slid the dot into the middle of the dangled knot of spells I saw on the astral plane, and squeezed to second pressure.

      My claws still weren’t as nimble as my hands, but I’d gotten in plenty of practice in recent years. I hadn’t just gotten stronger, I’d gotten more comfortable. I’d grown into my scaly hide. I’d had to, or this war would have killed me long ago.

      I poured on two long bursts, and Limey and his lads followed my line of fire with their own, enthusiastically. The chattering bursts were punctuated by the captain’s underbarrel grenade launcher whoomping after he’d emptied his magazine on full auto, and after that I squinted at the mess we’d made.

      The ruins of a mage leader—probably—lay there, rent asunder, actively burning from Limey’s incendiary blast.

      I was after Task Force Magus for a host of reasons. One was that, in the time our outfits had been on different sides of this drawn-out mess of a war, they’d killed a lot of my buddies. Another was that, as always, you wanted to geek the mage first, as a general principal of war. Lastly, though? Lastly, I’d confirmed who their CO was.

      General Simon Greenspirit, Tir Tairngire expat, veteran combat mage of the renowned Ghosts special forces.

      Simon Greenspirit, who had literally dissolved his own brother, sweet Alexander, because I had “defiled” him. Simon Greenspirit, who’d gotten off scot-free, legally, because metaracism was a cancer in the Tir and, to a great many of his officer peers, he’d simply been defending the good name of the noble house of Greenspirit. Simon Greenspirit, who’d finally fragged up some other way, and been exiled, and had fallen in with the merry band of Hermetic war criminals, Task Force Magus, and then had floated to the surface like the piece of drek he was.

      So, yeah. I hit Task Force Magus every chance I got. Simon had turned into my white whale. We were in a big, bloody, mess of a war, but I really wanted us to cross paths personally. I knew, in my bones, that the next time I saw him, I was going to kill him.

      I just needed to find him, not one of his lackeys.

      “Bloody fine work, lads.” Limey ducked back down to reload, giving me a nod of thanks. We took a moment to catch our breath, but just a moment. “I’m telling you, mate, that Holt draws ’em out of the woodwork, he does. Remember that Olaya cartel cluster-frag he dropped us into? Worst bloody luck, that one.”

      Or he brings us to the worst of it on purpose. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Holt was a Horizon field operative, tasked by our mutual Amazonian employers with improving morale and the nation’s global standing, expressly at the expense of Aztlan’s international reputation. He made propaganda flicks, basically. He wasn’t in the Dawkins Group, Horizon’s elite, but he wanted to be there, very, very badly. He thought we were his ticket to fame and fortune.

      Holt recorded and showcased atrocities with childish glee, his gaze and his cam-drones hovered over our casualties as he licked his lips. Whatever element of the Seven-Seven got tasked to him on any given op always seemed to be knee-deep in drek before the day was through; or night, in this case. I got more QUART calls to shore up the poor bastards around Holt than I did anyone else.

      There he was, the son of a slitch. I saw him, fuzzy around the edges, a blurry spirit no matter what method of vision I used to search for him. His near-invisibility came from tech, not magic. He was wrapped head-to-toe in a ruthenium polymer suit, one upgraded with heat regulating fibers, as well. Active camouflage, a body-tight holo-screen that displayed the jungle around it as though Holt wasn’t there, and with a lining that muddied him on thermal scans, to boot.

      Always near the trouble, it seemed, never quite in it.

      But there was trouble aplenty, still coming. There was always more trouble coming.

      Limey and I exchanged nods as we straightened up, both freshly reloaded. We fired on semi-auto or in short, tight, bursts. Accuracy and longevity mattered in this sort of siege. That, and awareness. My ancient, predatory, gaze swept my jungle—every centimeter of Amazonia that I saw at any given moment was my jungle—for threats, and we engaged them.

      For hours, they came at us, trying to take the bridge, and only just failing. Some were Aztlan soldiers, boots-on-the-ground, infantrymen with high-tech armor, high-end assault rifles, and high mortality rates. Some were Task Force Magus grunts, mundane soldiers tasked to escort and bodyguard their mage-officers, the way the Seven-Seven were tasked to Holt. Thugs with guns, muscle for the one team member that truly mattered to the grand scheme of things. Magus loved to employ trolls in that position, arming them with the most frag-all absurdly heavy weapons they could carry, augmenting them so they could carry them, and just throwing them at normal soldiers like the two-legged tanks they were.

      They came close, in those hours of wave after wave of assault, crashing against us like waves on rocks. Close enough that the last Task Force Magus assault hadn’t ended until a spell-cloaked troll—heavy armor augmented by protective spells, chipped-up reflexes layered with combat precognition, death itself with the monofilament combat axe it wielded—had died, axe to claw against me, with us first clashing on our side of the gun-line. He’d breached us, though not broken us. Not quite.

      In the end, and it was his end, I’d bit him, dug my claws into him to grapple, and had rolled, half like an alligator, half like a trained wrestler, down off the bridge and into the muddy Rio Upia itself. I thrashed until he dropped his axe, then just rolled, waited, rolled. The river took his life, in the end, and I left his meat for her waters.  When I rejoined the Captain, I found my XM30 with a fresh belt of ammo waiting for me like everything I’d just done was completely normal.

      “That’s it, lads,” Limey said over platoon comms, “That’s it! Keep at ’em, and sooner or later these twats’ll figure out the Seven-Seven don’t break, aye? We’ll be sippin’ a cuppa in no time, boyos, just you wai—”

      “Mage!” I roared, lifting my HK, firing immediately. Behind us, mid-bridge, they had a magical threat coming our way.

      The rippling bundle of astral energy, the spell-cloaked, hidden, killer, slipped sideways and my line of tracer fire snaked right past it. Then it ducked, sidestepped, and lunged, and always my gnawing line of tracers couldn’t quite connect. I wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t quite a mage.

      Limey and his command element poured it on, and the thing—not a mage, a thing—danced through our autofire and began to murder them.

      It killed half of Bravo command before I figured out just what we were up against. It was too, too, fast to be human, wired reflexes, move-by-wire, boosters, all be damned. It moved too smoothly, too surely. When Limey fired another grenade at it, the thing ghosted, turned to smoke and shadow, and the captain’s attack sailed right through it. Then it was solid again, and it struck with too much strength, lashed out with power that should not fit in its human-sized frame, to be anything human.

      Every flicker-quick strike ended with a throat torn out, with Seventy-Seventh hard armor blithely ignored, with an arterial spray. The thing had latched onto Limey’s trooper—the one who’d, half-terrified, handed me my gun at the start of this awful night’s fighting—and was draining him dry right before my eyes when I finally got it. It took me only a split-second after that display to figure out who, or rather what, we were fighting. Aztlan had a lot of nasty blacker-than-black-ops units up their sleeve. The Blood Panthers, vampire blood cultists straight out of a nightmare, were the worst.

      That’s right. Vampire.

      “Blood Panther!” I roared, every centimeter of me a dragon in that moment, not a troll. I stood on my hind legs, held my forelegs out wide, flared my crest-fins in challenge. I needed to warn everyone the notorious Panther might have similarly Infected back-up, but even more than that, I needed it to come after me. If any one of us was going to stop it, it was me.

      The AZT vampire-adept, cloaked in the red-soaked pelt of a great cat and the blood of my Rangers, bared its fangs, hissed, and pointed at me—calling a shot—with a short obsidian blade, a ceremonial knife, the sort of piece used for sacrifices more than combats. It sure seemed up to tonight’s task, though. A weapon focus, had to be. The Blood Panther bounded my way, and I rushed to meet it.

      God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, the thing was strong. Fast, too, amazingly fast.  Strong, and fast, and wickedly, cruelly sharp. It was all blood-slick skin, flashing fangs, and razor-edged knife. All skill, all finesse, all speed, malice, and hunger.

      I was all size, all brawn, all feral mass and apex predator. I swiped with my crushing tail, clawed and grabbed when I could, snapped my massive jaws. I’d always been a fighter, a brawler, a grappler, and in the last few years I’d gotten plenty of practice at transferring those skills to my monstrous new form. Fighting nonstop in the Amazon had showed me new sides of myself, and had made me accept them.

      The vampire had one more leg up on me, or thought it did. As we fought, the vampire healed from the bullets and blades of Limey and his lads, it regenerated, right before my very eyes. Those lucky few shots that had gotten through the Blood Panther’s protective wards, its sheaths of spells, its snarled tangle of defensive magics? Those few stray injuries healed, impossibly, as though they’d never happened. It was unkillable by mortal means, immortal against the mundanity of assault rifles and combat knives, grenades and mortars, artillery and air strikes.

      I was more than all of those. As a drake, I had a foot in both worlds. As a drake, I lashed out on the astral as well as the physical plane.

      I was the champion of El Cuadrilla, their loyal Chief in times of war. I was the ocean’s fury, writ small. I was the teeth of a thousand-thousand piranha. I was the thunderous maw of a dragon, the might of ancient blood, the wrath of sea and storm and lethal undertow.

      I don’t know how long the fight took us, but when we were done, I was cut in more places than I could count. I saw that the mud all around us was thick with blood—Limey’s, who had his hands around his belly and was holding his life in, his lads, this Blood Panther’s, mine—of mortal and immortal alike, man, woman, dracoform, monster. It pooled at our feet, was swatted and splashed by my tail as it lashed in victory. I’d won, but it was close. Missing one eye, my draconic face opened to the bone by a long, deep, cut, I spat the vampire’s severed head from my giant maw and used my one arm that wasn’t sliced to ribbons to toss the ragged corpse into the river where it sank like a stone.

      I wanted to throw my head back to roar in feral triumph. Instead, I fell, coughing and spraying blood from my mouth, one lung rent by the simple, stone-chipped blade wedged between my scales.

      Oh.

      I gurgled, stumbled, and fell on my belly, drowning in the only thing I could drown in, my own vital fluids.

      There was still shooting in the distance, our side pushing theirs back for, hopefully, the last time this awful not. But there wasn’t a Ranger in eyeshot that was still standing to help me, and here, in the field, none of them could have helped. My innate protections were a curse, sometimes, and lesser mages struggled to help me with healing magic, and Bravo’s combat mage was dead, anyways. Too many of us were. A medic or corpsman had precious little to offer me in my dracoform, but if I slipped down to my fomori-size I’d just die faster.

      I had one shot, one idea. One trick that might keep me going. I’d had to do it before. I’d probably have to do it again. This fragging war.

      “Mní Wičhóni,” I hissed out around a mouthful of blood, a drake speaking Lakota. Water is life.

      “Home,” I growled, dragging myself to the edge of the bridge, and over it, and falling into the arms of Upia Ria. I was filled with so many holes, we mingled. I flowed into the river and the river flowed into me.

      “Home,” I said again, maw filled with water and blood, and prayed the spirits would speed me on my way. We still had mage-healers at HQ. Fonte would track my chip and see me speeding back, Picador would have our best trauma hermetic on standby. If I got there fast enough, I could survive. I had to trust the water and the spirits that had come to play with me. I had to trust the Rangers waiting back in Barranca de Upia.

      As I fell into the water, as the river began to carry me back to HQ, he was the last thing I saw. Holt. The whole time, he had stood there, following the action. Leering, helmet off so he could see with his own, naked eyes, there was Holt. Our Horizon liaison, smiling from ear to ear. Talking to himself, giving the action a play-by-play, recording adjectives for him to make sure he remembered to use later. He saw nothing but nuyen signs where the torn bodies of my friends lay in ankle-deep blood.

      Holt couldn’t have been happier.
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      There we were, about fifty clicks north-northeast of Bogota, the big-city rope the Aztlanners and Amazonians were playing tug of war with, and what happens? Picador comes to senior staff and all the non-commissioned officers, and shares bad news, that’s fraggin’ what. Because of course. We’re supposed to go back the way we’d just come.

      “We’re heading to Bogota, here.” She traced a line along a big, fat, highway, and I winced.

      Small units deep in the field, we like to go next to roads, not on ’em. On ’em is where you find bad guys. I’d never get used to traveling with a group this big again, after all my independent ops.

      “Command is calling in all their big guns. MET 2000 is here.” Picador paused, knowing a few of us would need to get in some boos and hisses. The German mercs were a bloated, top-heavy, 200,000+ strong unit. They were on our side in this conflict, contracted with Amazonia just like us, but hell if our tiny, infantry asses liked the media darlings very much. “And we’re going to be helping hold down the northern flank of their offensive.”

      Sure, why not? They’re only about three-hundred times our size. Better send us in to the soak up bullets on their northern flank!

      Picador lifted her gaze from the map and silenced the room. All the grousing stopped, along with the kvetching, the complaining, and the muttering. After the look the Major gave us, you could hear a pin drop.

      “These are our orders. Make ready.”

      I fist-bumped Limey as we left command behind, and got to work helping where I could. A Chief Warrant Officer’s lot in life is to, generally speaking, not be slowed down by the rest of their outfit. I reported directly to Picador, took orders directly from Picador, and got to ignore an awful lot of bulldrek most soldiers gotta worry about. I didn’t have any permanent unit, so I didn’t have a unit’s worth of gear to break down, pack up, and get ready for transport.

      What I did have was the strength of a fomori enhanced by a fireteam’s worth of augmentations, and a little time on my hands.

      I was a Chief Warrant Officer, not a dick.

      I hauled freight. Mid-fifties and feeling it or not, still getting used to the cyberoptics and the new scars the Blood Panther’d left me or not, veteran of the outfit or not, whether I got headaches sometimes or not, the simple truth was I could pick up and carry drek with the best of ’em, so I put myself to work. I had both arms full of bundled-up spare vests and both hands holding rucksacks by the handle, and was halfway up the ramp into a big, idling, troop transport. We had two privates at work in the back of the truck, fitting everything in as neatly as they could.

      And hell if, right as I was starting to heave my load of cargo toward those two good kids and make the hand-off, some Azzie bastards didn’t sucker punch us as hard as they could, short of dropping a God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou-damned nuke on our fragging heads.

      Every one of us in camp with our comms up froze for a second and tilted our heads a little, and I could only just barely make out Fonte’s voice in the garbled mess of static I got, when jet engines tore open the night sky and hell rained right down on us.

      A wing of multirole combat aircraft roared by overhead, dropping their payloads as they went, and I saw a handful of explosions before the truck I was halfway into exploded and I went flying.

      I landed meters and meters away, all tangled up and halfway pinned-down by the mess of armored vests and armor-lined duffels that had eaten most of the shrapnel for me. I was still concussed as hell, still felt one of my own ribs—drek, what good had that damned bone density treatment done me, then?—stab me every time I breathed, still felt blood pouring down my face from a cut up near one of my horns, though.

      There was no way it was a direct hit on my truck. I’m tough. Tough as hell. But it had to be a secondary explosion, or I’d’ve been pasted.

      The world spun as I lurched to my feet—ope, make that lurched to my hands and knees, shaking my head, trying to remind my cyberears they had dampeners installed, trying to shake the ringing out, trying to make what had just happened make sense. I finally got to my feet, just in time for the sky to open up again.

      Banshees wailed and a half-dozen T-birds—flying tanks like the hotshot smugglers used back home, but these Aztech Lobos were tanks-tanks, not jury-rigged cargo haulers—roared at us, riding cushions of air and spitting fire and death as they scythed over and through our position like a wing of medieval knights trampling an orphanage.

      Amidst all the carnage, the last of our troop transports went up—oh frag, was that one full?!—and all I could think was that we hadn’t been sucker punched like this since the night Matador died.

      I stumbled and tried to stagger my way back towards command, knowing they’d hit our mobile HQ next, if they hadn’t hit it already. I fell face-first into a defensive fighting position, instead, as the ground shook from another wave of explosions. I lifted my head up and realized I was lying face down in a pair of Rangers, turned to jelly, blood, and shards of bone by some airborne attack or another. I hauled myself to my feet and grabbed their squad automatic from its tripod.

      The world made a lot more sense when I had a gun in my hand.

      I swung my new Shiawase Arms Nemesis around and cycled through vision mods while I scanned the jungle. No wave of infantry was coming—they had to be, they had to be there somewhere, I just didn’t see them—but a pair of fragging D’Aussault Paynal gunships hovered and strafed us as they flew sideways, blithely ignoring our small arms fire.

      The D’Assaults were top-of-the-line rigs, the not-fragging-around gunships of South and Central America. They raked us with heavy machine guns, stuff appropriate for taking out aircraft and light fortifications, being used against exposed infantry on open ground with their pants around their ankles.

      I turned and leveled my Nemesis, picking a Paynal at random and sliding my smartgun targeting pip right over the canopy.

      On a rational level, someone behind heavy enough armor knows they’re behind heavy enough armor. I know, I’ve been behind my share. But on the instinctual level, in the gut, in the soul, where the fear lives? It’s a different matter. These pricks were pilots, anyways, not groundpounders, not real troopers. A little part of me always thought guys like this were cowards, in a way, not going into a fight unless they were in a three-million-nuyen chariot, picking on soft targets.

      So I let ’em have it.

      Tracers lit up the sky and skittered off the Paynal, ricocheting off into the night…but hitting. And hitting awful damned close to where that rocketjock was sitting, right there, in the meat. Rigged into his bird or not, he knew. He knew that deep down inside he was just a sack of blood like the rest of us, and he knew that sometimes armor fails. One-in-a-million shots happen, and for all he knew, I had a million bullets to throw at him.

      My stream of fire did three things; I felt better, I got the pilot’s attention, and I got him to start using evasive maneuvers again, instead of just focusing all of his brain and Paynal on gunning us down.

      Which meant I had to duck down—splash down, shutting my eyes as I threw myself face down on the mess of dead Ranger my feet were squishing in—as he turned his line of fire on me.

      Gaia is mother to us all. The earth itself is every infantryman’s best friend. I love the water, I kill with fire, and I grew up with the wind howling through mountain passes every minute of the day—but nothing’s saved my life as many times as the ground beneath my feet.

      I ate mud, blood, and dirt as the Paynal sliced through the air above my head, its HMG spitting iron the whole time. It swept past me, hurting me even with its backwash, and I hauled myself back to my feet and started firing even as it was spinning, turning, bringing itself back to bear for a second pass.

      It veered off, rattled by the stream of fire, and I bared my teeth like a snarling wolf.

      Good.

      Feel fear, you prick.

      He redlined his engines on more lateral movement, skipping away. Our half-taken-down, half-blown-up camp still somehow had just enough drek still standing to block my line of sight, so I scrambled up and out of the soupy trench, shouldered the Nemesis like a rifle, and sprinted to a new position. My smartlink showed me plenty of ammo. If I could keep up this game of tag, keep pressure on him, keep him rattled, maybe somebody coul—

      I remembered there were two of them just as a near-miss with an air-to-ground rocket picked me up like I weighed nothing at all, crumpled me like a piece of garbage, and threw me sideways halfway to the tree line.

      I blacked out when I landed, woke up once, quickly, as I was flailing, rolling, and tumbling, then blacked out again.

      PAIN. I came to wishing I was dead, because every part of me hurt as bad as it ever had in my life. Not since the bone-deep, soul-deep, agony of goblinization—when a lean fourteen-year-old boy had turned into a fomorian troll—had I felt so bad, so totally. Bioware like my trauma damper and damage compensator or not, I was in rough, rough shape. Maybe trolls shouldn’t pick fights with combat aircraft or something.

      My biomonitor—one of the relatively rare pieces of electronics-tech I had, along with just my ears, one eye, and move-by-wire—let me know that several pieces of bioware, along with a few mostly-natural organs, were experiencing stressors outside suggested parameters.

      I tried to stand up and the world laughed at me. I tried to stand up again, and Gaia held me close.

      “Rangers…need me…” I spat teeth and blood.

      I tried to stand up a third time, and made it to my knees.

      Good enough.

      The gunship swiveled my way, low and slow—good, motherfragger, come over here, point those guns at me, not Picador, not Fonte, not Limey, not even Soares, that neat-freak drekhead—and I used every single muscle in my body to haul my big wheelgun out of its hard plastic holster. Mike Wilson would’ve laughed at me if his orkish heart hadn’t given out so long ago. Dumb old Dash, trying to use a pistol against a gunship. Coach would’ve shook her head at my play-calling, too, but I think she would’ve been proud.

      I thought about my Granddad, Hank Riggins, who’d been unzipped by a line of automatic fire from just a few meters away, but who’d still lifted his big Ruger wheelgun to try and kill one last sumbitch before the reaper took him.

      I lined up my front sight and my smartlink, no matter how heavy that revolver was, right on the pilot’s canopy. I felt like a cowboy. I felt like a gunfighter. It felt like high noon.

      Three fingers of flame—ground-to-air Ballista rockets—reached up from the ruins of the Seventy-Seventh’s camp. The gunships spun and spit chaff and fire and shrapnel and two of them exploded into stars, prematurely.

      Two of the three.

      Limping, spitting fire, the Paynal roared over my head, and I let the vectored-thrust backwash knock me flat. I was faintly aware of the night sky returning to normal, faintly aware of the sounds of jets climbing and receding, and faintly certain it wasn’t just my hearing giving out. They were leaving. That rocket must’a tagged the bastards, good, and he’d decided to scoot instead of sticking around to shoot it out with me. Coward.

      “Hnngh,” I tried to chuckle. Joke’s on him. I wasn’t sure I’d’ve been able to thumb back the hammer or squeeze the trigger.

      I blacked out again. I woke up to Limey yelling at me, trying to pull an arm out of its socket, and almost succeeding.

      “—ng in there, Chief, ya lazy bastard! Medic! Ya’ll do anything to get outta carryin’ some gear, ya bloody wanker, don’t ya die on me! Medic! It’s the Chief, get a bloody medic! Ya Salish prick, ya stay awake fo—”

      Blackness.

      Fonte glaring down at me as I’m jostled, carried, hauled on a litter.

      “—ow who’s worried about camp security, huh? I swear, Dash, if you die out here, eu vou te matar. I’m sorry I didn’t see them coming, but don’t you let them kill you. Don’t you leave me alone with these rookies, old man. No way you made it this far for some damned gunship to do you in, you—”

      Blackness.

      Picador. Yelling at a radio, not at me, for once. More jungle. Still moving.

      “—elling you we are combat ineffective! Walking wounded, at best, every single damned one of us. Frag your offensive, frag MET 2000, and frag you, Holt! As per our contract, if casualty levels reach critical levels and we are not presently engaged, w—”

      Blackness.

      Strangers. Strangers in blue scrubs, masks on, bloody hands. Bright lights.

      “—e’s a what? A drake?! Chinga to madre, yes, it matters! Why isn’t it on his chip? He’s already a difficult patient by having magic resistance, being a rare metavariant, and having all this ’ware, why the frag didn’t you tell us he was a dracoform, too? Hey, ow, qui—”

      Blackness.

      Warmth. Light. More strangers, but softer around the edges, out of focus in a good way, not a bad. Something had me half-numb, half-tingling, like my whole body fell asleep, but it was soothing, relaxing. That’s it, it felt like half-frostbitten toes dipping into hot water, or that first sip of hot cocoa after playing in the too-cold creek for too-long, and Momma handing it to me, tousling my head, and…

      “—ed Clay? Chief? There you are. Hello.”

      Two strangers. One’s an Anglo orkish woman, looks maybe half my age, no, a little older. Kind smile, like someone’s mom ought to have, and a few wrinkles around her soft brown eyes. The other was an Anglo-Latin human man, age harder to read, but fit, big, green-eyed and with a shock of red hair going grey at the temples.

      He didn’t look like Mike Wilson, my buddy from the Blackbirds, at all, physically. Something about him, though, felt that way. Something about him felt big-brotherly, despite our size difference. I was still doped up, I know, but that was the best way I could describe it.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” he said. A ghost of a smile gave the impression he’d given this kind of talk before. A sadness around the eyes gave the impression he’d not given the talk before, too. He was old friends with Death, same as me.

      “Be calm. I need you to be calm for me,” he said it, said it just right, and I knew to the very core of my being that I should be calm. “Don’t try to talk yet, the doctors said the wiring would need a little more time. You can nod or shake your head, and you’ll be able to talk soon. We’re speeding things up just as much as we can, I promise.”

      He nodded to the orkish woman, and only then did I realize her hands were on me, and that’s where the warmth was coming from. Low on my belly, one just over my navel, one off to the side. That rib wasn’t stabbing me inside any more. I recognized it, now, as magical healing. I’d gotten my fair share. Still, it was calming.

      “Your symbiotes are doing their job, and so are we, you’re healing great. You’re doing great. Do you want me to call you Chief? Chief Warrant Officer? Red Clay? Dashiell? Dash?”

      I stayed calm. I let him ask slowly, one at a time, and I nodded to the last one. They weren’t in uniforms, and they clearly knew my real name. No need for a call sign.

      “Dash? Dash it is, then.” He gave me an easy smile. A calming smile. “Look, Dash, I need you to understand, you’re on a jet right now, okay?”

      I nodded. Got it. Wiz.

      “We’re out of Bogota. It’s in your rearview, buddy, and in mine.” He said it like he’d just had a grand adventure in the Aztlan/Amazonian War, too. “You’ve been out for…a while. A couple weeks. Your skull’s tough as hell, Dash, but your brain bounced around in there a bit, you were in a coma. You’re okay, though! Stay calm.”

      I nodded again. I felt fine.

      “But, listen, good news, all right? A couple days ago, they agreed to a cease-fire. The next day, in Geneva, Hualpa himself showed up and signed it. It’s all official. War’s over. You did good, Dash. You and the Rangers did real good.”

      I nodded, tried to smile. The wires holding my jaw in place let me, so I did. It was a calm smile, though, a lazy one. What spell was that lady casting, ‘Morphine Drip?’

      Whatever, I just didn’t want her to stop.

      “So, we’re all done with the war, and, just for a little bit, you’re all done with the Rangers.”

      I heard a beeping in the background. I heard it get louder and faster.

      “Stay calm,” he said again, looking me right in the eyes. “They’re fine. You’re fine. Stay calm.”

      The beeping got softer, slower.

      “Your major, she’s a good one. She’s worried about you. Lots of them are. But they got chewed up pretty bad, and they’re gonna need some time to heal up. Time I don’t have. I know you’ve been there before. I know you’ve been with them a long time. Stay calm.”

      I tried very hard to, since he kept asking so reasonably.

      “I know because we’ve been watching you for a long time. Stay calm.” He said it so matter-of-factly, how could I get mad? I heard the beeping again, just a little, but mostly I was fine. “We’ve been watching, and we like what we see. So we bought out the last of your contract.”

      I nodded, slowly. Had I been…traded?

      “We handled your medical debt, too. Repaired your damaged…everything,” he said with another hint of a smile, and the orkish woman shook her head ruefully. “We got you back up to code, snuck in an upgrade or two, and don’t you worry, the major isn’t paying for it. We signed you over while they were still tallying up your bill, so I took the check, not the Rangers. Okay?”

      I nodded. I wished I could say okay. I felt rude. Mostly, though, I felt calm.

      “So, this jet we’re on, right? We’re flying across the Atlantic right now. Some stuff went down in Denver, some other stuff went down in—well, everywhere, ’cause listen, it’s been a wild month. But right now, we’re on our way to a staging area. Stay calm. We know you’re a drake. I want you to know, everyone on this jet is a drake.”

      Beeping.

      “Stay calm. We’re going to GeMiTo. Lots of us are. Drakes, mercs, shadowrunners, and drake-merc-shadowrunners.” He smiled a little bit, again, and I smiled back. Why not? I bet the Genova-Milano-Torino sprawl was lovely this time of year. All of Italy was, I bet. “I’m doing the Loremaster a favor. He put out the call, and I’m answering.”

      He said it like it made perfect sense, like I should know what it meant, and how big a deal it was. I pretended I did.

      “We’ll be landing before you know it, Dash. We’re going to get those wires out, we’re going to finish this healing spell just as soon as your fomorian self lets us,” he said this with a nod to the orkish woman, who maintained her warming hold on me while shrugging a little, an ‘it’s done when it’s done’ shrug. “And then we’re gonna have to ask you to punch a timecard. Not right now, but probably tomorrow, if things go to plan. We’ll worry about training you more, later, we’re going to need you right now.”

      Training me? Beeping. What the frag kind of training could I possibly still need?!

      “Stay calm, but answer honestly, I need you to make up your own mind on this, and tell me the truth,” he said, as seriously, as powerfully, as anything else he’d said.

      “Are you willing to come work for us, Dash? Fight with us? I hope the answer is yes, but I won’t make you. If you don’t trust us, we can’t trust you. Not on this op. You tell me no, and we’ll leave you at the airport with a some nuyen in your pocket, and we’ll figure all this out later. If you say yes, you’re spending the rest of this flight getting briefed and giving me a shopping list, budget isn’t an issue. Are you in, or not?”

      I took a deep breath.

      I nodded.

      He nodded back. “Excellent. You’re going to be a hell of a field asset. Welcome to the team,” he smiled. He held out a hand, and his grip was strong when I shook it.

      “I’m glad to be your new CO. My name is Ryan Mercury, call-sign Quicksilver.”

      And just like that, I became a drake among drakes. A fist, a knife, a weapon for the Draco Foundation.
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      “So yeah, that’s the gig.”

      I was back in Seattle, briefly, for a little R&R. I stood on the shore of Lake Washington, slinging a rock out into the foaming, ruined water. You could skip rocks better off Council Island, but their constant efforts made the lake water clearer there, and, well, water-ier. It just wasn’t the same as splashing them into the sludge.

      I’d just finished another round of training with Mercury, aka Quicksilver, who’d been determined to add some corporate-ninja-espionage-type bulldrek to my commando training. I’d spent a few months with Mercury himself, on and off, a few more months at Lake Louise, and then the better part of a year in the field with an insufferably Irish elf named Agent Thorn. I’d passed, if not with flying colors. I’d earned a visit to a high-end clinic for some new upgrades, and some time off.

      “Sounds pretty sweet,” Scout said, throwing one for distance, like he was trying to hit Council Island. The kid did everything hard, redlined it, full throttle. He was so, so unlike his dad that way. Lucas Shively had always been measured, precise, controlled. Scout looked just like him, though, with his Salish-dark skin, his hair, those cheekbones, the elven ears, the lean, powerful build. Looked just like him, but acted like nobody in the Shively family. Nobody but himself.

      “Yeah, Uncle Dash. Sounds wiz.” Coydog nodded, tossing a rock, too, but cheating. Her cheating came by way of magic, a handy spell I’d seen ordnance disposal guys use. Magic hand, or something. She always said she didn’t wanna get dirty. She looked achingly like her dad, too; Lucas Shively, but a gal. She was more slender, looked more elven than her brother did, or dad used to, but there was no mistaking the family resemblance in these kids.

      “Kids.” Heh. Not anymore, old man. Coydog, the baby girl, was fraggin’ thirty. Me? I was downright ancient. Looked good for my age, though. Felt great. Mercury said it was the dragon blood in me. Mercury said they had no idea how long I’d live. Mercury said I might be the only fomorian drake in the world, and I was absolutely the only fomorian sea drake.

      “And you got that wiz new pig-sticker to sweeten the deal? Like a, what, one of those signing bonuses?” Scout tossed his head jealously at the knife I’d shown them.

      Blacktooth daggers were something not-quite-sacred to Mercury’s assets in the Draco Foundation’s paramilitary wing. When I’d passed a few basic qualification tests and been made a full member of the group, I’d had it bestowed on me, with all the solemnity of a paratrooper badge or a new rank; a long, curved blade, loosely based on a dragon’s fang, largely based on our XO, Azadeh’s, personal favorite knife. Most were a solid 15 centimeters. Mine was up-sized accordingly, to fit my hand. Light as hell, sharp as hell, tough as hell. As fine a knife as I’d ever had.

      “Heh, yeah,” I said, keeping it light, keeping it casual, keeping it street-level. I wasn’t going to tell Scout about a magical rite. Coydog the shaman, maybe…but she did follow Coyote, so she might poke fun, just as much as he would. “Something like that. It’s kind of a…badge of the unit? Not quite a logo, not quite a calling card.”

      “Not quite a tag or a cut.” He nodded. Painting walls to mark turf, he got. Wearing your colors or vest as a gang uniform, he got. Mystical rites at Lake Louise, because you’re a magical dragon-creature, and your new magical dragon-creature boss and your actual dragon boss say you’re part of the team, now? Not exactly his speed.

      “Or colors, yeah. So! The checks say ‘Draco Foundation,’ but I’ll be posted back with the Seventy-Seventh. I’ll deploy alongside ’em just about like before, basically do the same thing, just for better pay and as an ‘embedded advisor’ instead of a member of the Rangers.” I squinted and gave Scout a thoughtful look. “What do you think? Should my Draco Foundation cover job stay ‘security?’ Or should I Thorn it up with some spy game bulldrek, and have ’em whip me up a SIN where I’m a Mountain Dragon coach or something?”

      The kid grinned, like I knew he would. Coydog smiled, happy to see him do it. A two’fer.

      Scout-Who-Kills-Six-Times had earned that name, had taken it, as a walk-on local recruit during an urban brawl game. He hadn’t then gone on to sign with the Mountain Dragons, though, or the Seattle Screamers, or any other pro urban brawl team. No, he’d just taken heads, earned quick cash, and then he and his flashy new name had gone back to the streets. Back to the life. Back to the First Nations gang, where he’d been ever since.

      “Go for it, Unc, and get team quartermaster clearance,” he said. “Then start sliding me some of that good stuff on the side.”

      Both of them laughed. Thieves, the lot of ’em. God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, what would Luke think of how his kids had turned out?

      Scout was a hardcore ganger, a pillar of his outfit. Coydog was a ’runner, these days, she had been for years. Full-time, making it work, getting a solid, solid rep.

      Who am I kidding? Shively’d be proud, I think.

      “Anyways, that’s what ol’ Uncle Dash is up to these days. Globe-trotting super-secret stuff, nested inside the same old, same old globe-trotting merc stuff.” They’d grown up in Seattle, they’d heard weirder. “And I know what you’re up to, and I know what you’re up to…”

      They both rolled their eyes. They both knew what was coming.

      “So million nuyen question. How’s your mom?”

      “She’s fine, Uncle Dash,” Coydog said, trying to put on the innocent baby girl act, the batting eyelashes, the little pout. She knew how to play me, but she hadn’t tried that play in a long time. Once upon a time I’d been wrapped around that little finger, same as her parents, but those days were over.

      “Yeah? And how would you know?” I played my trump card. “Mariah says she hasn’t seen you in six weeks.”

      Coydog scowled and crossed her arms, muttering about snitches.

      “And you, tough guy.” I stared hard at Scout. “Not since Denver Day. Denver Day! And she lives right fraggin’ here!” I chucked a rock towards Council Island.

      “I know, Unc, I know, I’ve just…been busy.”

      Been busy killing people. Been busy selling drugs. Been busy boosting cars. Been busy.

      I let them both sit there feeling guilty for a minute, let them stew in it, let it soak in real good.

      “Listen, you guys. You know what I’m gonna say, but you listen anyway, all right? Your mom, she’s a good one. There aren’t a lot of good moms out there, these days. You know how she could’ve been? You know how she could have treated you? Especially after…”

      After I let your dad die.

      Coydog sighed. “We know, Uncle Dash.”

      “You’re lucky. You had two good parents. Two great parents. Your mom, she loves you like crazy. She listens when you talk. She’s proud of you, no matter what. She doesn’t try to own you, doesn’t try to play you, doesn’t try to claim you. You know how rare that is?”

      I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help but contrast it in my head. She didn’t feed you two bottles of pills when you goblinized, I didn’t say. She didn’t try to kill you, poison you, leave you for dead, I didn’t say. She didn’t walk out of your life forever when it didn’t work, I didn’t say.

      “You talk to your friends, in the First Nations, in the shadows, fragging both, and you ask ’em how many of ’em got that, okay? How many of ’em grew up with someone like your mom cari—”

      “If you love her so much, why don’t you marry her?” Scout asked, laughingly, sing-song, sounding twelve years old again.

      I gave him a look. A warning look. A look cool Uncle Dash didn’t usually give. A look Chief gave, a look Red Clay gave.

      A look dragons gave.

      He—street-hardened killer, First Nations lieutenant—paled a little. I toned it down.

      “Go talk to your mom, Scout. She misses you, and she’s worried about you. So you get on your fancy bike, you ride it to Council Island right now, and you take her out to lunch at the island place she likes. You tell ’em put it on my tab. Listen! Don’t just call, let her see you, with her own two eyes. Let her give you a hug. Eat some good food with her. Roger?”

      I held his gaze.

      He gave his sister a long look, then nodded at me, dropped his last rock, and walked away. Towards his fancy bike, parked next to my troll-sized muscle car.

      “Good boy. I love you! Watch your corners, and reload often!”

      It wasn’t the weirdest advice anyone yelled at their godson in Seattle. He waved back and mumbled something about loving me back. Big, tough street ganger. Even here, just us, it was hard for him to say it out loud. It was okay. I understood.

      “Now you, young lady.” I turned fully to Coydog, who lifted her eyebrows in her best innocent look. “You’re gonna take your mom out to dinner, but only after you take a couple old men out to lunch. Somewhere off the island. Where ever you like. Someplace real. Make me an’ Four feel young and cool again.”

      She snorted, but slipped her arm through mine.

      “Uncle Dash, you and Four-Paws-Laughing were never cool,” she said, as certainly and patronizingly as only the young can say it.

      Four-Paws-Laughing. I smiled. He’d been my lieutenant once upon a time, a real Ranger combat shaman. The old man of our unit, even then. He’d quit, spent a long time drinking, spent a little time shadowrunning, and then he’d bounced around Council Island until she came along. She needed teaching. Turns out Coyote’d put him there for a reason.

      “You’re right.” I smiled tuskily, “Four never managed it. Just me. He was always holding us back!”

      Coydog laughed, and the world felt good. She laughed, and things felt normal. She laughed, and for a moment I felt like Luke—Major Lucas Shively, Salish Ranger, my best friend—would have been proud of us both.

      We walked toward my waiting Krime Prowler, just like two normal people might. I felt content, for just a second. Regular. At home.

      “Hey, speaking of visiting people, though…” She teasingly ruined it even as she cozied up to my arm, a little girl again, my god-daughter, her hair in the wind. I knew what was coming, and I couldn’t help but wince at my hypocrisy. “She knows you’re in town. I didn’t snitch, I swear, she just knows everything.”

      “I know, I kno—“

      “So, when are you going to call Ms. Myth back?”
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      To the surprise of no one but President Jean-Louis Frenette, Jr., the Forces armees Quebecoises got their teeth kicked in by the UCAS military.

      About two weeks earlier, about a dozen major UCAS cities fell to darkness. President Colloten of the United Canadian American States got into a pissing contest with Ares, then every other megacorp on the fragging planet, and just after that, the Blackout hit. Body counts were still coming in, casualty reports, damage calculations. UCAS people were fragging nuts. I’d been in the middle of one of their drekholes before, when they were mildly inconvenienced and frightened by something they didn’t understand—fraggin’ Seattle—and watched a major metroplex turn into an ouroboros and start eating itself. They were powder kegs, as near as I could tell, every damned UCAS town.

      And when the lights went out, they’d all gone up in flames. Detroit, Philadelphia, Bangor, Halifax, Newark, Providence, and on and on and on. City after city, something happened—God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou know what—and they lost power.

      Then the people had hit the streets and tried to feel powerful.

      It went on like that a good ten days or so, when the Quebecois decided they were feeling their oats, and waded in. They claimed it was a humanitarian mission. They claimed the ongoing Blackout-related violence made it necessary for them to send in troops and keep the peace, ensuring the safety of the Francophone minority. They claimed they were there to prevent a crisis.

      UCAS Army hadn’t fraggin’ let ’em stick around.

      The 613th Infantry rolled up, supplemented by hastily-assembled merc outfits, and got good and dug in. T-birds, tanks, artillery, missiles, you name it, they threw it at those Diet French, and word is they had Saeder-Krupp backing their play, too, for some Lofwyr-damned reason. UCAS Navy and Marines did what they do, too, and really hit the Quebecois hard.

      Long story short, the FAQ, Forces armees Quebecoises crossed the line, and the UCAS Department of Defense, coupled with a whole lot of nuyen thrown to a whole lot of mercenary outfits, threw them back over it.

      A good one-two combo, and the Quebecois agreed to an armistice. Eleven days of armed aggression, and they withdrew.

      So Quebec had taken their shot. Good for them. Now it was the Native American Nations’ turn. Bad news for the UCAS. We wouldn’t quit. The military forces of the United States had kept a jackboot on the throats of indigenous people since before the states were even united, and we hadn’t quit.

      Maybe our leaders had been watching the response up north. Maybe they had been waiting until all our ducks were in a row, and merc outfits—like the Seventy-Seventh Rangers—and other third-party allies were in place. Hell, maybe they were just being good sports. Whatever the reason, we gave the UCAS a good two weeks after the armistice with Quebec, a proper six weeks after the Blackouts hit…and then we went in.

      Every red-blooded NAN kid had grown up on stories of the Great Ghost Dance War, had grown up with veterans of it, and with survivors of the civilian atrocities, all around them. We’d learned in history books about how hundreds of years of subjugation, punctuated by genocide after genocide, finally came to a middling with the formation of the Native American Nations, and the reclamation of a goodly portion of the continent.

      And here I was, finally, getting to take a little more of it back.

      The Salish-Shidhe Council, where I’d grown up and learned a soldier’s trade, were doing their part. The Makah, Nootka, Salish, Cascade Crow and, hell, even the Cascade Ork? They were staring down the whole damned UCAS Joint Task Force Seattle, one of the biggest single bodies of military might on the west coast. JTF was staying put, stuck in Seattle, barred from crossing Salish lands on pain of Salish bullets, bombs, and blades. The SSC had the JTF pinned, and wasn’t letting them go. The UCAS weren’t getting reinforcements from back west. The cavalry wasn’t coming this time.

      The Algonkian-Manitou Council, up north, the people of the Iroquois, Ojibwa, and Algonkian themselves, they were going to be on the move first thing in the morning. Come the dawn, AMC tanks and transports would be rolling south and east into UCAS lands, AMC planes flying over Winnipeg. Where the Quebecois had stumbled, the AMC would not.

      And finally, us, and our employer. The Sioux Defense Force was rolling east, and hard, across lands named after their very people. North and South Dakota, and surrounding environs, were going to be back in indigenous hands when all this was said and done; I’d bet nickels to nuyen on it. The Apache, Cheyenne, and Mohawk, Chippewa and Cree, the Blackfoot, Lakota, and my own watered-down Oglala; once we grabbed these old hills, we’d never let them go again.

      Crow Creek Reservation. Yankton Reservation. Lake Traverse Reservation. Fort Berthold Reservation. Lands our people had been confined to centuries ago, then had lost to Presidents Garrety and Jarman. Old land, red with blood. We were taking it back. We were making history.

      The SDF wanted outside help to make sure it happened, and an old friend had made sure it was me that got to go. Becca Blue Robe had come pretty far since our days together at basic training in Yakima. She’d climbed the ranks after landing in military intelligence, and had personally carried out, or arranged for, more than her fair share of ops. She’d spent decades as a liaison with the Sioux Defense Force, representing the Salish-Shidhe Council, sharing secrets, sharing intel, and giving advice. The advice she gave this time? Hire the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers. Her advice to Picador, when the contract went out? Send Dashiell Red Clay.

      I almost vibrated with eagerness, strapped into a rumble seat in the back of an angular, radar-eating transport plane. My small team was buckled in all around me, ready to go; but I was the only one fighting a smile the whole time. We were in the air from Rapid City, and we’d be over our target zone fast.

      I wore Draco Foundation “Force Recon” light mil-spec armor, supplemented by Seventy-Seventh Ranger kit for gear compatibility with my team, and with a special cosmetic on top of it all, tying me to our employers; a Sioux Wildcat Special Forces tab on the shoulder. Any uniform I wore, every uniform I wore, since ’47, I had that Wildcat designator on it. I’d earned that tab, fought for it, taken it, and kept it for half my life. It, as much as my mother’s blood, tied me to the SDF, tied me to these people and lands.

      I saw my knee bouncing with nervous energy, and snorted out loud. I didn’t remember the last time I’d had these kind of jitters, this kind of enthusiasm. I was pushing sixty, and even if I still looked and physically felt decades younger, my spirit spent most of the time feeling plenty old. Not that night, though. That night, in the belly of that plane, geared up and ready to go on Operation Razorwire—the tip of the spear, a pre-invasion paratrooper mission, making history—I felt eighteen and immortal again.

      We were, all of us, as amped up as any team I’d ever taken the field with as a Fairbairn Blackbird, back in high school. As high-spirited as any raw recruit showing up at Yakima for basic training. As eager for action as any Salish-Shidhe Ranger. As ready as anyone from the Seventy-Seventh. I was all of those things, and none of them, and I poured that fire into my team. I’d learned more than just fighting in my long years, more than climbing and swimming, more than shooting. I’d learned how to teach, and a pinch of how to lead. Maybe this was why. Maybe this operation was the ‘why’ behind all of it, everything I’d done, everything I’d learned, everything I was.

      It had been a long time since I’d gone into a fight for anything but nuyen, meanness, and the shooter next to me. And God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, did it feel good to give a damn again.

      A long, long, time ago, the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers’ founder, Matador, had written “I take only jobs I believe in.” The first rule of his code. I think I’d forgotten that, somewhere along the way. Tonight, I had it back.

      Camp Grafton, North Dakota, an old US Army base now serving the UCAS like so many others, was our target. The base had been split in two for a century or so, Camp Grafton North was the older brother, but overshadowed. Camp Grafton South, some old US land grab of a spin-off, was about ten times the size. 10,000 acres of training areas and weapons ranges, compared to the 1,000 acres of North; but North was where Grafton Command would be found, and the base exchange, the dining facilities, officer’s club, and administrative center of the combined bases.

      Grafton South had bodies and guns, and we didn’t know just how many of either. The UCAS had been moving troops and supplies around like crazy the last few weeks—go fig—and intelligence affairs hadn’t been able to keep up with the shell game. Grafton South could’a had anything, and sat footage showed they had someone down there, lots of warm bodies still moving around, standing out against the Dakotan cold.

      The trick was, though, if Grafton South had the body, Grafton North had the brain. Cut off the head, the body’s no problem.

      And between them, splitting them, was a body of water fifteen times the size of either, Devils Lake. A dozen smaller lakes and ponds had all bled together due to rising water levels for the last hundred years, and they’d even swallowed a few small islands that used to stand mid-lake. All that was left immediately south of the administrative center, Grafton North, was a series of highway bridges, maintained and erected by local engineers in feel-good regional outreach programs. Highway bridges, and lots and lots of water.

      Taking it from the UCAS just before a full-on SDF invasion force; my Rangers, and less than a hundred Sioux Defense Force paratroopers. Just like the SSC were pinning down the whole Seattle Joint Task Force, we were pinning down whoever, and whatever, was to be found at Camp Grafton. We weren’t even two hundred clicks away from Bismarck, and if we didn’t do our part at Grafton, the fighting there would be even tougher for the invasion force proper.

      We flew. Right on time, the lights shifted color, the SDF jumpmaster got us on our feet, and the back of the plane opened and turned into a hungry, roaring maw.

      No air defense weapons reached up to pluck us from the sky. No buzzing drones heavy with lasers, no missiles, no sleek UCAS fighter craft with arrogant pilots at the helm. Our stealth transports flew high and quiet, and the jump went smoothly; we stayed in formation with our sister craft, SDF crews hurled supplementary gear out the back of each plane, and then we air assault troops followed it to earth.

      Operation Razorwire was on. One hundred of us, leaping from the sky from our plane and the rest of the flight, drawing first blood for the UCAS invasion.

      I was the first out. I tumbled and rolled, twisted to be belly-up while, somewhere behind me, a jumpmaster yelled “Go, go, go!” I’d realign myself and still be our first boots on the ground—the first boots of the whole NAN invasion, maybe?—but for a moment, just a moment, I wanted to savor it. I wanted to watch my people leap into the night sky after me.

      The first after me was one of my oldest friends. Peggy Stone Horse, from Yakima class Three-Seven-Four, who’d learned how to be a Ranger right alongside me all those years ago. Her callsign was the same as her street name had been when we’d run the Seattle shadows together for years, Mare. She was a dwarf, and every bit as reliable as the stereotypes of her people. We’d been joined at the hip during basic, Tall and Small, and we’d worked well together every chance we had since. She’d run the shadows with me during Seattle in the ’50s, and then she was the one who’d gotten me out of shadowrunning and into the merc life. In the Seven-Seven’s latest recruitment run, post-Amazonia, she’d finally signed up herself. Mare was hell on wheels, a spitfire of a close-quarters drone pilot, and plenty lethal with a shotgun if she had to roll up her sleeves and do work herself. A good chunk of our unit’s attached gear was hardware for Mare, and that hardware—and her—was a good chunk of the reason we could swing above our weight class, numerically speaking. She’d nicknamed her trio of gundrones, and the four-gun fireteam of them was Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Mare. I loved her to pieces, and was glad to have her with me on this one. Salish-Shidhe were representing.

      Behind her was Mattis Fonte, lean, smart, and vital. I was pushing sixty, they were mid-forties, now, and we were both almost a dozen years from our Angola adventure, but they were showing their age more. No magical dragon blood like my trick. Didn’t matter, though, their mind was their best weapon. They were our electronics warfare expert, and a rigger, but on a different scale than Mare. Eyes higher in the sky, weapons payloads bigger than we hoped we’d need, hardware running in a different weight class than the rig our dwarf was packing. Intelligence, surveillance, and recon drones, anti-armor missiles, the big stuff. Fonte was one of several electronics-trained agents on this mission—the other SDF teams had qualified personnel, too—and that made them a crucial part of our plan to shut down an Army base and all its moving parts. I’d had my hang-ups beaten out of me over the years, and now had no doubts whatsoever about Fonte coming into the field with me; they’d shown me the error of my misplaced overprotectiveness long ago. They’d also beaten me to take the crown in Seven-Seven fantasy urban brawl years earlier, and were now altogether too smug about me not really being able to fight to take it back.

      Loblolly, who’d bragged he could trace his line back to ol’ Tommy Jefferson himself, was another dwarf, but darker-skinned and curly haired, who’d learned his trade as a combat medic in the UCAS Navy. A corpsman embedded with the UCAS Marines—called “Doc” like all of them always were, tradition was important to warfighters—something had soured him on the nation he’d grown up in, and Picador’d snatched him up. Where Mare was closer to a human writ small, Loblolly was a dwarf’s dwarf, a fitness fanatic who favored biomechanical implants, like mine, who had turned himself into a fireplug, a wall of muscle, an absolute unit. When I’d explained my potentially-unique medical needs, the dwarf hadn’t even batted an eyelash. He’d just rubbed his clean-shaven chin, asked me what I weighed, and then we’d talked about how the hell he’d get me out of a line of fire; drake, fomori, anything, all I was to him was the same as everyone else, a teammate to keep alive, a job to do.

      Next up was Sidewinder, a human woman we’d picked up on our way out of the Aztlan/Amazonia War. She’d grown up, hard and fast, in the Andres Cartel. After her father and brother died, she took up a gun and did what she had to do to survive and keep her family fed. The Aztlaner’d lost her family anyway, though, because wars—big, proper, wars—are dumb, stupid, and hungry things, and that one had gone on far too long and been far too messy. She’d been attached to us on a couple of ops in the mountains, and done good work. Picador had taken a shine to her, and so had most of the rest of the Rangers. After I’d been carted out of there by Quicksilver and his people, when the Seven-Seven had finally limped to the transports that flew them back home to Lisbon to lick their wounds, Sidewinder had gone with them. She was tall and strong and fierce, and while she lacked my fomorian bulk, the war had revealed a bloody talent with squad automatics. I was glad to have her, even if I had to admit I didn’t know her real name. A callsign was enough.

      And last up was our elf, dark-haired and dark-eyed, effortlessly carrying an incongruously large sniper rifle with bullets that cost about thirty nuyen a pop. Talondel Something-Unpronounceable was his Tir Tairngire-chosen name, but we called him Tally. It hadn’t taken long for the Tomcats, that half-hooped squad we’d tangled with in Angola, to fall apart. It had taken longer for the elven marksman to swallow his considerable pride and reach out to Picador and the Seventy-Seventh asking for work. The former Ghost and Paladin could have probably done well as a freelance shooter, hell, he probably had for a while, but if he wanted back in on a proper unit? Well, after Amazonia, Picador had certainly been taking applications. I’d needed a trigger man, a sneak and a killer, plain and simple, someone with recon experience and fieldcraft in cold terrain, to round out the squad. Picador’d given me Tally.

      It was only after the last of them had their ’chute deployed and were hanging in the air, held aloft by it compared to me, that I nodded and twisted. I fell a little longer than I should have, though. I stared down at the snow and the lakes and the ground rushing up at me, and I made the world blink first. No fear. I had to stare the rising earth in the eye, after a disastrous jump decades earlier had taken away my best friend. I always had to fall a little farther than the next guy, always had to glare down at the ground a little harder, to show myself I still could. To show myself I was ready.

      I breathed in, one, deep, breath, like DI Webb had taught me, lifetimes ago, and deployed my chute.

      And then, on silken wings under the moonlight, we drifted through the air to our designated landing zone. Augmented reality displays guided each of us in, helpful since the snow hid a great many landmarks we’d otherwise use, and even helped those of us paying attention to it—by that point I didn’t, I was just eager to put my boots on UCAS soil—to angle their final descents.

      The ground rose up to hit us, snow crunched underfoot, and in moments we were, all of us, detaching our harnesses. Hand signals and more AR-displays worked to get us moving once our chutes were seen to, and we hurried, specters in white and gray armor, through the frozen woods to recover our gear caches. Once I got green lights from each of them—our cargo was found and secure—I smiled to nobody in particular.

      Operation Razorwire was officially making progress. I nodded for Mattis to call it in.

      “Red Reaver, this is Blackbird. Blackbird calling Red Reaver.” They spoke softly but clearly, an old hand. “We have landed, team is assembled, and are on the move to Blackbird Alpha.”

      No sports teams this time. Those particular naming convention calls weren’t ours to make. My unit’s Blackbird designation had been, and fit into the captain’s color scheme naming convention, but we were using SDF-chosen location designations. Alpha, Bravo, that sort of thing.

      It took Red team a few seconds to answer, and when they did, their captain—our captain—sounded annoyed. Like I’d expected.

      “Blackbird, this is Red Reaver. Understood.” Captain Sharp Bear kept it short and to the point; he had clearly not been a big fan of having mercs sent in alongside his Sioux Army paratroopers, regardless of what SDF top brass had said. He’d refused to share local tac-comp link-ups with us, citing concerns for long-term SDF security. I’d barely gotten the time of day from him—literally—during pre-op briefings.

      Sharp Bear was a former Wildcat combat shaman who’d rotated back into the regular side of the SDF, and was the only person besides me to have a Sioux Special Forces tab in the whole damned op that should have reeked of Wildcat piss. A proud man, and according to what I’d seen of his heavily-redacted record, for good reason. He held his company to what he called “Wildcat Standards,” and it had been on the strength of his reputation that it was regular SDF, not actual Wildcats, taking on this op.

      Sharp Bear had also taken a weapon focus with him from his days as a Wildcat, a big Bowie-style knife he’d infamously used to kill an enemy elemental once upon a time. He encouraged his troopers to gear up with blades of their own, and turned an absolutely blind eye to any uniform or kit discrepancies brought about by soldiers bringing extra knives, or even axes, to the field.

      The captain hadn’t offered me an update about how his core Red team was doing. Not a word about Lieutenant Flint Spear’s Goldbugs or Lieutenant Dillaway’s Greengrass, rounding out the op, either. I figured that meant the Blackbirds were making better time.

      That was good, because we also had the most hiking to do.

      My Blackbirds were the only one of our four elements that landed north of the divisive Devils Lake, near Camp Grafton North. We’d been tasked, first, at Blackbird Alpha, with cutting off the smaller camp by planting charges on a nearby state highway where it crossed an arm of Devils Lake. With ground transportation to the west completely cut off—if we had to blow the bridge—we were to make our way to Blackbird Bravo, just outside the camp in a choice ambush location of my own selection. With transpo to the north under threat by a potential ambush from us, our job was to keep Grafton North buttoned up tight.

      Green and Gold were both landing near Camp Grafton South, and deploying for both reconnaissance and defense. They were keeping eyes out across the sprawling southern camp, where UCAS troops were deployed, where the armor was kept, where the big guns of Grafton were in the field. If they saw movement, they were to cut it off as hard as they could, and generally dissuade the Grafton South boys from rolling to Grafton North. They were also acting as saboteurs and ambushers-of-opportunity.

      All of which was to buy time for the Captain’s Red Reavers themselves; they were also landing south of the lake, but then proceeding north across it. With Green and Gold watching their back, the Captain was leading his troops to a three-way bridge intersection, halfway across Devils Lake. With that bridge blown—just like we were ready to do, to the east—the only way the men and material of Camp Grafton South could reach their leadership at Camp Grafton North was a longer, slower, rough-country, snowed-in drive all the way around the far side of the misshapen lake. With Green and Gold harrying them all the way, and every one of these SDF Army troopers trained exactly in that sort of asymmetrical warfare? Good luck with that.

      And every step of it was nothing but set-up for us to take the head off the snake. Every bit of the plan was built around isolating Grafton North, then tightening the noose. Eventually, we—Red and Black—could move in and quietly, quickly, brutally, decapitate Camp Grafton. As literally as was needed.

      With their senior officers secured and encouraged, strongly, to tell their regiments to stand down, Grafton would be ours. We’d have access to their electronics and comms gear, we’d secure their armory, and we’d have them. Regular SDF troops would start rolling west tomorrow when the main assault commenced, and eventually they’d take over for us and…that would be it. We, Operation Razorwire’s Red, Green, Gold, and Black teams, would help move the UCAS border eastward, with tonight’s bloody work.

      At least, that was the plan.

      My Blackbirds and I did our job. Every one of us was cold-weather trained, we felt it, but didn’t let it slow us down. Snow was a complication, not the end of the world, and we knew how to use it to our advantage, too. We hiked through it, quiet as we could be, past rural-Americana late at night. Open fields, dotted with farmhouses and ponds, silent beneath blankets of frozen white. We crept past the county fairgrounds unnoticed—the carnies were here, everything was set up, but I wondered how long they’d been camped here, huddling in the cold, riding out Blackouts and terror warnings—and set of a perimeter around New 19 Bridge, an engineering program taken on by the nearby Army base in response to the constantly-rising waters of Devils Lake.

      Two of us ran security on either end, Fonte on the east side watching from overhead with a high-altitude Wolfhound drone, Mare on the west side. Eeny, Meeny, and Miny were deployed, smartlinks tracking the civvies at the carnival grounds, the only people in sight.

      Then the other four of us spider-crawled along the underbelly of that bridge, and planted demo charges in all the right places to take that bridge apart in one fell swoop.

      As the rest of us clambered back onto the right-side-up and reassembled to continue our march, Fonte called it in again.

      “Blackbird to Red Reaver, Blackbird to Red Reaver. Alpha task complete, moving on Blackbird Bravo.”

      We were ten meters down the road—split into two columns, on either side of the road, not on it—towards Camp Grafton before the captain grudgingly communicated back. “Red to Black. Confirmed. Maintain.”

      Only Fonte and I had comms with the captain. I managed to stay quiet, but Fonte snickered, the first time I’d heard them break professionalism in a long while. It felt good.

      “If we keep this up,” I subvocalized on the Blackbird-only short-range comms, “We might lap them. Let’s show ’em we’re earning our pay, huh?”

      We were just mercs, sure. Only a few of us had skin in the game, old history, ancient blood…but all of us had pride. We double-timed it. Cold weather be damned, we had a job to do, and the faster we did it, the safer it was for all involved. Bragging rights were icing, not cake, but we liked icing.

      The noose was tightening around Grafton North.

      We were halfway to Grafton HQ when Fonte and I got a signal—text only, no doubt Captain Sharp Bear would cite noise discipline—that the Red Reavers had prepared their own bridge for destruction, and were continuing to Grafton North. No mention of the Greengrass and Goldbug operations farther south, which I took as good news.

      Grafton North wasn’t much to look at, whether it was with the naked eye—trusting moonlight and the snow, a surprisingly bright combination—in grainy low-light, or via my natural troll thermoptics. This late at night, this quiet, this cold, it all felt hollow. Empty. A token few guards were posted, but they were nothing quick and intense chokeholds couldn’t handle. “Thorn drek,” I had called my advanced espionage training from, or sometimes “Quicksilver tricks.” They were both big proponents of nonlethal answers to stealth problems for expediency’s sake, and I had to admit, it was quieter than opening someone up with a Cougar Fineblade. It just might help me sleep a little easier, too.

      Still and all, Grafton North was eerie and still. An automated money transfer station for soldiers far from home, a dining facility, workout center, chapel, and officer’s service club. On-base housing for the recruitment/training battalion stood apart from the rows of cheaper barracks for the small number of troops here on the north side, mostly folks processing in or out of training, staging here on this side of the lake only as part of a transition to somewhere else. Only the administrative building really mattered. Everything else was just in the way.

      At 02:00 hours, Red Reavers and Blackbirds converged. We got thermal scans from Fonte and the Captain’s electronics op, and used them to sweep the officer’s on-base housing, first. We found only spouses and children. Red Reavers were left behind at each private home, keeping them under control.

      Admin it was, then.

      SDF paratroopers and Independent Rangers stalked the shadows of Camp Grafton North, then knifed into base command from opposite ends of the building. What is there to say about quiet professionals doing a job quietly and professionally?

      We had such offensive superiority over our opponent that we maintained nonlethal measures, able to stare down confused enlisted men from over the suppressed barrels of our weapons, then zip tie and subdue them. We maintained initiative, kept the pressure on, and—in minutes—assaulted the base HQ completely.

      We’d netted two majors and the base commander, a full-bird colonel by name of Grier. All three HVT’s secured. Easily. Quietly. Not a single fatality later, we were walking right into the man’s office.

      The officers were all humans. The Sioux Defense Force infantry were mostly orkish, and it made it easy to browbeat these otherwise-proud men and women, made our triumph over them symbolic as well as literal. A minimum amount of pressure applied, in the right time and place, and we had them. Comms-relayed live-footage of their wives, husbands, and children kept them docile. Furious, but submissive. Nobody got hurt, nobody got tortured. Torture is stupid, hurting people for no reason is worse.

      We just needed to scare them, and things were over with and done. They listened long enough for us to explain the situation, and to then show them our high-altitude drone footage and let them see, firsthand, the fire support our on-station Wolfhounds could rain down if we had to.

      If we could quietly threaten ten lives to save a thousand—including that ten—you’re damned right we were going to.

      Colonel Grier gave us the nod, and that was it.
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      At 02:37, a full twenty-three minutes ahead of projected operation schedule, Camp Grafton North was under our command. Operation Razorwire was well underway. Captain Sharp Bear deployed a platoon to secure the north armory, two majors took walks with us in the snow to personally disarm and secure the surrender of every MP on duty, and the order spiderwebbed through to junior officers and NCOs, that they were all, officially, captured enemy combatants and weren’t to resist.

      Four carotid artery chokes, a live stream, and one long conversation was all it had taken.

      Camp Grafton North was ours!

      A few SDF troops let out wild, joyous cries, and one danced a high-step in a circle. Sharp Bear silenced them with a stern look and a mutter in Lakota about noise discipline, but as he turned away from them I could see him smile with pride.

      All that remained was to get their colonel over to their comms system and relay the orders to Camp Grafton South, and Razorwire would be finished without a sing—

      Sharp Bear, who I was pretty sure was about to grudgingly admit I’d done an acceptable job, tilted his head and glanced down a little, a tell-tale sign he was getting some radio chatter I wasn’t.

      Since I was snubbed from the conversation, I could hear the explosions in real life, instead.

      “Tally, climb. Fonte, Mare, give me eyes, you two, on me.” Sidewinder and Loblolly followed me south at a trot, and we occupied an MP pillbox at the edge of the base, sweeping the lake and its bridge for targets. In the distance, far outside of our range, more blasts lit up the night sky.

      The big guns of Grafton South were lighting up Goldbug, Greengrass, or both. Hitting them hard. Aztlan/Amazonia War hard. The thunder rolled for long minutes.

      “Friendlies incoming,” we heard from Tally, and I watched via Fonte’s drones as IR heat signatures stood out against the December cold, and a ragged formation of SDF paratroopers came hauling hoop towards the bridge across the lake.

      “Red, this is Black,” I cut in myself, “Blue and Gold withdrawing past Red Reaver Alpha, say again, those are friendlies crossing the water. Hold your fire and do not blow the bridge.”

      I got nothing but a green-light confirmation from him, and I imagined the argument Captain Sharp Bear was having with the majors and Colonel Grier, just then, the yelling, the accusations, the demands that they order their troops to stand down. I knew his comms would be filled with casualty and action reports from Greengrass and Goldbug, knew his comms officer would have their hands full.

      But I had to add to the cacophony, trying to make sure some excited sapper didn’t see ‘hostiles’ coming up and blow the bridge. Friendly fire isn’t, whether it’s gunfire, artillery, or demo charges.

      Sidewinder and I squatted in that pillbox and scoped our machine guns in behind the retreating, bloodied, shell-shocked SDF paratroopers that came past us. Loblolly was on station there to help the worst of them—the ones who might not make it very far past our position at the gate—but before long some of Red Reaver’s medics were on-hand, and Captain Sharp Bear, himself. The former Wildcat spared a quick healing spell to stabilize a now-one-armed corporal not twenty feet from me, and I saw more kindness and humanity in that ten-second delay than I’d seen from him leading up to Operation Razorwire.

      Sharp Bear stood with a panting noncommissioned officer who was trying to tell him what had happened. The ork was gesturing and talking loudly, doing his best to debrief his CO. The captain made eye contact with me, and tossed his head for me to join him.

      I had the only other Wildcat tab on the field, and there was no sign of Lieutenants Flint Spear or Dillaway. I’d have to do.

      “—elling you, sir, somehow they got the drop on us. Everything was quiet at first, then all at once our drones died, and it was like the fragging sky fell on us, sir. Their tanks were just there out of nowhere, and they opened up. We got pounded. They got Flint Spear, sir, and then infantry started to rush us and we picked ’em off easy enough, but those big guns, sir, just kept firi—”

      “Breathe, Sergeant. Control yourself, control the fight,” the captain said, sternly but not unkindly. “Lieutenant Flint Spear’s KIA. You’re certain?”

      “Yes, sir.” The sergeant nodded, grieving and furious in equal measure. “I think…I think their very first shot got him.”

      “Understood. Hostile strength?”

      “Five tanks that I saw, sir, maybe six.” He thought as he answered, trying to be clear, trying to drown the adrenaline with training, trying to keep a level head. Six was a lot. There were man-portable weapons that could pop ’em, and even a few spells if Sharp Bear was all he was cracked up to be, but six was a lot. Even light tanks were tough nuts to crack.

      “Infantry I saw was…a battalion, sir, at least.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      The captain frowned. He knew more than I did about expected resistance. “Impossible. We’ll review smartcam footage shortly, Sergeant. It was dark and chaotic, I’m sure you’re mistak—”

      “Cap’n,” I said, spotting activity on my picture-in-picture, my live feed from Fonte’s high-as-the-moon Wolfhound recon drone. “Movement south.”

      They emerged from the trees, a line of infantry. Not the bloodied, tooth-spitting remnants of Greengrass and Goldbug, but hostiles. Fresh-looking.

      Six Striker light tanks lurched into a ragged line just inside the trees, behind their hundreds of infantry. A gun line dozens across, easily, but with Fonte’s overhead cameras showing me that it was followed by hundreds more, heat signatures sliding through the trees.

      We only saw one light vehicle, a Land Rover, and it was one not sporting US Army paint by a damned sight. Switching from vision mod to vision mod, I scanned the whole line of them, and liked what I saw less and less.

      Here and there among the infantry were non-soldiers, or, rather, non-UCAS soldiers. Looming troopers not in the drab green or the hastily-added winter camo of the UCAS Army, but in flashier colors, bulkier armor with flashier patches. Businessmen. Walking advertisements for the sort of merc outfit that valued brand recognition over camouflage, valued their visuals over the lives of their burly troopers.

      The mercs were clearly leading the regular UCAS troopers on, having grabbed control of Grafton South by the scruff of the neck, and they were playing sergeants.

      Standing in the back of the Land Rover, protruding from the sunroof—modified, armored, with bulletproof glass panels swung up to protect their exposed upper body—was an officer, a merc in a uniform to match their heavy infantrymen.

      My eyes narrowed, my jaw clenched, and I gripped my MAG-5 white-knuckle tight. “Task Force Magus,” their logos said, on patches, painted onto armor, or the floating augmented reality display hovering above the hood of the Land Rover.

      The UCAS Army had mercs of their own in the area of operations, after all. And they were the nastiest collection of combat mages in the world.

      From the jumbled mess of heat signatures on the south side of the lake, a pair of looming Task Force Magus troopers alternately shoved and dragged a soldier with them. One in SDF colors. A man, a human, so clearly beaten defeat oozed out of his every pore. My image-in-image clarified, zoomed, enhanced—and showed me a slack-jawed Lieutenant Dillaway, commander of Greengrass.

      “Send it,” I murmured into comms for Fonte, and she shared the image with our captain. He responded exactly like I didn’t want him to.

      “Sergeant Liver Eater, get us some wheels. Red Reaver One, you’re with me.” Sharp Bear’s voice was low and certain, calm, just another day at the office. His troops obeyed, efficiently and confidently, their commander’s attitude writ larger. “And someone find us something white.”

      God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, he was going to go talk to them?

      “Cap’n.” I approached him. “TFM should under no circumstances be expected to honor a white flag of truce nor surrender, and any prisoner who’s been in their custody must be considered compromi—”

      “Your objection is noted, Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay,” Sharp Bear said without even glancing my way, checking that his carbine was loaded, tugging on straps here and there on his kit, and otherwise busying himself mostly ignoring me.

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Captain Sharp Bear,” I tried again, more formally. “I am telling you, as your professional liaison and someone who’s served in the same industry as Task Force Magus for decades, they cannot be tru—”

      “Your objection is noted, Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay.” That time he spared me a glance. A stone-eyed, hard, glance. For a moment he was all high cheekbones and proud nose, all power and confidence, every centimeter of him a soldier, a shaman, a Wildcat, and I knew he would not be lectured or questioned by a mercenary a third time. Not in front of his troops.

      “Frag it.” I tossed my head towards Sidewinder, and we went back to the pillbox where we’d posted ourselves.
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      Minutes later, against my advisement, Captain Sharp Bear and a dozen hand-picked Red Reavers rolled slowly down the bridge in a pair of effortlessly-carjacked, decades-old, UCAS Army Humvees. One of the Humvees had a white flag lashed to its aerial antenna, but both of them had gunners on the HMGs up top; there to talk, but ready to fight.

      They stopped just this side of their demo charges, maybe ten meters north of where they’d set the bridge to blow. Their appropriated vehicles skewed to the left and right diagonally, providing cover for the Reavers to deploy behind. Captain Sharp Bear, wrapped in the confidence that comes, I suppose, from being an Initiate-level combat shaman, stood blithely in between them, dead in the center of the road. An open invitation, a sign that he was there to talk, not fight. Maybe he thought he was about to accept a surrender. He sure fraggin’ acted like it.

      The Magus officer lowered himself into his Land Rover, no longer striking a pose to survey the battered enemy line, and after his prisoner was bodily shoved into the back, his SUV rolled slowly across the bridge. Here and there from among the UCAS line, a few more burly soldiers in Task Force Magus armor—hard armor, not the lined fatigues the Army wore—trotted to join him, then jogged double-time to keep up as his chariot carried him to meet Sharp Bear. He rode, his men ran.

      The Land Rover parked dead-center over the Red Reaver demo charges, and stayed face-on, staring the SDF troopers down with its headlights. The mage lazily, casually, somehow smugly got out of his SUV and sauntered their way, backlit by the Land Rover’s lights for extra drama. His parked Rover was flanked by his burly merc troopers, all of them toting heavy weapons.

      He snapped his fingers, and his prisoner came stumbling out of the Land Rover. Dillaway’s face was a beaten, bloody mess, but even from this far out, I could tell it was his spirit that was broken the worst. My mind flooded with Task Force Magus horror stories.

      The Magus officer himself rippled and crawled with eye-searing runes, sorcerous scribblings that burned the air and swirled around him. I knew an armor spell when I saw one, and wondered how many less obvious layers of protections he had, too. I looked away from the dazzling display of power and watched Lieutenant Dillaway standing there, uncuffed, drooling. They’d cracked him open and scooped out what they wanted. His head was empty as a pumpkin. Staring at the headache-inducing runes was more pleasant.

      Captain Sharp Bear spoke, but I couldn’t hear it from this far away. My optics and scope strained to give me a clear look, there was nothing my headware could do to give me comparable hearing this far out.

      I could see the two officers—stoic, brusque Sioux Wildcat and energy-flaring, sinister Task Force Magus—exchanging words. Sharp Bear raised his voice, growing angry and impatient. The Magus’ crawling runes rippled as he shook his head and shrugged. Captain Sharp Bear, using his full-on command voice, now, that yell that came from the belly. His body language made it clear he wasn’t asking, he was demanding.

      Another exaggerated shrug from the Magus, and then he pointed at Dillaway, almost playfully. Thumb cocked like the hammer of a gun, a childish gesture, a casual gesture. His thumb fell, there was the slightest ripple in the air, and Dillaway tumbled to the road like he’d been poleaxed. Snuffed out. A single, murderous, spell, effortlessly delivered, to shred his aura and end his life.

      Captain Sharp Bear’s shamanic mask flared around him, his totem rippling into half-reality as he furiously, indignantly, summoned twin balls of crackling power to his hands. A half-real eagle head hovered over his features, blazing, powerful, regal. His men began to fire, the heavy gunners atop the Humvees with the most enthusiasm.

      And then, before whatever killing spell could be fully mustered and cast, Captain Sharp Bear melted.

      Starting with his head, he just…liquefied. There was no other word for it, a solid turned liquid with at once agonizing suddenness and terrifying slowness. He poured down his own body, turning to sludge all the colors of his dark hair, his tanned flesh, his camo armor, his combat kit, and the subdued threading of his Wildcat Special Forces tab. In a heartbeat, he was turned from a finished painting to a pool of paint, a puddle in the middle of the road. A splash of life, for so long as the spell was concentrated on.

      I knew that spell. Knew it horribly, intimately.

      Their indignant bullets—dozens of them, hundreds—hung in the air between him and Red Reaver’s gunners. The autofire didn’t stop, didn’t slow, didn’t slack up until Reavers began to reload, but the bullets themselves, the rounds sent downrange at the mage, just slowed, slowed to a crawl. When they eventually gently bumped into the Magus and bounced off of him, runes burned the air near him, visible on the surface of his clothing just as the shots hit, and then the storm of bullets glanced off and fell harmlessly to the ground, as dangerous as flicked paperclips or classroom spitballs. Even the steady stream from the big Stoner M107 machineguns from the top gunners, every round just slowed, slowed, slowed, then harmlessly tumbled down to the bridge after what passed for impact.

      I knew spells like that, too, temporal manipulations. His were terrifyingly potent, though, even compared to those I’d seen mage-officers of the Aztlan military use. There was no answer to the slowing spell but enough attacks at once, enough kinetic force straining the bubble at the same time, enough bullets, bombs, or bodies to overwhelm it; the Reavers never got the chance.

      The tall, slender, Task Force Magus officer waved airily, and his men opened fire.

      His Magus bodyguards opened up on Captain Sharp Bear’s hand-picked shooters, savaging them with heavy weapons from too, terribly, close. Some of the Reavers were so furious at the Magus they’d moved out of cover—one charged with a cry and a blade in his hand, only to almost freeze from the same slow-bubble that protected the magician from bullets—and the Reavers still behind cover might as well not have been; not against the chattering heavy automatics and booming assault cannons the Magus heavy infantry carried.

      The last of Red Reaver’s command element fell in a spray of blood, and the Magus left a trail of spent, harmless, bullets tumbling from the air in his wake. Casually, lazily, arrogantly, the merc spellcaster finished walking up to the puddle of Sharp Bear only to stand, hands on his hips, and smile down at the mess he’d made of the man, the combat shaman, the Sioux Wildcat.

      With him standing between the Humvees, I could better gauge the height and build of the Magus officer. I could see the ripple of golden hair behind his defensive magics. I could, only just barely, make out his elf-handsome features. I knew him. I knew his spells, I knew his body, I knew his posture.

      I knew exactly—exactly—the casual sweep of a boot, the contemptuous, lethal, kick, that the Task Force Magus officer used next, to spread the Captain’s pool of sludge out like spilled food. I knew what happened as he ended the spell that had held that liquefied form in life-preserving stasis. I’d seen it all before.

      I knew Simon Greenspirit when, after decades of wishing him dead, I saw him again.

      He had just killed my commanding officer the exact same way he’d killed his younger brother, a lifetime ago. Worse, both of them were right in front of me, and I’d been powerless to stop either.

      “Chief, that is Simon Gre—” Talondel subvocalized to me. My adept was used to being our Tír expert, our Ghost and Paladin expert, our knowledgeable veteran on elven affairs.

      “I know who it is,” I muttered. “Hold your fire.”

      Our former Ghost’s sniper rifle wouldn’t do any good against their former Ghost’s defenses. Not now. Not when he was so ready, so able to focus fully on his protection, so exposed that he was being careful (even if he made his care look effortless).

      General Simon Greenspirit, CO of Task Force Magus, leaned his head back and stared up into the night sky. I knew he couldn’t really see Fonte’s Wolfhound—could he?—but it sure looked like he was staring right at it, and I saw him smile. He may have just been enjoying the feeling of murder, for all I knew.

      “Chief, I ca—” Fonte began.

      “No, you can’t. Not when he’s ready.” Air to ground missiles were tremendous assets, and normally firing a Hitscan right down Greenspirit’s throat would have made my day. But not now. Not when his defenses were up, damn him. Not when we had just a pair of them to be fired.

      “You rabble,” he began, his voice sorcerously magnified, amplified, lifted higher than any mortal man’s, just so he could talk drek, “Have taken away my employer’s officers and forced me to…improvise. I have made-do with what the UCAS Army left me. I have, I think, started off rather promisingly.”

      “Whoever is left over there, whoever you are, of so little note the good lieutenant could not even remember your name? These were the last real officers in your mob, by my count,” Greenspirit yelled, not caring who he was calling out, only knowing he was doing so.

      “Now it’s your turn to improvise.”

      His men on the bridge, meanwhile—trolls, mostly, but a few orks trying hard to be the same size—busied themselves lifting the torn and bloody bodies of Red Reaver’s fireteams and tossing them off the bridge and into Devils Lake. Guns and all, even a few stray limbs blown off by the Magus heavy infantry’s heavy weapon. Everything but the quivering, fleshy, smear of Sharp Bear. The shallow ice over the lake shattered under the impacts, and the corpse’s gear weighed them down. Meat in cold water, nothing more.

      As we watched, his cadre of trollish infantry grabbed, heaved, lifted. Moving together, exerting themselves but managing it, first one Humvee, then the other, tumbled off the bridge and into Devils Lake. They fist-bumped each other at a job well done, their slaughter complete, their casual destruction total.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” Greenspirit promised as he turned and sauntered back toward his waiting SUV. “But first I’m off to a bit of breakfast.”

      His Land Rover turned and drove off, and his heavy infantry retrieved their squad automatics and assault cannons and took off at a run after him.

      Nothing at all was left of the Red Reaver command element but scattered shell casings, neutered bullets, streaks of blood, and the awful, surreal, smear that had once been Captain Sharp Bear.
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      “Sir,” someone said as my pulse pounded in my temples and my heart threatened to burst out of my chest. Wait. They’d said sir. Not Chief, but sir. Were they talking to…?

      I glanced to see the SDF Sergeant, the one who’d tried to warn the Captain of the enemy’s size and been rebuffed. I saw other SDF troops, too, a handful of the healthiest of them, slowly drifting toward me. All of them that got close had sergeant’s or corporal’s stripes, none of them wore an officer’s bars.

      “Sir, what are your orders?”

      My heartbeat roared in my eyes. All I could think about was Alex Greenspirit.

      “Frag me,” Mare whispered over our comms. “Chief, you’re it. You’re who we’ve got left, in this whole damned op.”

      “Sir?” the sergeant asked again.

      Frag.

      I knew what was about to happen. They’d just seen their beloved CO—stern, harsh, but fair, a man who’d served in their elite, who’d done the impossible and encouraged them to do the same, who still rolled up his sleeves and sparred with them, and who had treated them like his own Wildcats—turned to porridge, and seen a dozen of their friends casually cut down.

      They’d seen their lieutenants die, now, both of them. They’d seen the enemy armor that some had barely survived their first attack from. If they didn’t get an answer, and fast, if I didn’t show them I knew who the frag I was and what the frag I was doing, this was all over. In as ugly a way as something could finish, we’d be done for.

      I’d heard stories about what happened if you surrendered to Task Force Magus. I knew that was off the table, even if the SDF troops didn’t.

      Frag.

      I took one long, slow, steadying breath. Then I went to work.

      “You.” I picked a sergeant at random. “Get every uninjured trooper to start digging in. Entrenching tools doing work, sandbags piled, old school, defensive firing positions like they mean it. Stage two minimum, three if they can.” Gaia is every infantryman’s best friend. Stage one DFPs were scratches in the dirt. Stage two were for kneeling. Stage three, standing. “Both sides of this road, fast as you can get them dug. Go.”

      “You.” To a corporal. “Take a fire team, find every fragging shovel on this base, and bring it down here for him to hand out. Every boot-frag private and his grandma know e-tools suck, see if you can find something to help folks dig-in faster. Go.”

      “You,” I picked another sergeant. “Empty this fragging armory and bring all ordnance forward, retrieve the platoon sent there to secure it and redeploy them here, then get an inventory to Fonte from Blackbird. Go.”

      Fonte had the sharpest headware in the Blackbirds, hell, in the whole fragging Seventy-Seventh Rangers. They’d supercomputer our list without breaking a sweat or meaningfully splitting their concentration.

      “You.” Another sergeant at random. “You’re in charge of our enlisted prisoners. Take a dozen men. Get every one of those enlisted prisoners into the difac. Then chain the doors, and leave six shooters behind to watch the windows.”

      If any one building could hold them all, it would be the dining facility. We’d keep them corralled in and keep our rear secure.

      “You.” A corporal this time. “Gather the best drivers you know and—wait one, y’all been trained on how to start a UCAS Humvee? Okay, good—and go get every Humvee you can find with a turret-mounted weapon ready to go. Bring them up here and choke the road with them, right between where our trenches are going to be. Go.”

      “You.” Another corporal. “Go with him, but every Humvee y’all find without a big gun up top, you take with him and those enlisted prisoners. While they’re getting locked away in the difac, you’re raiding the kitchen. Load up those trucks, bring us back some grub.”

      There was no way they’d empty the kitchens, but they’d give our troops the pick of the litter and the prisoners could subsist on what they left behind. To the victors the spoils. We’d be cold, but we’d eat.

      “Loblolly, organize medics, run triage on Goldbug and Greengrass, take a fire team with you, and secure Grafton North’s fitness center. It’s our hospital now,” the dwarf nodded and jogged off. If anyplace was going to have the gear he’d need, it might be there. I hollered after him, “Scavenge the PX, too.”

      The post exchange might have some good stuff in it. Worth checking.

      “Tally, Fonte, on your guns, eyes open.” The last order went over comms, not face to face. I began to stride across the base, heartened by knowing our biggest two guns—Tal’s Barrett, and Fonte’s Wolfhound drone—would be watching our backs through all of this.

      “Chief,” Fonte cut in, choosing their moment. “Had some interference during the scrap. Spell to jam comms, I think.”

      Frag. I knew the spell, we’d run into it in and around Bogota a time or two. It was used to keep someone for calling from help, used to scramble recording devices and interfere with wireless smartlinks, used to keep signals from reaching explosives to set them off. Used for all of it. Well, that explained why the charges couldn’t go off. Not while Greenspirit was near them, his bubble of discord blocking the wireless signals to the blasting caps.

      “Understood.” I nodded like Fonte could see me. Hell, maybe they could. Their Wolfhound was bristling with sensors, after all.

      I cleared my throat and raised my voice. “This Ranger is in charge of our southern flank in my absence,” I pointed at Mare and bellowed, wanting every SDF trooper in earshot to hear it, not just whoever I was pointing at next. She, bless her, lifted a hand to wave hello to anyone looking. “If she’s gone too, look to your sergeants!”

      Speaking of…

      “You. Sergeant.” I nodded to the bloodied ork who’d spoken up earlier, their torn fatigues only showed the letter C, not their full name. “With me.”

      I strode off, to where we’d left the motherfraggers. I’d want at least one official SDF witness for any conversation with these pricks. Minutes later, I loomed over the assembled officer-prisoners of Camp Grafton North, my arms crossed.

      “Who wants to tell me what the frag is going on at Grafton South?”

      Colonel Grier swallowed once, a small, administrative man. Every eye was on him. He gathered himself, despite our clear difference in size and stature, and answered.

      “As our national forces were redeployed in response to recent…crises…across the UCAS, Washington bolstered our strength with mercenaries as an emergency measure, including an expensive contract that provided magical support to units otherwise lacking qualified personnel,” his voice didn’t quite drip contempt when he said the word mercenaries, because by then he’d scanned enough of my battle dress uniform to see who he was talking to. “We were supplemented here, and tasked with standing by as a ready reserve element for whatever our nation might need next. Assisting us in that endeavor, including with heavy infantry, is the commanding officer of Task Force Magu—”

      I pointed, long arm unerringly finding true south, trembling with anger.

      “Task Force Magus is nothing but a collection of atrocities waiting to happen,” my voice grated, low and certain. “And he is the very worst of them.”

      “I didn’t hire them, I follow orders and they were assigned to me.” The Colonel lifted his head, mustering up his dignity while he bragged about simply doing as he was told. “I will bolster my men, Warrant Officer, with whatever weapons I’m given, and they gave me a wea—”

      “Corporal.” I turned to the SDF trooper that led the fireteam keeping the officer-prisoners secure, “Take these majors to the base fitness center, our new field hospital. Tell Loblolly to give them mops or something. Put ’em to work, keep ’em there.”

      Where our troops were the most vulnerable, I’d scatter a few officers. Hard, honest, work would do some majors some good.

      “And then, you take the Colonel to the front. As close as your judgement allows. Give him a shovel, put him in a trench. Keep him as safe as we are.”

      Where our troops were the most vulnerable, and where our troops were massed the heaviest, I put their precious officers. Visibly. Even Task Force Magus would have a hard time explaining to the UCAS Army that they, with all their sorcerous might, would have needed to shell, be it with spells or tanks, the commanding officers of the base they’d been tasked to protect.

      That, and let these pricks see who they’d hired. Let them see just how Greenspirit and his thugs “bolstered” his regular troops.

      “Sergeant C.” I waved him over and sized him up. Dark hair buzz-cut that was almost a mohawk, broad shoulders, orkish features crossed with the high cheekbones and sun-dark skin that came from predictable NAN blood. He had on a smear of war paint, like half the troopers had, and a broad-bladed knife rigged to his load-bearing harness. I liked him.

      “What’s your actual name, Sarge?” I nodded to their torn name badge.

      “Calling Bird, sir. Of Greengrass, sir.”

      The honorific almost stung, I realized as I heard it. I’d been a warrant officer, not a proper commissioned one, what felt like all my life. There was no explaining that to these people, though, or trying to shuck all this off on anyone else.

      Hell if I was going to order the Sioux Defense Force—with their top brass all being war chiefs, proper, stately, formal war chiefs—to call me “Chief.” Not by a damned sight.

      “Sergeant, have you seen combat before?”

      “Border skirmishes and a few smugglers, yes, sir.”

      I thought about Bigtops. I thought about how mean they could be, cornered.

      “And did you win?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m still here, sir. We completed our missions. Never a single casualty from my fire teams.”

      I nodded.

      “Glad to hear it. You’ve got five minutes to check on Greengrass at our field hospital, then you meet me at the front. You pretend you’ve got a stripe up on the rest of the noncoms until this is over, you hear me? You run interference for me when I need it, between mercs and regular SDF. Heard?”

      He nodded. “Heard, sir.” I waved him off to check on his paratroopers, what was left of them.

      I walked through the lines while the men dug in half-frozen dirt. I looked for injuries being hidden, looked for pride that would get someone killed. I nodded when I saw good effort, frowned and glanced around for a corporal or sergeant where I didn’t. It would be better for everyone if any reproach came from among their own ranks, instead of me. I was an outsider—my Oglala blood was thin, if my mother’d even been right about it at all—and a mercenary, not to mention the only troll in the operation. Most homo sapien ingentis weren’t big fans of jumping out of planes, they tended to stick to regular infantry, and leave paratrooping to be where the orks were the big dogs.
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      A half hour passed, then another.

      Then, simultaneously, I got pop-up warnings from Fonte, Mare, and Tally. The sun was only just threatening to come up, and the Army was crossing the bridge. Frag. Greenspirit must have finished breakfast.

      I whistled, and Calling Bird came running. We dashed to the front together, and I squinted and let my cyberoptic work. There they were. Enemy infantry approaching. Visible to unaugmented eyes soon enough I had to get ahead of it.

      “Stay low!” I bellowed as I stalked through the gathered SDF troops and right towards the pillbox where Sidewinder waited for me. I had my monstrous revolver out—my latest FN MAG-5 was in there, with Sidewinder—just so the gathered SDF troopers could see the brushed chrome and the intent of it in my hand.

      “Use your cover. Trust your trenches.”

      I raised my voice a notch. “Gaia is the best friend the infantry will ever have!” I shouted, trying to speak with the certainty every drill instructor, every coach, ever officer-mentor I’d ever had.

      I’d never been in charge of more than ten people in my life, and I had spent my entire career preferring offense to defense, but if I showed that to the Sioux Army right now, we’d all die.

      “Lay in her arms, fire on semi-auto with intent, and communicate with your fireteam leads.”

      My Wildcat tab burned on my shoulder. I knew some of them had to have seen it.

      “Trust your training!” I turned and stopped at the entrance to my pillbox. My gun and I would be up front, loud and proud, doing the reaper’s work. “Trust your sergeants! Trust the rifle next to yours!”

      I ducked into the pillbox. Sidewinder gave me a crooked smile and sarcastically wiped away a tear as I hefted my big FN.

      “Frag off.” I shook my head, smiling back at her. “And get ready to punch your time card.”

      A wave of UCAS Army infantry swarmed at us across the highway bridge. Dozens of boots splashed in the ruins of Sioux Defense Force Captain Sharp Bear, and soon they were double-timing it into our range. Open ground. Flat as flat could be. I didn’t know if they were up to something, but either way I wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. I eyed my smartlink rangefinder.

      “Light ’em up,” I growled into my comms, and Tally was the first to fire. I was far enough away from his rooftop nest his silenced Barret didn’t give him away, I just knew it was him because a head exploded and he had the biggest, most accurate gun on our side. Every round he fired was thirty nuyen well spent.

      Sidewinder and I were next, filling our little pillbox with bone-rattling echoes as our pair of squad automatics sent tight, controlled, bursts into the jogging rush of soldiers. It would’ve been hard to miss even if we weren’t Ranger-good. A heartbeat later we heard the deeper, slower, chatter of a foursome of Humvee-mounted Stoner M107’s, Sioux gunners in looted UCAS fighting vehicles.

      By the time the advancing body was in assault rifle range and able to fire back, there wasn’t much left of them to do so. They got off some shots our way, but nobody was hit. Not a one of us. We cut them down.

      I didn’t know the history of every—hell, of any—SDF dog-faced grunt under my sudden command. Like Sergeant Calling Bird, I wouldn’t know until or unless I asked them. I knew the NAN hadn’t invaded anyone until this operation we were the precursor paratroopers to. I knew they hadn’t seen battle, not on this sort of scale. I knew, in my bones, that not a one of them could, or, hell, even all of them together, could compare to the rounds fired and the heads taken that Sidewinder or I had. I’d been in this game a long time, and ’Winder’d grown up in it.

      But those gunners, whoever they were, whatever units they were officially from, did their jobs that day. Whether they’d ever fired a weapon in anger before or not, they surely had now. They did the SDF proud.

      Fonte’s overhead view showed the Army troops coming, getting cut down, and—finally, with over half of them dead—scrambling back in a near-frenzy.

      “Cease fire,” I said over comms, and heard sergeants yelling it outside until the noise of our firearms died down.

      According to Fonte’s math coprocessor and drone-mounted sensors, exactly sixty UCAS service members started across that bridge at us. No heavy weapons. No designated marksmen to speak of, no squad automatics. Nothing to threaten a pillbox, nothing to break through foxholes. No wheels or treads on their side. No arty to soften us up. No spells to help them, or Task Force Magus thugs to set foot on the highway alongside them.

      I sighed, thinking back decades. I remembered the tea I’d had, early in a Tír Tairngire morning, sitting and drinking it with Alexander Greenspirit. Sweet Alex, milk and honey. Simon’s younger brother, Alex and I had shared the morning Simon had murdered him because of me. I wondered if the Task Force Magus General ate the same things, drank the same tea.

      Whatever the meal had been, Greenspirit had finished his breakfast, then just casually sent a platoon or so our way to see what we’d do about it. A little sugar for his tea, a little blood on the pavement.

      I lowered my MAG-5. I took it with me, though, carrying it like the SDF toted around their assault rifles, and stepped out of the bunker and into the line. I wanted a better view. I wanted the troops to see me, right out front. I took a knee, gun shouldered, stable, and level, and I watched and waited; with my own mismatched eyes, and with Fonte’s top-down view, alike.

      No tricks. No traps. Nothing else was coming. Or, at least, nothing was coming in time to keep anybody from bleeding out. I watched bodies cool via thermal optics coupled with my natural trollish vision; in weather like this, the heat left fast after the soul.

      Wait.

      “Side.” I nodded to Sidewinder, who scrambled out of the pillbox—replaced by an initiative-showing SDF gunner, though—and joined me. “About twenty meters into them, east side of the road. Check heat. See ’em? We’ve got a live one. Go make us a new friend.”

      “Chief.” She nodded back, leaving her own FN MAG-5 behind. She was strong, strong enough to deploy it afoot, but she was still human; moving fast, moving low, and planning to carry someone back? She was better off without it.

      We covered her, patiently, while the south side of the lake didn’t seem to do much at all. My field-in-field view showed the tattered remains of their platoon staggering, stumbling, and vomiting to a stop back on their side of the lake. Meanwhile, Sidewinder Ranger-rolled and came up with a camo-clad trooper over her shoulders, neat as could be, then trotted back our way. Loblolly was busy right where I’d put him, but I waved another medic our way before Sidewinder got back.

      I dipped my gun to let her pass without walking right into my field of fire, then stayed put—calm, patient, waiting, watching—until she, and her prisoner, and our medic, had a minute. Sidewinder tapped me on the shoulder and took my place, but laying prone, smarter’n me, and I turned back to see our prisoner. I slung my FN, wanting to look less threatening than usual.

      I squinted and took in some details before I was even in conversation distance. I saw it, before I even talked to her.

      Our prisoner—one of dozens who’d been idly sent across our bridge and into our kill zone—didn’t just look small because Sidewinder was burly, or because this combat medic and the nearest private were both orks. She didn’t just look scared because she’d been shot in the leg and hip and had passed out from blood loss and pain until our medic’d brought her back to. She hadn’t been gunned down so easily just because her commanding officer had been heartless and careless with her life. There was more going on than that. Her odds had been even worse.

      I knew it when I saw her uniform. Her UCAS Army battle dress. Soft armor only, not the full hard-armor proper infantry would wear, but also just a simple Kevlar vest without any trauma plates in it. I saw her lack of patches, of unit designation of any kind, and her utter lack of rank stripes, period. I saw that her belt, presumably because it was the only one she owned, was a slash of high-vis reflective material, a safety belt used to cut down on-base accidents. They were standard issue to only one group, only one type, of UCAS soldier in their whole country. I saw how God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou young she was.

      I felt bile rise up in the back of my throat as I began to suspect what, exactly, had just happened.

      “Who are you, Private?” I asked, trying to be stern, fighting the urge to be paternal.

      “Drill Sergeant, the private is, um, Private Erika Walker. Serial, um, serial number…I…” She faltered, still fuzzy-headed from shock. Shock, terror, and pain. And she had precious little training to fall back on.

      “What unit are you with, Walker?” I frowned, darkly. “Who just attacked us, and who ordered them to?”

      “Drill Sergeant, it was, um, General Greenspirit? And I’m with the, uh, I haven’t…” She looked around, terrified, but wanting to answer. “I don’t really have an, uh, I’m in barracks three, I guess? I’m sorry, I don’t know, Drill Ser—”

      Bastards.

      “Shut up,” I said, chopping the air harder than I meant to. “I just…okay. Shh, it’s okay. You’re done. Stop talking.”

      My pulse roared in my temples.

      “You.” I pointed to the medic and the nearby private, both of them burly, both of them orkish. “Get her to the Blackbird dwarf, Loblolly, back at the field hospital. Help her as much as you can.”

      “Sergeant Calling Bird!” I yelled without turning my head. “Bring me Colonel Grier.”

      Sgt. C cut through the lines toward me, the commanding officer of Camp Grafton hauled along with one hand.

      “Colonel.” I turned to face him, but sidestepped so he couldn’t help but stare past me and look at the red ruin that was all that remained of dozens of men and women nominally under his command. I barely opened my mouth, could barely unclench my jaw, just growled at him, furious. “What were your last orders given to the UCAS forces posted at Grafton South?”

      “In my absence and the absence of other UCAS officers, I commanded them to follow the orders of the ranking mercenary staff seconded to us. Seeing that I am capable, now, of giving new orders only under duress, I have no doubt my men will fight under those orders as long as they are mission-capable.”

      He said it like it was something to be proud of. Then his eyes slid past me to take in the road again, and he paled a little.

      “Right.” I squinted at him. My voice was low. Dangerously low. “Who is posted at Grafton South right now, Colonel?”

      He composed himself—pale, but trying to maintain his dignity—and tore his eyes away from the mess behind me. “Our long-term postings include the 897th Combat Engineer Battalion, and the 3662nd General Maintenance unit,” he said, stiffly, standing at attention, like it made any sense. “The entirety of the 897th and most of the 3662nd were deployed to assist in emergency reconstruction projects and vehicular maintenance in Bismark after the city went dark.”

      “Colonel Grier.” I stared a hole through his eyes into his brain, hooking my thumbs in my belt.

      I had learned, decades ago, how to undo this style of web belt in the blink of an eye. Handy things, belts. You could remove it in a flash to hasten emergency gear removal, you could use it as a tourniquet, hell, I’d even used one to kill a guy once. A drawn-out fight with a particularly nasty Aztlan warrior-lodge super commando had ended with us grappling, then with my belt ‘round his neck and my knee in his back until he died.

      Handy things, belts.

      I growled at Grier, as serious and earnest as I’d ever been in my life. “Who’s across the lake from us right now? Your long-term postings ‘include’ the sappers and the wrench-jockeys. Fine. They’re not here. It’s them, and…?”

      “And…” He cleared his throat and looked down. “…nine platoons of recruits currently in different stages of basic combat training under the 164th Regional Training Battal—wh, what are you—”

      My belt flew off my hips, I let him see it hanging for a moment, and then I lashed him with it like a whip.

      He threw up his arms. I beat him down with it. Swinging over and over again, cotton canvas slicing through the air, matte black metal tip at the far end of it wickedly slashing him, and nothing but luck and haste having kept the heavier buckle-end in my palm. Nobody else moved, except their eyes widening.

      Over, and over, and over again, I hit him with overhand swings, backhands, a flurry of belt-lashes that knocked him to his knees, then sent him—a full-bird colonel—into the fetal position at my feet.

      It had to be the belt. If I let myself touch him with my own two hands, I was pretty sure I’d kill him.

      “They’re kids, you son of a slitch,” I panted and growled it at him, wanting to bellow and roar, but a tiny slice of me not wanting word of the reason—word of the beating, fine, but not of the reason—to spread through the ranks. “Along with a handful of non-combat personnel, Colonel, you have hundreds of children following your orders to fight to the end for fragging Task. Force. Magus!”

      I doubled up the belt in my hand, ready for closer, heavier swings if I needed them. I crouched over him, low and mean.

      “Those are new-boot recruits across that bridge, following the orders of a war criminal elven supremacist who doesn’t even think the guys from his own unit count as real people. How the frag do you think he’s going to treat them?!”

      I wanted to grab him. Twist him. Wrench and tear, pop his head right off. I wanted to pick his meat from my teeth with his rank pins. “This isn’t some feel-good local bulldrek where they’re filling sandbags to stop a flood, you frag, this is a fight, and they’re going to die in it, helpless, because you told them they have to!”

      Four carotid chokes, that was all it should have taken. We almost got all of this done so cleanly. But this prick…

      “The only reason you’re not dead right now is I don’t want to hurt the reputation of the professionals I work with, Colonel,” I stood up and started to rework my belt, curling my lip and tossing my head. The death threat was bluster. Probably. “Get back in your fraggin’ trench, to shiver and watch whatever happens next.”

      He was hauled away. I sighed, and meant it.

      “Sergeant, send a team to recover the Red Reavers overseeing civilian prisoners currently in the officers’ homes. Gather those prisoners up and put every single one of them in the base chapel.” I could see it from here. It was close to the front. Closer than where our enlisted prisoners were being held, closer than our makeshift field hospital. “And walk them slow. Make sure any spy drones or watcher spirits see it happen. Get them a meal after that, make sure the heat in the building is on, but keep them buttoned up tight right in there.”

      Grier’s orders had us fighting raw recruits, teenagers, kids who hadn’t even undergone rifleman training yet. Let his kids be close to the fighting, too. Let Greenspirit explain shelling that to the brass in Washington if he ever wanted another fraggin’ contract from the whole damned United Canadian American States.

      I fixed my belt and took one long, deep breath to get myself back under control, to quiet the pounding in my temples, to slow the augmented heart that sent my blood racing in my rusty old veins.

      “Sergeants, remind your troopers to work on their foxholes any minute we’re not shooting,” I said, hefting my MAG-5 on my way back to our pillbox.

      “Fonte,” I said on the Blackbirds channel. “Get me the most secure channel you can to the closest SDF officer you can find.”

      Having had time to sync up with remaining Operation Razorwire communications sergeants, Fonte worked their magic in no time.

      “This is Red Cloud,” a curt, no-nonsense, voice said in my ear. Honestly, they reminded me of Sharp Bear more than a little. Captain Brian Red Cloud, I remembered from a short briefing. “Confirmation codes?”

      It wasn’t actually a request.

      “Omega rattler six-two, wolf, wolf, wolf,” I said. “Red Cloud. You’re running Bismark ops, right?”

      “OpSec,” he replied, but begging operational security almost always meant yes. “Who is this, exactly?”

      “Chief Warrant Officer Dashiell Red Clay, Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers.” Draco Foundation, lead tactical coach for the Mountain Dragons urban brawl team, actually, but who was counting? “Captain Sharp Bear is KIA. Lieutenants Dillaway and Flint Spear, also. All confirmed.”

      “So you’re…”

      “Currently the commanding officer of Razorwire Echelon, yes, sir. Sixty-eight of us combat-capable.”

      The counts were in. We’d lost a fourth of our force to the brutal, early morning attack that had swept Goldbug and Greengrass aside, and to the slaughter on the bridge.

      “And you don’t know a one of them,” the Captain said, knowing what that meant for morale, cohesion, and having the actual ability to lead them.

      “I met Sergeant Calling Bird, Cap’n.” I tried not to have my hackles up, but I couldn’t help it. And, as was often the case with officers, my raised hackles came out as a sarcastic Fairbairn drawl. “He seemed nice.”

      “You know those were your only shamans?” Red Cloud wasn’t rising to my bait.

      “Sharp Bear and Flint Spear, yes.” I’d tried not to dwell on it.

      “Did the Seventy-Seventh bring any combat magic-trained personnel along?”

      “Negative.” I’d tried not to dwell on that, either.

      “What’s Razorwire’s status? If remaining resistance has any combat magic-trained personn—”

      “Grafton North is ours. But the resistance certainly does, and plenty potent. We need backup.”

      “I’m on-task, in-AO, and troops-in-contact already,” he said without a hint of apology to his tone, just a matter-of-factness that let me know he’d been in a gunfight this whole conversation. “Can’t help you.”

      “My people don’t have ways and means to reach any higher than you on the CoC, Captain. Nobody that’s left has the confirmations to reach anyone but you. Send word up the chain, please. Let ’em know their echelon is twisting in the wind, and Task Force Magus—say again, TF Magus—is looking at busting out of Grafton and reinforcing. You’ll see ’em in Bismarck if we let ’em get away from us. How copy?”

      “Good copy,” he said, calmly accepting the almost-kind-of-threat in my report. “I’ll send word.”

      Then the line was severed. Any reinforcements that got sent toward us would expressly be at the expense of Red Cloud and his troops fighting in Bismarck. That was a tough ask.

      Operation Razorwire was on its own, unless or until a Sioux Defense Force War Chief decided to, in the middle of front-wide invasion of the United Canadian American States they’d been fantasizing about for the last sixty years, pause and give a mercenary warrant officer a call.

      I didn’t like those odds. Best to assume backup wasn’t on the way any time soon. I sighed.

      “Blackbirds,” I breathed into my squad-wide, Seventy-Seventh comms channel. “Form up on Fonte. I’ll see you in fifteen.”

      I’m used to doing, not thinking. When I think too much, I frag things up. I’m used to having an objective given to me, and either a plan to go with it, or being left alone to improvise in the field. I’m not the thinker. I’ve never been the planner.

      But you can’t beat a plan with no plan. And Greenspirit had a plan. Maybe a stupid one, maybe an evil one, maybe a cruel one. But a plan. And you can’t beat a plan, any plan, without one of your own. I sucked down a pair of calorie-packed protein bars thoughtfully, then talked to Sergeant C, telling him my Blackbirds and I had to compare notes.

      “Start talking to the other noncoms and have each platoon send two rifles to scout out the nearby housing. Scrounge in the barracks for additional winter weather gear, and make ready to start sending fire teams to rotate snatching naps. We’re going to be here for a while, let’s not get caught all being sleepy at once.”

      “Sir.” He nodded, and started yelling orders before I was out of eyesight.
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      The Blackbirds met up at the nearest empty building, the visitor’s quarters, where Fonte’d set up their shop in out of the wind and with electrical sockets to steal, preserving their portable juice. Speaking of energy, Mare had gotten there first and rigged up the flash-fast hot water heater in the lobby so we could enjoy tea or coffee. She was a good ’un.

      While they got settled, I glowered at my assembled squad, my hand-picked team, my elite cadre of Rangers. Or, rather, I was glowering, and they were nearby. They all knew it wasn’t them I was mad at. It was the world.

      “So what’s the word, Fonte? Inventory?”

      They dedicated a sliver of their attention span to talking to us while the bulk of their headware remained focused on their high-circling Wolfhound drone.

      “We have fifty-four uninjured paratroopers, not many of them with combat experience above the occasional potshot at smugglers, but well trained and held to a high physical standard by their CO. Nissan Optimum IIs all around, standard-issue SDF stuff, each issued seven magazines at the beginning of Operation Razorwire. Sergeants also have Ares Predator Vs and three magazines. Two disc frag grenades and two disc flash-bangs standard on each trooper, sergeants also have a pair of smokers, one black, one white.”

      Nothing surprising so far. Optimums were fine, Predators were the gun that grew up right alongside me, and grenades were always nice to have. Same load-out as us on the grenade front, honestly. Throwing these “puck” models always felt like skipping rocks to me, but you sure could chuck ’em a good distance.

      “Six troopers have squad automatics instead, Nemesis LMGs. We’ve got three designated marksmen, SDF-modified Onotari Sierra Libras.” Fonte’s list continued, and Tally wrinkled his nose. Battle rifles and designated marksmen insulted his profession, the way he saw it. A sniper should be a sniper, with a weapon as utterly dedicated to the task as the person squeezing the trigger.

      Then, absolutely unnecessarily, except because Fonte was a stickler. “Oh, and expect standard-issue survival knives and bayonets to have been supplemented with additional melee weapons, given the nature of the op, the captain’s emphasis on close combat, and their…enthusiasm.”

      “All that ammo at the start of the night.” I nodded. “And none of it a damned bit of good against the half-dozen tanks out there.”

      “Strikers,” Tally said, who’d had the best view in the house. “Old LAV-103s.”

      Old machines, but still in-service for a reason. His Barrett would have a decent chance at poking holes, but not much else we were packing.

      “They carrying 105s?” I asked hopefully, glancing from him to Mare to Fonte. They’d all either gotten the best looks, knew the most about armor, or both.

      Mare shook her head. “120s.”

      Great. 120mm main guns. It’s not like 105s didn’t kill plenty well, it’s just…well, something going our way would have been nice.

      “Only two SDF anti-armor teams survived the fight and were able to bring their launchers with them. That gives us a pair of Arbalest III MAWs.” Fonte looked grimly at me. A pair of single-shot launchers, unguided ones at that, weren’t going to be enough.

      “Who’s driving these Strikers, Matty?” I tried to fish for good news. I knew by now Fonte had read up on personnel reports.

      “As per your…discussion…with the colonel, they aren’t tankers, not really,” Fonte began. “It’s repair crews with a little noncombat time behind the wheel, and APC-qualified crews cleared for munitions handling and lighter gunnery. Nobody combat-trained. Nobody cleared for this job, not all the way.”

      “Rigging gear?” Mare asked.

      “Files show four have basic vehicle control hardware. None with meaningful upgrades.” Fonte shook her head dismissively. Even I had a basic vehicle control rig, and it was hardly my area of expertise. “Nothing to worry about there.”

      “So, right, they’ll be clumsy, they’ll miss more often than most. It’s still six light tanks to worry about, and big guns against soft targets can be very forgiving where marksmanship’s concerned. What’ve we got to tackle ’em with besides our pair of Arbalests? What did we get from their armory? Anything good? This place trains engineers, right?”

      “Bad news there, Chief. This place wasn’t exactly a clearinghouse filled with all the best hardware UCAS taxpayers had to offer, you might have noticed the Humvees by now.” Fonte warned me not to get too excited. “And they took most of their toys with ’em when they booked off to Bismarck. Captain Red Cloud’s likely to have his hands full with ’em.”

      “Enough sugar, just give me the medicine. What are our leftovers?”

      “Thirty-two cans of foam plastique, twelve detonator caps, four M77 LAAW rocket launchers,” they began. Well, light anti-armor weapons beat no anti-armor at all, but—wait.

      I lifted an eyebrow. “You mean M79s?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “I do not.”

      Several of us winced. Antiques. We had a handful of antique rocket launchers. Older, even, than the octogenarian Humvees. The world’d been using these fraggers since the Euro-Wars. They were old when Matador’d written up his infamous shadow-document back in the ’50s. If they even still worked, they certainly weren’t going to have the anti-armor payloads we’d need against modern vehicles.

      I sighed. Fonte was determined to give us two pieces of bad news for every piece of good.

      “So. For six enemy tanks, we’ve got four muzzle-loading flintlock excuses for light anti-armor one-shots. Golly, Matty, what’s the bad news you had us worried about?”

      “Not a single round of the ammunition we found is Nissan Optimum II compatible,” Fonte gave me some bad news, just for fun. “But we did find over six hundred rounds for our sergeants’ Predators.”

      “So we’ve just got to ask ’em really nicely to duel us with pistols.” Loblolly smiled. The Seven-Seven carried Predators, too. I had one, myself, a silenced model for when a knife wasn’t the answer, but neither was my revolver. Oh well, at least we had a lot of something.

      Sidewinder raised a hand. “You said nothing for the Optimums.” She’d watched too many tridshows about public school systems up here, and internalized all the wrong things from them. When she wasn’t slitting throats, she was a cute kid. “What did you find, besides for the sidearms?”

      “Glad you asked.” Fonte sounded almost-prim, almost-pleased, almost-relieved to finally share some good news. “Squad automatics and the Stoner M107 gunners on our classic road show Humvees will all have something to eat. Nine thousand-plus rounds for your MAG-5s and our SDF Nemesis LMGs, eight thousand-plus for the Stoners.”

      I nodded. That was more like it! If we could only have enough ammo for squad automatics or assault rifles, my leaning was for the automatics every time. Most combat kills came from squad automatics, and it wasn’t just because of me.

      “If and when we can do so, let’s send out some scrounger teams to retrieve Colts and mags from the bodies on the bridge.” I frowned after a moment’s thought. “Send whatever known combat vets we have. Strong stomachs, and they’ll know to stay low.”

      “You think it’s going to matter?” Loblolly put our fear into words. It made sense. He was the one that had to try and put us back together when ops went sideways. “What are the odds we lose this ’cause our riflemen run out of lead?”

      The bomb our medic dropped just hung there.

      “I know, I know. I know this is some major mission creep,” I conceded. “And I know we’re outnumbered…”

      I waited.

      “Six point four to one, by my count,” Fonte eventually offered.

      “I know we’re outnumbered six and a half to one, out-armored six to nil, and out-wizarded at least one to nothing.”

      “This is a good talk,” Mare faux-whispered to Talondel, who glared at her.

      “But—hear me out—I know a few other things, too. First off, I know Simon Greenspirit is the most arrogant son of a slitch I’ve ever met.”

      Talondel shrugged, considered, then nodded. Our sniper-adept calling another Tír-born elf arrogant meant they were arrogant.

      “And he doesn’t give two tugs about those kids he’s commanding, or the handful of drill sergeants he’s got, or their half-assed tank crews. Hell, he doesn’t care about his tusker goon squad of his own guys. He cares only about himself, and he cares about his ego.”

      I pointed. “He’s going to try and take that bridge. He’s not going to flank us, he’s not going to divide his troops, he’s not going to sit tight and wait us out. Hell, he’s probably not going to contact anyone else about the situation, truth be told. Not this bastard. No, he’s going to throw people and tanks at us, and throw atrocity spells our way until he can walk right across the bridge and past that checkpoint, onto this base, just like he walked over Captain Sharp Bear.”

      Tally didn’t contradict me. His own experiences with Greenspirit must have left impressions.

      “Second off, I know the SDF is coming. We all do. I don’t know when, and neither did Captain Red Cloud, but you know, and I know, and every one of our troopers out there knows there’s no way their war chiefs are going to leave their people here on the chopping block. The whole damned point of an invasion is to invade, right? So we know they’re headed in this direction. They just gotta get through Bismarck. So we’ve got backup, and Greenspirit’s too proud to ask for any. Which means while we’ve got hope, he’s got a ticking clock.”

      I held up a third digit.

      “Third, we’ve got Fonte and their Wolfhound on-site, solar-capable, circling until the fraggin’ cows come home. We have eyes up, and we have a pair of Hitscan air-to-ground missiles, and every Ranger in the Seven-Seven has seen Matt stick an anti-tank guided missile up a fly’s hoop from ten thousand meters, right? So we’ve got more anti-armor than we think.”

      This was an exercise in uphill ice-skating, but it wasn’t impossible.

      “Seventy-Seventh’s getting paid to give it our best either way, but winning this thing ain’t a pipe dream, Rangers. We’ve got a defensive position, we know right where the enemy’s going to come at us, and with what.”

      “I get it, Chief.” Lob nodded, but skeptically. “I’m picking up what you’re putting down. Promise. But…”

      “I know, Lob. I know their range.”

      Their biggest guns far outclassed ours. Greenspirit’s magic was, like all spells, line-of-sight efficient. All a mage had to do to hit you with a spell was see you. Even Tally’s skill and rifle didn’t quite match that. And the main guns on their Strikers were accurate, accurate enough, at almost two miles. They could sit halfway up the bridge and just pound us until they got bored, if they had the ammo and Greenspirit had the idea.

      “But.”

      I clapped my hands together. I hoped our prisoners took care of the artillery part.

      “We’ve got the high ground.” I nodded to Fonte and Tal.

      “We’ve got small arms to spare.” I nodded to Mare and Sidewinder.

      “And we’ve got the best in the biz keeping our troops in one piece.” I nodded to Loblolly, who nodded matter-of-factly back at me. Ego had never been the corpsman’s weak suit. “All that, plus one or two more soldiers outside. Wannabes from the SDF instead of Seventy-Seventh Rangers, but we can work with ’em, right?”

      A few grins, despite themselves.

      “So we’re still open for business, folks. Get back to it, and help our new troops however you can. Mare, work with the noncoms and get our LAAWs distributed to folks who’re checked out on them. If you can rig a few to some gun-drones, they’re all yours. We need anti-armor firepower from the flanks more than we need a few more machine guns.”

      Oh, right.

      “And all of you, take a good look at our foxholes. A half-hooped trench won’t do our squads any favors. Hell, even one dug to regs might not, half of ’em are fragging orks, taller’n humans, right?”

      “Question? No?” I pointed to the door. “Then let’s go earn Picador some money. Dismissed.”

      Everyone but Fonte hustled out, letting cold air in. I lingered. I deflated. I felt my shoulders droop, felt my eyelids do the same. I just needed to take one second. Just a few deep breaths, just a moment or two for myself, in the quiet, not looking at all those enlisted faces, so damned young, that I was suddenly in charge of. I just needed a minute away from it all, not shouldering the weight of this sudden responsibility, this responsibility I’d ducked for so long.

      “Chief,” Fonte said with their cutting-in voice, and at first I thought there was meaningful activity across the lake. I was wrong, though. It was just their pay-attention-to-me voice. I’d stood there too long. My feelings had been too clear.

      Mattis pulled their eyes from field ECCM unit displays and looked at me, dead on. My second oldest friend in the world.

      “Dash. You’ve got this. You worry about everyone around you because they’re smaller than you.”

      I started to open my mouth to lie in my defense, but Fonte kept rolling, “And it’s normally somewhere between infuriating, adorable, and noble. It is. I know how you grew up, you've told me the stories. I get it. I get where the instinct comes from, I do.”

      I felt their hand on my arm, and it warmed me to my core.

      “But you can’t just be a champion right now, can’t just be the MVP. You’ve got to be a leader, too. But, Dash, you mil-spec, top of the line, state-of-the-art idiot, you can be a leader.  You are. Picador never pressed you, and she’s happy with this Draco Foundation arrangement, but I want you to know she was always a little disappointed that you didn’t step up. There’s no good reason you haven’t been XO of the Rangers, at least, for twenty years, old man. You’ve been a stable presence in the Rangers since before we lost Matador, Red Clay. You can do this, and everyone who’s ever served with you knows it.”

      I appreciated the pep-talk, but I had no idea how to use it to solve our big gun problem. If they parked a pair of Strikers on the water and just started shelling us, I could be Napoleon, Crazy Horse, and Alexander the Great all rolled into one; it would just mean high morale while we all got blown up.

      “You can lead, Dash, if you just desenmerda-te.” Matt’s warm exasperation gave way to gentle Portuguese curses.

      “Unshit yourself.” I remembered Picador ordering us to do it a million years ago, because me an’ Fonte screwing each other silly complicated things more than the Major liked in the regi—wait.

      “Matty, you’re a genius,” I said, which was true, but beside the point.

      They nodded in oh-so-humble agreement, shot me a wink after I kissed their gray-haired head, and they went back to work.

      I’d fragged my way into plenty of trouble, maybe for once I could, kind of, frag my way out of some.

      I scrambled outside and trotted after Talondel. Tír Tairngire-born and raised, a trained Ghost, who’d worked his way up from the Border Patrol after earning enough kills to catch a Prince’s eye. A fanatical Paladin until he’d been disappointed and betrayed enough by his patron noble. He was still working through his elven supremacist leanings, truth be told, but he was trying. He had a lot in common with Greenspirit. More than I normally liked. Right now I needed that, though.

      “Tal, hold up,” I huffed and puffed steam as I overtook him, and he turned to lift a gracefully arched eyebrow my way. We weren’t exactly…close.

      “Your country, right? Drakes,” I said matter-of-factly, and I’ll admit rather randomly. “What’s the average Tír elf think of drakes?”

      “We don’t think of you at all,” he said, presumably sounding more arrogant than he meant to. “At the pinnacle of Tír society, among the upper echelons of nobility, a certain…feud, let’s call it, existed, between dragonkind and my people. When the Princes were still Princes, before this new lot sullied the whole affair with democracy and the like. To them, the old blood, I suppose dragons were seen as peers, of a sort, or perhaps somewhere between rivals and predators. But drakes?”

      He wrinkled his nose. He knew what I was, and he still found it in him to wrinkle his nose right to my face. “We’ve never given them much thought either way.”

      I nodded—that was about the answer I’d expected. So, it wouldn’t be seeing a drake that might make Greenspirit flip his lid and do something stupid, but…

      “What about if you knew that drake? What about if that drake was a troll, and he screwed your brother, and you felt so strongly about it that you killed him—your brother—for it, right in front of everybody, and then you sa—”

      “Tech, that was you?!” He looked like I’d slapped him in the face. Our unflappable sniper, our cold-eyed killer, our always-composed elven assassin, staggered back a step, physically, gawking. I’d picked up my fair share of Sperethiel over the years, I knew a shocked curse when I heard one. “You’re the wineg-morkan that brought about the fall of the House of Greenspirit?!”

      “Trollish fornicator of swine” was hitting a little closer to home than I liked.

      “Yeah, and I—”

      “I always thought Simon’s goronit-ha was a myth! An urban legend!”

      “True savage,” that time.

      “Yes, Tal, listen, it—”

      “Everyone said, the official reports all said that his brother had dishonored the family, but I never believed the rumors that said how! I never thought such a thing would possibly happen!” He stared at me with wide eyes. “I always thought his spiral into dishonor was his own doing!”

      I tried not to see Alex Greenspirit’s wide eyes from that morning all those years ago, I tried not to remember how surprised he’d looked as he’d begun to melt. I tried not to see them a lot. I had tried not to see them for decades.

      “It was a long time ago, but it happened.” I sighed, and something of the simmering anger or sadness in my voice made the elf compose himself. “Alexander and I…made a mistake. I get that, now. Whatever that motherfragger did, though, was on him, not on us. And whatever it was he did later, I don’t give a drek. I don’t know why he eventually left the Tír, and I don’t care.”

      Tal had talked about it like Simon’s exile was the true tragedy of the cycle, not Alex’s fratricide. Or, at least, that’s how I heard it. I clenched my teeth. Too tight. I felt my jaw muscles quiver.

      Talondel looked at me with something of awe, something of revulsion, something of pity. I hated all three, right then. I hated his whole face.

      For a heartbeat, I hated him.

      “So, am I right?” I composed myself, but felt my nostrils still flaring, “That Greenspirit would still react, after all this time, would still react…strongly…to seeing me? In your official estimation, as apparently an old chummer of his?”

      “Rival, at the warmest,” Tal corrected without thinking. “But oh, Bright Lady, yes. ‘React strongly,’ hah! Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay, yes. He has surely dreamed of your humiliation, torture, and death for this entire time.”

      There was, beneath his sincerity, a tone of condolence I wasn’t sure Talondel was aware of. As though it were just a given that, sooner or later, there was nothing anyone could do to stop a dedicated, elven noble from getting what he wanted.

      “And in your professional estimation as our local Tír Tairngire cultural expert, do you think he’d be content with a tank blowing my head off while he waited on the other side of a lake?”

      Tal’s elf-chiseled jaw fell open. His eyes gleamed. He smiled, slowly, as it dawned on him.

      “Never in a hundred years would he let some bumbling celé, clumsy on the controls of a grunting, obsolete war-machine, take his vengeance from him, no.” I knew the Sperethiel word for non-elf. Most non-elves heard it plenty. Something in Talondel’s tone told me he knew a thing or two about elven oath-sworn vengeance, and the only acceptable ends to such vows.

      “No. No, that would not do at all. Honor demands that, at best, his honor guard capture you and hand you over to him for long, slow satisfaction. Ideally, though, he, himself, should best you in single combat.”

      I nodded. I could work with that. I reached out to clap Tal on the shoulder to say thanks, and I saw—I saw—how hard he worked not to flinch away from my touch.

      I appreciated that he’d tried. A little.

      “Get back to it, Tal. Those were clean shots, earlier. Keep it up. You’ll have more chances sooner than we want,” I said. He took off to reclaim his high ground and settle in behind his rifle.

      That confirmed it, then. I had at least one ace up my sleeve.

      I headed back to our southern front, listening to the soldiers I passed as I did so. The trenches were a hive of activity, with noncoms and corporals scrambling to carry out the orders I’d given earlier, troops coming and going from what had become a chow truck, and Loblolly and other medics moving from foxhole to foxhole, checking on everybody.

      The digging hadn’t been easy work—not with the ground half-frozen like it was—but they’d done it. It hadn’t earned me many points with them, not yet. I saw their looks, especially from the youngest. A bit of resentment and exasperation. Exhaustion. They thought it was busy-work, or me trying to establish dominance. We hadn’t been fired on very much, not yet. They’d understand soon. Or they’d die.

      “Check your fingers, wiggle your toes. Move your bodies,” I said to no one in particular as I crunched through the snow and displaced earth on my way to the front. “You’ve all been trained for cold weather, you know how to handle it.”

      I assumed. I’d honestly never done much work with the regular Sioux Defense Force, only ever Wildcats. They had to get cold weather training though, right?

      “And hydrate! Just ‘cause it’s cold don’t mean you ain’t thirsty. You’ve all been more active than you think,” I raised my voice as I neared our impromptu line of Humvees, guns up. “Especially you privates who had all the corporals hand you the shovels.”

      I got a few chuckles from that one. That’d have to do. I turned to slip between our Humvees, and, not coincidentally, made sure my Wildcat flash was the last thing the troopers behind them saw of me.

      I thump-thumped on the hood of one and gave the driver what a hoped was a morale-lifting thumbs up.

      “More rounds coming soon,” I promised the top-gunners, the ones taking wind to the face to keep their weapons up and ready. “And you’ve got priority for a bit of extra cold weather gear, heard?”

      I got appreciative nods back. Cold weather gear would help. A spare shemagh worn as a scarf, better goggles, even just looted UCAS t-shirts for head-wraps. The wind blew cold off Devils Lake, reminding me of home, but knifing through any of these troopers less used to it.

      “Welcome back, Chief.” Sidewinder and an SDF gunner both scooted a bit, making room for me to set up my MAG-5’s bipod in the pillbox. “Corporal Yellowfield, that’s him.”

      God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou knew what stories Sidewinder’d been telling the young corporal, but he nodded to me, eyes wide, which didn’t narrow it down.

      “Don’t supposed they attacked before I got back, and you two handled this whole thing, huh?” I joked as I settled in behind my FN, using the scope to sweep the area, melting myself against the stock and grip, molding around it where I always fit best. I’d had a lot of weapons over the years, but it was an earlier FN MMG I’d learned on, and it was a model I kept coming back to.

      Young Yellowfield shook his head. “No, sir.”

      “It won’t be long, though.” Sidewinder nodded knowingly. “Bad weather makes offenses move faster. Hot or cold, it don’t matter. They always pick up the pace.”

      “Ah-ah. Remember the exception? Not if the officer’s comfy,” I corrected with a bit of a smile. “Fonte confirmed it, Greenspirit’s got a field lodge set up, heated and everything.”

      He’d had one before, decades earlier, too. During the war game where I’d first made an enemy of him. Before I’d made an enemy-enemy of him.

      “And he’s an elf, so he’s patient as hell. He’s warm, he’s got food, and he knows we’re all getting older by the minute. I think it will be a while. Unless something motivates him.”

      I got on comms and reminded the sergeants to begin sleep rotations, and to let their men start to clean their rifles as needed. I had a bit of bioware, a tweak to my hypothalamus that lets me stay up for days at a time, and sleep, hard, when I absolutely had to. It was expensive, though, and I’d wager not a single buck-private in the SDF used their enlistment bonus to get one as their first enhancement. We needed our troops rested for tonight.

      Elven officers—Tír elven officers, that is—were often trained to attack at night. An awful lot of Tír Tairngire’s formative military actions, when their Peace Force was still getting its feet under it, were against predominantly human militaries. Overwhelmingly human militaries, in fact, and before the preponderance of cyberware and high-end goggles and glasses available now. Tír strategic doctrine was metahuman-heavy, as matched their traditional demographics and their tendency to not give a flying frag about the handful of humans they hadn’t drummed out of the ranks yet. Elves and orks, dwarves and trolls, the thing we had in common besides pointy ears was sharp eyes, suited for darkness.

      The Tír had internalized that. They liked to fight at night. Greenspirit was enough of a prick he’d probably never grown as a person—not one bit—since his Peace Force training. He didn’t care that he was in charge of hundreds and hundreds of mostly-humans. He didn’t care about their vision any more than he did their comfort or safety.

      If he attacked during the day, it would be brief. Casual, like earlier. Something done out of boredom, not strategy. Something to probe our defenses and test our morale, not shatter them.

      He’d want to kill us in the dark. The Tír way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hours passed. I went for a few more walks through the ranks, making sure soldiers were eating, making damned sure they were drinking, making sure they were taking advantage of the lack of activity to get some shut-eye or weapon maintenance. They were so young. So damned young.

      And the whole time, I remembered how much younger so very many of our opponents were.

      Recruits. These drekheads were going to make us kill recruits. We had few options against their tanks, and where we did have the advantage—quality, not quantity, but quality of our riflemen—we had the moral complication of facing what were, almost, child soldiers.

      I couldn’t help but imagine how they’d felt, their training interrupted by the Blackouts, their training cadres cut in half as combat-experienced troops were redeployed where they were needed, the engineer and armored elements at the camp all taking off, too, all of them worried and wanting news from home, and then…this.

      I had to lead my men against scared kids, but scared kids with guns and a psycho combat mage making them plenty dangerous still.

      Being an officer sucked.

      I lived in the comfort of holding my squad automatic and watching over our enemy’s sole path of aggression, the lonely, water-choked highway that one man’s pride would send them along, at his leisure, to see so many die. There, at least, behind my weapon, I knew just what I needed to be doing.

      I’d always done my best work when I knew just what that job was, preferably when someone else told me so. Always. My whole life. The world had been simple when all I had had to do was move a football down a field, pin the other guy, tackle the stickballer from the other team. The world had been simple when you just had to do exactly what a drill instructor said. For decades, the world had been simple when all I had to worry about was lining up my smartlink pip, my front sight, and a bad guy.

      I missed simple.

      Dusk threatened, and, finally…

      “Movement, Chief,” Fonte buzzed in my ear. “Greenspirit’s got visitors. Looks like he’s letting them into his lodge. Army, not TFM grunts.”

      I got a feed-in-feed, showing four people—none large enough to be orks or trolls—standing outside Greenspirit’s lodge. One at a time, they went in, while the others waited at attention in the cold.

      A Task Force Magus mobile lodge is just what it sounds like; a magical lodge, for whatever flavor of mojo a Magus motherfragger slings, built into an armored trailer. They’re able to be hauled by just about anything bigger than a two-door coupe, they’re rigged for airlift or all manner of cargo strap, and they’re packed chock full of comms gear, so the precious, wee lamb doesn’t have to stretch his legs and move to a mobile HQ to tell people to go die.

      I’d heard of campaigns where a TFM combat mage barely, if at all, left their mobile lodge, save on astral jaunts. If they ever remembered periscopes were a thing, we’d all be right and truly fragged, I reckoned, and they’d never set foot outside the fraggin’ things again.

      The fact Greenspirit was compromising the security of his, letting some of Camp Grafton South’s UCAS Army inside? It meant nothing good was happening in there, to anyone but Greenspirit.

      I’d also heard of campaigns, and more than one, where a TFM command magician had manipulated allied troops with mind or emotional-controlling magic. Oh, they used those spells to torture and humiliate captured enemies, too, to turn troops against one another on the battlefield, that sort of thing…but here, in our community, in the league? They were known buddy-fraggers.

      I’d heard of an orkish merc, hot-drek former Ares Firewatch type a Task Force Magus officer had wrapped around his little finger. Magus had been “friendly” with a unit sharing their contract, and this mage just kept at the guy. Spell after spell, situation after situation, nudging and twisting and turning the shooter into his plaything. Recruiting him into profitable, wildly illegal side operations, so that his unit would be incriminated as well, discouraging anyone to shed light on TFM activities, that sort of thing.

      Eventually, he’d ordered the ork to rearrange a nightly watch schedule at his unit’s camp, leaving them exposed. When the local guerrillas they were after noticed the gap and attacked, Magus moved in, doused the whole damned mess in area of effect combat spells, and called it a day. Most of their allied unit got wiped out, but Task Force Magus got a bonus for enemy casualties and shipped out of country inside a week.

      Guy ate his sidearm over it less than a year later.

      I knew for a fact Simon Greenspirit was adept at those type of spells. I’d asked enough combat mage buddies, over enough years of cross-training and service with them. With his affinity for physical manipulation spells—the fancy way of describing his love of melting people or turning them to statues—he’d be a hot hand at mental manipulation, too. There were a limited handful of individuals Greenspirit might be out to manipulate the same way, for shorter-term gain. I chewed my lip and considered; if I was him, who would I absolutely need to brainwash that I might not have already tagged with a hastier battlefield-speed enchantment effect?

      I squinted at the images of his four targets, zoomed and clarified as much as the Wolfhound drone’s images let me, and nodded to myself. No heavy armor, not carrying rifles, humans instead of orks or, especially, trolls, and four of them? Tankers. It had to be some of the tankers. Two per Striker, one driver, one gunner, was all it would take. If they were proper, mil-qualified tank crews, complete with Mare or Fonte’s level of headware chrome, linking their nervous systems to their vehicles? One per Striker was enough. For these guys, with basic rigs like mine, though, two would do it. One to dedicate his attention and hardware to driving, one to killing.

      “On your guns!” I ordered over the broadband comms that went to the Blackbirds and every noncommissioned officer in Operation Razorwire. “Enemy officer activity, armor engagement likely. Sergeants, send up our Arbalest teams.”

      Two of his six armored elements chugged and churned their way out of their sloppy line, working their way forward to drive, side-by-side, along the bridge-highway. A group of about three dozen soldiers fell into a sloppy couple of lines behind each them, using the tanks for cover; or trying to, at least, they were all standing too high, they were shying away from the exhaust instead of getting in close enough behind the Strikers, they were spacing themselves out like they were falling into ranks. A mess.

      Recruits. Too sloppy to be anything else. Frag it all, he was sending in another training company of kids. Maybe Greenspirit had assumed we’d figured it out by now, and just wanted to hurt our morale. Maybe this lot of raw-boot privates had complained about the cold. Hell, maybe he was just tired of looking at them.

      No time to try and figure it out, just time to prepare against it.

      “Fonte, dial in a Hitscan,” I said, wanting them to stay ready with an air-to-ground missile. “But let’s try to save them for when they send more than two our way.”

      As drek-hit-the-fan measures went, you could do a lot worse than a Wolfhound-mounted set of Hitscan missiles.

      I scurried out of the pillbox and nodded to the assembled anti-armor teams. We had a pair of SDF-standard-issue Arbalest launchers, along with our two-dozen obsolete M77s. The more modern M79 launchers weren’t even top-of-the-line, these old ones were…I shoved it aside. Best to focus on the ones I expected to work. Only the Arbalest launchers had been called up for this one. They were paired up in two-man teams, gunners and ammunition bearers.

      I thumbed over my shoulder, past the wall we’d made of gun-heavy Humvees.

      “We’ve got a pair of Strikers coming out way, with a couple dozen infantry backing them up.” I snapped my fingers and pop quizzed one gunner. “What’s the effective range on a 120mm gun?”

      “Uh, 25,000 meters, sir?”

      “Spot on. You, what’s the effective range of an Arbalest III man-portable medium anti-armor weapon?”

      “2,500 meters, sir.”

      “Right. And which of those two things are we carrying?”

      None of them were dumb enough to answer.

      “Which means we have to close with ’em, unless we want to hang back while they shoot our buddies.” I nodded, making eye contact with one shooter after another. "I know this isn’t how you’ve trained. It’s not how anybody’s trained. We’re not supposed to walk straight at ’em on a fragging highway, we’re supposed to avoid detection and hit from a flank. But it is what it is. It’s the hand we’ve got. Anyone have a problem with it, now’s the time to say so.”

      None of them would. I knew that already, though. Not a single soul in the Sioux Defense Force would back down like that in front of their buddies. They’d be lucky to make it home.

      I raised my voice and nodded for the nearest noncom. “Sergeant Calling Bird! Get every Red Reaver left who wants a little get-back.” Everyone within earshot knew that meant every single Red Reaver. “Assemble them behind the bunkers, out of sight but ready. Time comes, double time ’em up and give us fire support for infantry clean up. Heard?”

      “Yes, sir.” He took off.

      I nodded back at my anti-armor gunners. “We’re not taking them with us. Not at first. Too tempting a target for their gunners, no way they’d miss. Us? Us, they’ll miss,” I said confidently. They’d have to. “These guys are REMFs, understand me? Not even actual tankers.”

      Rear echelon mother fraggers. Support staff. Not the tip of the spear, like paratroopers. I had to get morale up. With a group this small, I knew how to do that.

      “We’ve got this.” I slid my glance from trooper to trooper. “Questions?”

      “Sir, permission to speak freely?”

      I nodded.

      “You keep saying ‘we’ and ‘us,’ sir.”

      “That’s not a question, but you’re right. I do. I’m leading the fire mission.”

      They glanced to each other. Nobody asked any more questions. Not them, not out loud, at least.

      “Chief.” Fonte, in my ear. “Are you entirely certain this is wise?”

      “Nope,” I said cheerfully. “But it’s the right move. We need to make a statement. I need to make one to our team, they need to make one to the other team. This is the play.”

      Mattis knew when to reason with me and when not to. They thought about it for a half second anyway, though, an eternity at the speed their brain and headware worked. “Good copy. Good luck, Chief. I’ll keep an eye on the red team’s back-line.”

      Mattis probably paused because they could tell I was, while not quite lying, also not telling the whole truth. I had another statement I might be able to make, too. One to General Greenspirit.

      As I was leaving my MAG-5 behind and commandeering an old M77 LAW rocket from one of our nearby troopers, another thought occurred to me.

      “If one of these Strikers stopped being manually rigged, could you take it?” I asked Fonte.

      “Easily.” Their tone left absolutely no doubt. I’d seen Fonte slice through enemy signals and swipe drones before, why not manned vehicles? Especially since Fonte’d seen their records, and knew these treadheads weren’t quite the real deal?

      “Don’t just watch red team’s back-line, then. Be ready for that.” I patted down my combat harness and checked to make sure my kit had everything I’d need. Our armory hadn’t given us much, but I was determined to make good use of it.

      Then I took off at a ground-eating trot, that wolfish jog every infantry soldier has no choice but to learn, the one they can keep up all day.

      I wanted to be the first thing these fraggers saw. I wanted to be the one they focused on. I wanted the pairs of soldiers behind me, with their heavier, more potent anti-armor weapons, to have their chances at landing shots. The Arbalest III was an armor-piercing single-shot, and they were—apart from our trump cards, Fonte’s Hitscans—our best shots against enemy armor.

      And Greenspirit’s half-hooped tankers didn’t know we only had two of ’em. If we made a big enough impression with this pair, something might break our way.

      I saw the Strikers as I jogged toward the pair of them. Blocky, angular creatures, every plate of armor angled to encourage incoming fire to bounce off instead of bite clean. The turrets looked faintly oversized, made the Strikers look like those cartoon characters with the big heads; no Victory assault cannons on these like most Strikers, no, full-on 120mm tank-guns.

      It was an uncommon configuration, but not unheard of. In fact, it might’ve been why they were here—left behind with maintenance crews instead of rolling off to protect Bismarck—since the up-gunned variant notoriously led to turret malfunctions, the greater recoil straining the light tank’s guts.

      Still and all, it was cold comfort, knowing the recoil from the shot that plastered you all over the countryside might mean a little wrench time for the bastard doing the shooting.

      I eyed them as I approached, optics straining, watching their turrets. They were fixed, locked, unmoving atop their armored chassis. They weren’t reacting to me yet. Hadn’t spotted my shades-of-gray-and-white armor against the snow-dusted highway…and had no reason to be looking. The gentle curve of the highway did me a favor, that way.

      It got me closer’n I had any reason to think it would. Which was lucky, because unlike the Arbalest IIIs, my ancient M77 didn’t even have a good 2,500 meter range. Far from it. A tenth of that, on a good day.

      If it was even gonna fire.

      One of the Strikers jerked to a stop like a kid learning to drive stick. I could imagine the shocked look on the driver’s face as he’d laid his sensors on me, then double checked, then realized what I was and what I was doing. I could imagine their recruits stumbling and bumbling into each other, too, at the sudden stop.

      The other one accelerated, a few seconds later, when they got the news. Their infantry scrambled to keep up.

      One driver was surprised, one driver was eager. Noted. Nuyen to nickels, the second driver’d spent all damned day bragging about how many kills he’d gotten last night.

      I hit the gas, too, on my own two feet. The faster I moved, the quicker I’d get in range and the harder I’d be to hit. Their turrets started to move, swiveling, trying to track me. Still, nobody fired; the highway’s lip, good concrete, made them forget who they were and what they had to send downrange. It wouldn’t do a damned thing to protect me, it wasn’t cover, it was concealment. It never occurred to them, though. Their reflex, when they saw a single infantryman running, stooped low, half-covered by a concrete barrier, was to hold their fire.

      Rookies. Not the combat virgins their infantry was, the half-trained-at-best recruits that would leave bloodstains on my conscience, no. These were grown men and women, folks with time in-service, folks with training. But not all the right training. Greenspirit could fill their minds with poison and false courage to overcome some of their inhibitions, but he couldn’t magically give them skills and experience.

      One of ’em remembered the top gun and got tired of tracking me with sensors he wasn’t trained to fight through; it’s a powerful metahuman instinct, to look at dangerous or weird things with your own two eyes. I saw a hatch open on the front tank, and the thermoptic heat blob of a gunner half-emerge. Then he didn’t have sensors to see me with, and I was back to being a low-slung figure dressed in white and gray against a background all in whites and grays.

      Still, he started firing. Greenspirit’s aggression filled him, and he let it out with the fire and thunder of the light machine gun in his hands. With both of us advancing on each other, and with the highway-bridge’s curve being as gentle as it was, it wasn’t long until my wall wasn’t in the way any more.

      I kept moving, started to snake with it. A few steps, then a big sidestep, back and forth, serpentine. A few shots grazed me anyway, but none got lucky. Their top turrets were for anti-infantry work, not anti-armor, so they weren’t rocking the armor-piercing rounds—depleted uranium, APDS, hardcore anti-vehicular stuff—that would’ve made Swiss cheese of my armor. No, they were shooting smaller rounds than my own MAG-5, honestly. It’s not like they tickled or anything, a direct hit, or a lucky shot hitting between the heaviest plates, and I’d still be in plenty of trouble if they focused their fire.

      But by that point, all I could do was keep following my stupid plan. I was committed. Hell, honestly, it was going pretty well, all things considered. They’d broken ranks and one of them had given up on his heaviest weapon in his bloodthirstiness.

      “This,” I told myself as my legs churned, running like I had since my days as a Fairbairn Blackbird, on countless muddy sporting fields, as rounds chewed into the pavement around me, as one gnawing burst flicked at my shoulder and hit me like a half-dozen punches at once, “This is what winning feels like.”

      Eventually, he stopped having fun shooting small rounds at a hard-armored troll with decades of experience at not quite getting killed. His Greenspirit-implanted aggression made him want the big gun. His heat blob slid down into the tank again, and the hatch swung shut behind him.

      This was my best chance; when he was between guns, having left the automatic behind, but not yet gotten into place to align the big gun.

      I skidded to a stop on one knee and got to work on my M77. I thought back to Yakima, and my first ever offerings to Sapper Daddy—that half-real, half-joke, patron to demolitionists, saboteurs, and bombers of all stripes—during basic familiarity training. I’d fired plenty of launchers since then, but this was something you always did the right way, unless you were eager to do it for the last time.

      Pull pin. Rotate rear cover. Remove sling assembly. Grasp firmly. Extend launcher sharply. Lock launcher. Ensure good lock by trying to close it. Shoulder launcher. Check your backblast area. Move trigger arming handle to armed position. Aim.

      Take a deep breath. Don’t think about how “get back in your chair, aim at idiot kneeling in the open” is a way shorter list. Trust your training. Trust your move-by-wire. Trust your experience. Trust that practiced means smooth, and smooth means fast.

      Press the trigger bar.

      My rocket splashed off the thick front armor of the oncoming iron beast. I left an impression, though, scarred the front, cratered it and spooked the bastards inside.

      Behind me—during my “check your backblast area” step—I’d seen my pairs of gunners coming up behind me. They were a good distance back, trusting in the longer reach of their bigger launchers, and now I saw them working on assembly.

      The Striker’s big gun roared, and round shattered the air as it missed me, skipping once off the pavement and whipping off into the distance. A miss, a narrow one, and the force of it passing me had still put me on my ass.

      And it had reminded me I was in a really bad spot. Between the big guns.

      I fixed it like I had fixed problems for decades; I ran forward. Angling to one side so they’d swing their gun after me and away from my Arbalest gunners, I sprinted. I was good at sprinting. I’d always been good at sprinting. Decades of upgrades, move-by-wire reflex enhancements, an enhanced heart like a turbocharged car, knees and elbows slick as Teflon, muscles augmented by elastic myomer strands; at sixty I could’ve almost run rings around my teenaged-self.

      I couldn’t dodge a 120mm shot, but I didn’t have to. I just had to dodge the gunner.

      I watched the turret’s herky-jerky motions as I dashed from one side of the highway to the other. Then I watched as an Arbalest III anti-tank missile slammed home, just right. Just right. It punched into the armor panel it had the squarest line-up on, and blasted a fist-sized hole clean through the multi-layered plating. Gorgeous. Perfect. Textbook.

      Thermoptics flared as a short, terrible burst of flame blasted out the top hatch of the Striker, followed by a secondary explosion somewhere in the tank’s belly, and a roaring fire from a fuel line.

      I kept running, angled away from the inferno-filled steel box, and ended up sliding past it to a stretch of open road filled with terrified recruits and, just past them, a second thunder-wielding titan.

      I didn’t stop, didn’t even slow. I floored it. I ran straight towards the knot of almost enemy combatants without a moment’s hesitation; it was the safest place on that bridge for me, just then.

      Their Colts weren’t packed with armor-piercing rounds. I liked my odds against them—scared recruits, tired and cold, adrenaline having spiked minutes earlier, fear in their bellies from watching their unstoppable armored juggernaut get very stopped, and now being charged by a troll?!—even if they’d had APDS to cut through my armor like butter, but as it was? I knew I’d be better than them. I had been killing men with knives and fists since before any of them had been born, I had augmentations that would make Seattle’s drek-hottest street samurai blush, I was armored far better than any of them. I was a man among children. I was a lion among mongrels. I was a tiny god of war, and they were offerings that had been laid upon my altar.

      So I didn’t have to kill them. I just had to beat them.

      My shoulder slammed into the closest one in a tackle as textbook-flawless as my gunners’ Arbalest III shot had been, and I felt ribs crunch as the impact threw him into the trainee behind him and blasted both of them to the ground. A few rounds glanced off my armor as I doubled a recruit around my fist, jackknifed her in half with a shot to the body, then front-kicked another to knock a few more of them down against bone-crunching impacts.

      A few more panicked shots ricocheted off my armor, and I poleaxed the shooter with a punch to her head. Fists and painstakingly-polished combat boots hit my armored hide as harmlessly as if they’d been punching one of the Strikers, and I dragged a recruit to the ground with me, alligator-rolled the pair of us meters to the side, and choked the blood to his brain with one big hand around his throat, squeezing his carotids just right. Another punch. Another kick, low, breaking a leg. A left-right combo that ended with an elbow that hit like a battering ram. Block, counter. Grab, hip throw. On and on. I rampaged, a bull in a china shop.

      Behind me, a crack and a boom like thunder; in front of me, a cloud of shrapnel and sheared-off plates of armor erupted from the front plating of the remaining Striker. The tank’s big gun answered, sending a round past us, and as it blasted away two meters of highway barrier like it wasn’t there, a handful of the recruits I was marauding my way through fell, clutching their ears. In their excitement, terror, or the fight, they’d lost their earplugs. I kicked one while he was down, then dashed through and past them. Right at the tank.

      Two sprayed at me on full-auto, in their midst, and one of their buddies went sprawling in a spray of blood.

      Fragging kids!

      I closed the gap toward the second Striker, and its turret started to traverse my way but then I got in too close, too low. The second Arbalest had been a bust. Time for my dumb idea.

      “Fonte, heads up,” I said, shaking my head at my idiot self and crouching low against the front of the tank, trusting that their gun-shy driver wouldn’t think to just run me over. “Going off-comms.”

      “What?”

      I uncovered the customized quick-release on my armor and yanked it. My recon armor came off me in plates, dropping my kit in a tangled mess at my feet as I grunted, shifted, warped and twisted. My body grew. My skin was wrapped in a new kind of armor, navy blue scales that staved off the cold that threatened to cut me to the quick in the heartbeat I was in between armored shells.

      A troll had vanished beneath the Striker’s front sensor array. A drake rose back into it, all fang-filled maw and curving, goring, horns. The engine roared in shock and surprise as the driver couldn’t understand how to react, and the tank’s engine barely drowned out the cursing and shouting I heard from the remaining recruits in the bloody mess behind me.

      I dug my hindclaws claws into the UCAS highway beneath me. I dug my front claws into the scarred and half-riven armor of the Striker in front of me. My tail lashed against the snow-cold pavement and braced me, a stabilizing third leg.

      I heaved, every muscle of my fomori-turned-drake body straining. Every fiber of my being, with all my Quicksilver-training in how to empower and embolden my drakish war-form, knotted and surged.

      Now, I can’t lie; I didn’t pick up a fragging tank. No, I didn’t deadlift a Striker, not by a damned sight.

      But I tilted it, wrenched its front end up off the ground, made their next thunderous shot sail off into the early night sky as their gunner panicked. I stepped forward once it was up high enough to, wedged myself beneath it, and heaved for a second, hard surge of strength. I tilted it high enough that I dug the reinforced armor plating at the rear of the tank treads into the pavement, scarring the highway worse than the gnawing treads already were, and I kept any of those treads from touching the ground.

      I couldn’t hold it forever. I couldn’t hold it for long. But I was betting I could hold it for long enough.

      Long enough to, coupled with the thrashing they’d already received, utterly terrify the fireteam of recruits I’d savaged behind me. Long enough to awe the bright-eyed recruits in front of me, especially after one of them fired half her magazine at me in a panic and all they got for it was a guttural hiss as the rounds bounced off my dragon-thick scales. Long enough to utterly confound the pair of half-trained tankers in the machine as tilted as an ancient pinball machine.

      Their gunner could only see the cold sky above. Their driver could just spin treads pawing at the air, and couldn’t see any better than the gunner could. I heard the top hatch clang open and I flashed draconic teeth in a snarl that felt like a smile. There was yelling behind me, a high-pitched war cry, a pair of shots that pinged off the Striker I was holding; orders being shouted at the battered recruits, now prisoners, and shots being sent downrange to encourage the tankers to submit, too.

      I staggered away after letting the Striker drop to scar the pavement—God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, “light” tank my scaly ass!—and then I crawled up it, arms and legs hauling me up atop the armored hull. I stood there atop the turret and stared down the length of highway they’d just driven up, the highway a dozen of their recruits were sprinting away down, the highway that suddenly rippled with a shimmering line of rune-crusted blue fire as the retreating troopers ran headlong into a magical barrier spell.

      My tail lashed the air as I waited, as they pounded on the barrier to no avail, as I heard even more yells and shouts and orders behind me, some of them in Sergeant Calling Bird’s voice, finally. I heard Fonte cursing at me in Portuguese through the now-hacked external speakers of the Striker I posed atop. I heard myself roar as my blood pounded in my temples. I screamed again, this time with a voice of fire; dragonsbreath, a pillar of flame bursting out from my fang-filled mouth, blazing white-hot to anyone looking my way with thermoptics, and lighting up the night to everyone else. Quicksilver’d taught me that trick.

      I heard cries and shouts from behind me; some in fear, a few war cries, yells of eagerness, confidence, courage, and a whooped “hoka” answered by a “hey!” from a platoonmate.

      When I was sure—when I knew, in my twisted, draconic bones—that everyone who was going to see me was seeing me, I took a long, deep, breath. I flexed just right, I thought real hard, and my body twisted back down to the comparatively-small shape and size of my broad, athletic, fomorian-self.

      I stood there on top of that tank, naked, under the moon, as long as I felt I could take the cold. I wanted him to see. I needed him to see. Simon Greenspirit.

      I wanted that motherfragger to know who I was.

      When the cold threatened to overwhelm me, I hopped and dropped, tumbled into the empty Striker and let the tank’s engine and walled-in heat return feeling to my extremities. Alone, inside, wrapped in armor, I let myself shiver. Not until then, though. Not until they saw me—he saw me—standing there showing no care, no weakness, as unafraid of the cold as I was of him.

      And I smiled.

      I smiled because just before I’d jump-fallen down into the belly of the tank, I’d seen the barrier spell—the one cutting off his retreating troops—ripple, falter, and break. I knew from decades of cross-training and field experience that that was a concentration-based spell, one sustained by the focus of its caster, one that lasted as long as they willed it to stay.

      And it had broken, letting some of his panicked recruits retreat. That meant I’d spooked him. Shocked him. I’d gotten his attention all to myself, off the spell he’d been concentrating on. Greenspirit was mine.

      I was glad to have a tank, too, don’t get me wrong. Happy to be alive. Glad my troops had made it. Glad to see us scooping up prisoners like they were going out of style. All of that, yes, absolutely. But knowing I’d rattled Greenspirit? Knowing he’d been watching through some scope or binocular enough to see me, to see his boogeyman, his brother-fragger, and that he’d flinched and lost a spell when he’d recognized me? A triumph, nothing less.

      “Uh, sir?” I heard a thump-thump on the side of the tank. Calling Bird’s voice. Then heard and felt the miniscule shift in weight of his climbing atop it, peering down into the dimly-lit interior of the machine.

      “You in one piece, sir?” he said, breathless from the cold, the run here, the climb, or a little of everything.

      “I’m good, Sarge!” I hollered up. “Drop my stuff in here, huh? I’ve got some explaining to do.”

      A glance at external sensors showed me a handful of Red Reaver SDF troopers talking excitedly, passing my armor up a few pieces at a time, my combat webbing, my holstered pistols and sheathed knives.

      “You really don’t, sir,” I heard him say, and could hear the smile in his voice.

      I clothed myself, and just as my customized armor threatened to make the engine-hot interior of the Striker unbearable, I climbed up and out. After a moment’s pause, I left my helmet off. Not just having swiped the faceplate up, like I’d spent most of the last day, but off. Let them see me. Let them see the steam pouring off my head, see their would-be officer.

      I couldn’t help myself, and struck a bit of a pose again, atop the Striker.

      UCAS recruits looked up at me in terror. A pair of tankers looked up at me in resentment. SDF troopers looked up at me in respect that, on a few faces, was outright awe.

      “Uktena!” a corporal yelled up at me. A Cherokee.

      “Unktehila!” a Dakota whooped, laughing aloud.

      “Unk Tehi!” another, in Lakota, grinning.

      “Misi-kinepikw!” a fist-pumping Cree.

      In recent years, I’d researched the Choctaw name, too—along with Oglala and Cherokee, that was my mother’s family—and knew it to be Sinti Lapitta.

      It wasn’t just the Brits that knew of dragons when the magic came back; more tribal nations than not had a name for the great horned serpents, whether they were servants of good or ill. To some, water dragons and drakes fought noble Thunderbirds. To others, we protected people and brought them game. In some myths we killed with our breath, in some we feasted on lost humans, in some we were unkillable by mortal weapons, and had eyes of fire, claws as sharp as flint knives, and voices of thunder. A horned serpent like me had slain the giant bear whose corpse was Bear Mountain, standing proudly in the sacred Black Hills.

      My display hadn’t just been for Greenspirit. The troops didn’t really think I was a myth or a legend, but now they knew I was a drake. Let them know I wasn’t afraid. Let them know I was going to lead them, not send them off without me.

      Let them mean it when they called me “sir.”
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      Turns out I’d been a little bit wrong. Simon Greenspirit was as smart as he was proud and hateful, in his way. His time as general of Task Force Magus had shown him a thing or two about how to win battles, and he didn’t cling, stubbornly, to just the highway. It turned out he hated me enough to get creative. It turned out he hated me enough to wield his troops on a wider front. It turned out he hated me enough to fight.

      He and I, who hated each other more than, maybe, we hated anyone else, spent the next ten days and nights playing chess with real-life people as our pieces.

      I couldn’t be at the front of every charge. I couldn’t shoot in every fight. I couldn’t just focus on my smartlink, my front sight, and someone who needed killing. I had troops to keep alive, to feed and water, to keep from hypothermia, frostbite, and exhaustion, not just bullets, bombs, and spells. I, increasingly, had prisoner logistics to worry myself with. I had to think. I had to lead. I had to learn how, not to love it, but at least to do it.

      I did it, but I hated it. Every fraggin’ minute of it.

      My guts churned with terror for the lives of these fools who followed me, after six of them—almost a tenth of “my” troops!—died on the second day, torn through two and three at a time by tank guns. When our rigged tank was destroyed after only taking out two of the enemy Strikers, I forgot to eat until Mare yelled at me. When Sidewinder’s gunner buddy, young Corporal Yellowfield, lost half his brain out the back of his skull, I forgot to eat again until Loblolly got on my case. The first time Fonte alerted us to heat signatures creeping our way through the thin woods to the east of our camp, not just coming our way across the bridge to the south, I almost grabbed my FN and ran into the woods to try and kill them all myself, just to make the world make sense again. The night Fonte barely warned us in time as the UCAS forces came at us as mobilized infantry, charging us using Humvees taken from Grafton South, I missed the rest of that night’s rest and would’ve been dead on my feet without my sleep regulator. When a rush carried the enemy so close I’d killed two with my knife, not my FN MAG-5, I considered ordering my troops to leave, slip away while Greenspirit wasn’t looking, road march west until they ran into SDF lines. After a walk through our misery-filled field hospital, I called Captain Red Cloud for another conversation that turned into an argument. When we lost three more troops killed, plus two injured, the day after that, I tried to call him back. He never picked up.

      I kept it together in front of everyone but my Blackbirds. They called me Chief. They knew me. They were friends or lovers, brothers-in-arms I’d served alongside for too long, in too much bloody mud, to try and pretend to be more than I was. The rest, though? These Sioux Defense Force troopers, following a stranger, a troll, a mercenary, because their father-figures, their big-brother-figures, had died before their very eyes? These SDF soldiers without a single magician on their side, fighting against the leader of a notorious cabal of combat mages?

      To them, I tried to stay the Uktena, the Unktehila, the Unk Tehi. To them, I felt had to be the looming fomori, the invulnerable drake, the great horned serpent. To them, I had to be “sir.” To them, I had to have every answer, I had to be unflappable, unkillable, unbreakable. To them, I had to know everything.  I had to act like the snow we got every morning, and the miserable rain we got every evening, and the ice it turned into every night, didn’t bother me, so that they wouldn’t let it bother them.

      Almost every day, when I was sure—sure—none of my enlisted paratroopers were watching me, I puked somewhere new and exciting.

      I was exhausted. Hypothermic. Working off a caloric deficit. Blood sugar low. Anxious the whole time, shuddering under the incalculable weight of a responsibility I’d dodged for decades.

      But I tried to remind myself I was winning.

      Because every day we didn’t break, we won. Every day a chief warrant officer led a platoon against a general and his battalion, we won. Every day Greenspirit’s fury kept him from just turning and leaving, going down to Bismarck to reinforce the UCAS Army fighting against Captain Red Cloud, we won. Every day we decolonized Camp Grafton North, we won.

      We won when my Blackbirds, my Rangers, got to do what Rangers do; on the third night we raided their camp, just me, Tally, and Sidewinder, racking up kills and fraying nerves. Moe, one of Mare’s low-flying gun drones, pumped a LAAW shot into the engine block of an empty Striker tank while the crew slept, before we all had to high-tail it out of there. It had been a good night. Just before dawn on the seventh day, Sergeant Calling Bird got my blessing and led the remnants of Greengrass on a raid of their own, cutting throats and booby-trapping corpses before dashing back across the bridge as the sun came up. More winning.

      Greenspirit never dared try to return the favor. His troops were too green to play the commando game, and he knew it.

      The closest he came was sending a roiling fire spirit into our trenches ranks—the day we lost five paratroopers to the grave or the infirmary and Red Cloud refused to speak to me—but in the end my snapping drake jaws and the astral assault of my dual-natured form won the day, and he must have decided the effort wasn’t worth the trouble to try again.

      He summoned three more spirits, but these stayed on the astral, and only the astral. Whirlwinds of hatred, bound and snarling, they were rushing air spirits that patrolled the astral plane, next door to our own, and threatened me any time I changed to my drake form. If I tried to engage one, even if I won, the others knew they’d be free to savage my troops. If I left them alone, stayed in my metahuman form and off the astral, they seemed content to—seemed ordered to—swirl around Greenspirit and protect him. I’d been taught how spirits worked. You could ask a certain number of favors from them, or demand a certain number of tasks, before they were freed. He’d tasked them. They had their orders, to patrol the astral near their master, and they would resentfully follow them, but do nothing more. His cowardice won out against his pragmatism.

      We’d reached a magical stalemate, which I took as a resounding victory.

      It occurred to me, later, that he must have been assuming I, too, was a magician, like most drakes, like almost every other drake I’d ever met. He must have thought I was hiding my power so well, hiding my own spirits so cunningly, that he dared not attack. When I realized I’d bluffed him on accident, that nothing but his arrogance was saving us, again—thinking only a magician would dare challenge him like I had—I puked. Again.

      We slept in shifts, and in our combat kit. We ate what we could from base-stolen food, supplemented with small ration bars. We snatched showers when we could—I remembered taking two, during my whole time at Grafton—but it was for hygiene, not morale. It’s hard to feel clean and warm after watching the big 120mm on top of a tank shoot through three soldiers whose names you’d only just barely learned.

      For ten days, my Blackbirds earned Picador’s pay and then some. Christmas was on the horizon, and the fighting continued. There’d be no trip home for the holidays for the UCAS Department of Defense this year. No traditional Christmas exodus. Not for anybody. My Rangers seemed determined to earn a year-end bonus, though.

      Sidewinder did a good guerrilla’s work for us, lending me the cruelty and cunning she’d learned growing up in Aztlan, advising me the way I’d been here, nominally, to advise Captain Sharp Bear. She had an amazing knack for turning off her humanity when she had to, compartmentalizing the way a lifetime of hardship had forced her to learn, and she was a devil in a scrap. She was solid in every firefight, and stealthy the few chances she got to exercise those skills, too. Asking for permission later instead of forgiveness ahead of time, one night she took three of our cans of pressurized demolition-foam and a pair of wireless blasting caps, and told me after the fact she knew the idea would keep her up all night until she followed through. I liked her plan and appreciated her initiative, but warned her not to pull that drek on Picador unless she wanted my job.

      Mare lent firepower, fast, where ever it was needed. She’d claimed one of the Humvees as her own, and simultaneously drove it and manned the gun, thanks to her top-end vehicle control hardware. She kept her gun drones in the truck bed or the door-stripped back seat, and whenever we needed her she rolled up, machine gun spitting, with Eeny, Meeny, and Miny taking flight. We had ammo for those guns to spare—on her drones and the Humvees’ machine guns—so she let them roar as loud as they had to. A handful of times, though, the dwarf dismounted and came to the rescue personally, while her drones worked on automatic, their dog-brains and upgraded targeting subroutines running without her. No fear, she waded into fights wrapped in Seventy-Seventh Ranger armor with a barking, bucking combat shotgun in her hands.

      The SDF troops adored her. By the end of the first week, she had her own armor and drones tagged and painted with stylized Salish markings, the way half our paratroopers had their kits personalized with their own tribal designs. By the end of the second week, when a half-wrecked building turned into a bonfire as we celebrated a Hitscan taking out their last Striker, she was dancing rings with a few of our Sioux troopers while others pounded the hoods of Humvees like a drum circle.

      Tally spent thirty nuyen per trigger squeeze, until he eventually convinced himself the math wasn’t on his side and these recruits and the very occasional Task Force Magus thug weren’t worth the expense; Barrett rounds were thin on the ground, and every search of Grafton North never found us another single one. He took a bite out of his pride and swallowed it enough to start handling light work with a designated marksman rifle—an accurized Onotari Sierra Libra—recovered from the corpse of one of our fallen paratroopers. No lie, when he did, I teared up. It was a big step for him, lowering himself to using a battle rifle, but even more so, he’d asked first, spoken with the dead marksman’s orkish sergeant, and treated the body with respect. He even offered a whisper in Sperethiel over the body. That wasn’t nothing. Tal sure as hell wasn’t a good dude, but he was trying to get there.

      Fonte, meanwhile, was nowhere and everywhere at once. They kept their carbine close in case of an emergency—though they had given away most of their spare magazines before the third or fourth day—but it was the rigging and decking that mattered. The whole time, Mattis never fired a shot with their own hands. Four days into things, Fonte noticed, intercepted, and squashed outbound communications from Camp Grafton South. Greenspirit had sent a small group of men back down to the southern base’s comms system, and had tried to reach out to UCAS command for help. Fonte’d crowed about it when they’d snuffed out his call, and the external speakers in Grafton North were filled with smug Portuguese-scattered English bragging about how we’d made Simon Greenspirit ask for help, then not let anyone hear him. Morale skyrocketed. Most of all, Fonte’s high-flying Wolfhound worked magic for us, solar cells hungry during the day, sensors working overtime every night. Mattis kept the thing airborne two days longer than any other recorded field rigger, our eyes in the sky to the very end.

      Loblolly, meanwhile, kept as many of us alive as anyone could have hoped. Just a few days into things, that base gym was as broken in as any field hospital I’d ever seen. He bandaged wounds, he slung chow, he talked the ears off of whoever was close by; Blackbird that strayed too close, SDF trooper trapped in a hospital bed, prisoner of war terrified to tell him to shut up about his time in the Corps. The dwarf dripped charisma, he was so self-assured he made friends everywhere he went, be it by saving lives, arm wrestling, telling awful jokes, or telling outrageous lies about the proficiency of your average UCAS Marine. A lot more of us would have died if it wasn’t for the corpsman, for his level head, his force of personality, and his abilities as a medic.

      Over time, when Loblolly’s majors-turned-orderlies saw how hard he was working, how hard we all were working to minimize recruit casualties, they asked me for permission to speak up. They ended up visiting the enlisted prisoners, specifically to encourage them to listen to us, stay calm, and not cause trouble. None of the few dozen troops we’d snatched up in Grafton North were pleased to hear that their recruits, the kids they’d clothed, given haircuts and inoculations to, and fed, were finding themselves ordered to fight us.

      The pair of majors spoke with Colonel Grier, too, and I’ll grudgingly admit the son of a slitch made an effort; but our three attempts to broadcast orders to stand down resulted in one single argument in Greenspirit’s camp. That argument ended with the dissenting voice—the brave drill sergeant trying to save all their lives by following their colonel’s lawful order—snuffed out as Greenspirit silenced her by turning her to a calcified statue of herself, right in front of everyone. He rattled off some bulldrek about insubordination and treason, before one of his troll smashed the statue to gravel with his bare hands.

      We tried. God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou know, we did what we could not to kill those damned kids. But when they’re coming at you with a rifle, when their Colt is shooting your way, when they’re rearing back to throw a grenade, it doesn’t matter if the other bastard is a buck-raw recruit or the most hardened Azzie commando in the world; you shoot them, center-of-mass or headshots, until they’re not a threat.

      We did what we could with those that surrendered, but I never once expected the rest of my troops to wade in and pull their punches like I had on the highway that night, high on my own stupid plan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Operation Razorwire was down to just under fifty troops—less than half the number we’d started with, as an echelon—when Greenspirit finally decided to take to the field again. Prior, he’d contented himself with his spirit attacks, with his infantry and tank feints and thrusts, with his sidelong eastern assault where he’d been present in the astral, not physical, exhorting his troops on. Finally, finally, he found it in his guts to come kill me himself. Tally would’ve done it weeks earlier. I was disappointed in the elven bastard, terrified of his spell-wrought fury, but glad things would be over, one way or another, once he got close enough for us to decide it.

      Greenspirit’s UCAS forces massed around the eastern edge of Devils Lake. They were in digital camo of greens and browns, they carried good Colt rifles and blocky hand grenades, they were led by junior officers and senior NCOs, riding on Humvee iron chariots painted in tan and green, with big Stoner machine guns on top of them. They had a single Task Force Magus trooper with them, an ork so big he was easy to mistake as a troll. He rode as a gunner in the rearmost Humvee in their gathered force; his sights and his eyes swept their ranks for dissent and despair, every bit as much as he pointed his weapons at the SDF and Rangers of Grafton North. He was a sheepdog, herding them at us for one tidal wave rush.

      All of them.  No tactical reserve.  No one holding back.  Their camp, across the lake, was empty.  He was throwing everything he had at us.

      And while that happened, General Greenspirit massed the rest of Task Force Magus in our AO to be a knife in our back. Two Army Humvees full of heavily-armored goons flanked his TFM Land Rover and roared at us from the south, veering this way and that past the wrecks of Strikers and Humvees that littered the bridge by then.

      If I didn’t stop him—and no one else could—and I threw myself into my new role as purely an officer, only a leader, we would crushingly triumph on the eastern flank, until he waded in from behind and slaughtered all that remained of us. The smaller a group that faced him, the less devastating his attack spells would be, the fewer chances he’d have to reach into heads and turn trooper against trooper, the more of us that would be shooting effectively at enemy infantry instead of wasting bullets against his magical defenses.

      I had to go face him, and I had to do it with as small a group as possible.

      Being a leader meant trusting the people I’d led these last ten days. It meant giving them orders, and knowing they’d follow through without me watching. It meant, just this one time, being a leader and a champion. Fighting for the soldiers of my command, and trusting them completely to watch my back while I did so.

      “On your guns,” I barked into my helmet headware. Around me, our half-frozen camp came to life, soldiers straightening up, eyes widening, scrambling to their combat positions. “Eastern flank!”

      “Fonte, triple check systems for a Hitscan strike. Once we know that’s Greenspirit, we’ll want to throw everything we can at him.” I got a ready-blip light from my electronic warfare and surveillance/strike drone specialist, and took some small pleasure in knowing how focused Mattis had to be not to give a verbal acknowledgement. They had their hands and their processors full. They were giving this their all.

      “Mare, Lob, hold the eastern flank.”

      “Already here, Chief, Eeny, Meeny, and Miney, on-station,” Mare said, and just knowing it made me feel better. Her firepower and mobility had turned the tide plenty of times already, they’d be crucial today.

      “Dwarves, holdin’ it down,” Loblolly crowed, and I could imagine his smile and the way he’d surely be fist-bumping some random soldier who’d only heard half of the conversation.

      “Sidewinder, bring me a fire team.”

      “Roger,” was all she said, and all she needed to. Her MAG-5 coupled with mine was going to put more lead downrange than the fireteam escorting us, but it was the principle of the thing. She grabbed a sergeant whose name I’d learned—Uhwi Rainbow Sky—and their best five, and took off after me.

      “Tally,” I said, “Engage at your discretion.”

      I’d made it as far as “dis” when a thirty-nuyen armor-piercing round slammed into an oncoming Humvee’s engine block and the gunfight started. We had an adept’s speed and precision coupled to a Barrett’s firepower motivated by a shattered idealist’s disappointment and disdain for the world. Our Tal was a piece of work, but I’d rather he be on our side than not. In moments, their trucks were immobile, tiny bunkers instead of the spearpoint of a mechanized assault.

      The Seventy Seventh Independent Rangers and Task Force Magus were all well and good, but I knew it was going to be the SDF and UCAS armies who decided the day just as much. Sergeant Calling Bird and dozens of Defense Force troopers remained; every one of them hardened by this point of our siege, all of them cold-rolled steel forged into weapons this late in the game. They’d all jumped into Operation Razorwire trained and fit, strong and aggressive, honed by constant practice and exercises. Now, they had the experience that finished the process, and the time in the field that taught them how important all of that training was. Now, they were Sharp Bear’s pride and legacy.

      Fighting with their armor and combat kit streaked with mud and blood instead of just fanciful war paint, beating back infantry waves with guns taken from the last infantry wave, and not only using, but servicing, their captured weapons, and doing all of it in temperatures that ranged were well below freezing overnight, just above freezing in the day, for the worst of both worlds? They were downright grizzled.

      We were down to less than half our starting strength, but these were veterans now. The disparity between them and the oncoming UCAS forces was deeper than ever when the last fight started, and the Humvee-mounted Stoner machine guns began to duel, followed by the infantry rifles not long after.

      My small team and I ran south, heading toward the wrecks of Striker tanks that had formed a sort of impromptu wall for us, days earlier. Two of them dead, side by side, had become a fire post for us, a barrier against oncoming vehicles, our line in the sand about ten meters away from where Captain Sharp Bear had been turned to a streak of blood and viscera.

      UCAS Stoners spat lead our way as our small team slammed into the cover, shoulder-checking it in our haste to get close, fast. Sergeant Rainbow Sky deployed their fire team well, and our SDF troops clambered up the side of the tank to fire from prone half-atop it, using it for cover and high ground all at once. The line was anchored on either end by Sidewinder and myself. Rounds whipped by overhead or ricocheted off the tanks as Sidewinder and I shared a glance, a quick nod, and both spun around, MAG-5s leading the way, on opposite ends of the crooked, makeshift, barrier.

      Everything was simple with a gun in my hand.

      Greenspirit was near the back of his oncoming group, of course. His Humvees had slowed to a stop less than a hundred meters away, so every single one of us was shooting chip shots for the heavy guns we were using.

      One gunner each stayed in their trucks, the rest disgorged a total of of ten trolls and orks so burly as to make no difference.

      Greenspirit and I laid eyes on each other for just a moment, and I felt a fire in my belly. I wondered what killing spell he’d have conjured up, if he’d had another half-moment.

      Right on cue, a pair of smoke grenades were hurled downrange by Rainbow Sky’s troops, billowing mismatched streams of white and black smoke that choked the highway and cut off the Humvee-gunners. Thermal smoke, which was why we weren’t picky about the color; seeded with oxygen-activated chems and mini-chaff that stopped thermoptics from knifing through it effortlessly. The greasy wreaths swirled and mingled muddily mid-bridge, and the trollish brute squad could only advance through it, as blind on their side as Sidewinder and her fellow humans were standing and shooting with me. Natural trollish vision, cyberoptics, it didn’t matter; thermal smoke did its job well.

      Four Magus bodyguards were the first wave to emerge from the smoke, streamers of it clinging to them as they advanced. They were big, heavily armored, and toting either squad automatics as fierce and ferocious as ours, or full-auto combat shotguns, pure murder up close. We had cover, though, they had orders and a psychotic boss who’d kill them if they didn’t advance. Where their shots glanced off our armor or, more often, the tanks we used as cover, our shots hit them dead on. Their plating was as thick as mine, and even our hard-hitting bursts didn’t drop them like they would’ve anyone else in the Siege of Camp Grafton.

      Our rounds cracked their heavy armor or barely penetrated. Enough barely-penetrations, though, add up. Two of them staggered under our poured-on fire—I leaned on my trigger, short bursts be damned, and just used my bulk to wrestle against the recoil and stay on target—and eventually fell.

      Two. Two of the four, and with more advancing behind them. That wasn’t enough. We needed to slow them down, keep them in the kill zone. We needed to distract them. We needed to charge them.

      Problem was, that was straight-up suicide for Sidewinder or the rest of our fireteam. Training and aggression be damned, they were out-armored, out-massed, and would be overpowered. No. It had to be me.

      “Sergeant,” I said into short-range comms. Rainbow Sky had shown themselves to be a good shot, earlier in the month. They’d do some damage. “On my gun.”

      And then I spat a quick half-dozen shots at the two still-advancing troll bruisers, just to get their attention and ire, I tossed down my FN MAG-5 and stepped out from behind my cover.

      Doing something stupid bought me a split-second of surprise—it usually did—as they had to register that what they were seeing was actually happening, and I invested that time wisely; hauling my brushed-chrome, out-sized Ruger wheelgun in my right hand, and drawing my killing knife in my left, the wicked Blacktooth dagger that marked me as one of Ryan Mercury’s elite.

      Then, arms low and open in invitation, I tossed my head and shrugged at them.

      A yeah-here-I-am shrug. A what-are-you-going-to-do-about-it shrug. A come-have-a-go-if-you-dare shrug. A hey-didn’t-your-boss-probably-say-he-wanted-me-alive shrug.

      One of them didn’t rise to the occasion. Instead, he planted his feet, leveled his Ingram Valiant at me with flawless form, leaned forward into the recoil, lowered his center of balance just right, lined up his front sight on me—all in one smooth motion—and then cursed, because I angled my rush to the side, pivoting and putting his buddy right in the line of fire after the first few rounds came my way.

      That buddy, though? He was in, hook, line, and sinker. He came at me, hard. Head low, pairs of cyberspurs knifing out through ports in his heavy gauntlets, legs churning.

      We raced at each other on that stretch of highway like we were a pair of trucks, not metahumans. We were both of us, trolls, and trolls who’d fallen into our field of work by virtue of our strength, our toughness, our remarkable physicality even for our metaspecies. But I was better. I felt sixteen again, rushing the length of a football field with a ball in my hand. I held onto that immortality and aggression. I owned the impact. I got lower than he did, wanted it more than he did, reacted to the charge more smoothly than he did, be it by augmentation or experience. In my heart of hearts, for an instant, he was Ol’ Red, the massive cedar out behind the old Riggins’ trailer. I knew I had him.

      His opening spur-swipe skittered off my helmet, leaving a scar in the polymers, a tiny fraction of a second before my shoulder smashed into his diaphragm with the combined force of both our charges, all our mass, all of our acceleration.

      There was a crack like thunder. The reinforced shoulder plating on my armor fell away in ablated pieces; the breastplate of his armor shattered and caved in.

      I straightened, heaved, and put every muscle in my body into following-through on the hit. He fell to the highway with an impact that left scratches on the pavement from his armor and flailing spur-sets. He writhed in pain and shock for a heartbeat, then I threw myself bodily atop him—knee to his torso, Blacktooth dagger with half my weight on it clawing at his throat—and wedged my big revolver against him, muzzle tight against his side and my shooting-hand and grip snug against my side as I squeezed the trigger and sent hurried firefirefire commands to my smartlink.

      He punched his spurs through the armor over my left arm in what ended up being death-throes. Three slugs punched through his compromised armored plating and bounced around inside, ricocheting off titanium-laced bones, tearing every part of his insides into quivering, red, nothing. By the time the curved, dikoted blade of my fighting knife pierced his neck armor, he was already dying, and knew it. I tore his throat out anyway, then leaned down low over the body to roar in his dying face, my yell ringing inside my helmet.

      I got shot a half-dozen times in that fraction of a second, then, quick as I could, I found fingerholds on his armor and rolled backward, pulling him up to get shot in the back by his fellow Magus heavy trooper. The shooter withered under the combined fire of Sidewinder and the rest of the fireteam, their only target for a good two, maybe three, seconds, which is forever on days like these.

      I got to my feet, ignoring my armor’s pop-up messages about penetration and my biomonitor’s pop-ups about the same. The smoke roiled and warped and another looming, broad killer began to emerge from it. I charged him, Coach Wilson’s big hand-cannon bucking in my hand as I closed the gap. The rounds hammered him, staggered him back a half-step, and I threw the huge revolver at him two steps later. He gave in to the all-too-human instinct to protect his face—armor be damned, people flinch—and lifted his Panther cannon like a quarterstaff in front of him for my big Ruger to bounce off.

      I hit him low, too, because that was all the opening I needed. I dove at him in the last meter before contact, with my run and my weight slewing my body sidelong around him even as my arms closed around his hips. My armored boots skidded on the pavement as I slid around behind him, and then I got my grip—right hand grabbing his combat harness, blade in my left hand digging in and finding purchase—and wrenched him up off the ground, throwing myself backward to smash him to the highway with a brutal suplex.

      We fell into the smoke, and in close, his massive Panther XXL cannon was worse than useless. I’d changed the fight on him, I was faster, I was better at it, and I already had both my close-quarters weapon and mindset at the ready. He was already dead. I just had to show him.

      We fought in the dark of the smoke, armored filters keeping us from choking on it, but armored faceplate lenses still not letting us see past the end of our noses. I climbed all over him, slashed, probed with the Blacktooth, grabbed and twisted him, kept the pressure on. By the time he got his knife out, I’d left mine stuck in the meat of his inner thigh, wedged through a gap in his armor, and I had both hands free to grab his knife-hand wrist and hyperextend it. Armor be damned, a joint lock is a joint lock.

      My legs hooked his shoulder and ribs as my arms and core wrenched and twisted and broke his elbow and shoulder joint, both. I could’ve reached for his now-dropped knife until I found it in the smoke, but instead I heard the heavy clatter and scrape of his Panther, still. I was able to slide my hold up his body until I found it—or, rather, found the sling for it—and got busy finishing the kill. His sling was an almost-unbreakable length of Kevlar-woven polyester around his body, and it was child’s play to bring a length of it to his neck and do brutal work. I heaved, wrenched, and twisted; he flailed, writhed, and struggled. By the time he found the quick-release with his good arm it was too late, I already had my hands full of the sling, his unlatching it was a panic response, not a rational one.

      In the end, I killed him lying on my back, with his body above mine, as he rained down punches and elbows at me—even with his broken arm—with increasing desperation, then increasing weakness.

      As I heaved him off of me he fell, bonelessly, onto the highway in a clatter of dead meat wrapped in plastic armor. I gave him a pat-pat as I got to my feet, like he was a wrestling opponent defeated on the mat, not an enemy combatant, technically a business rival, that I had just killed. I slid my gauntleted hands down his armor until I found the hilt of my Blacktooth, twisted it free, and sheathed it. Then, panting, my armored left sleeve and glove filling with blood, I stumbled back out of the smoke.

      “Who’s next?”

      A burst of autofire slammed into my face, sending a crack across the visor of my armored helmet and staggering me back a step.

      “Mierda!” I heard Sidewinder out loud as well as in my now-crackling helmet comms, and saw her lower her MAG-5. The highway back on this side of the smoke wall was covered in massive bodies bleeding out through cracked and shattered black-on-black body armor, their Task Force Magus logos smeared with blood.

      “Sorry, Chief.” Side looked sheepish; she should, she’d just shot her boss in the fraggin’ face. I was wearing digicamo-slashed white and gray heavy armor, the bad guys were in black. We’d have a talk about friendly fire later.

      I waved off her apology with one hand and reached up to try and jog my helmet back in place, re-securing the full armor seal and uplink with the rest of the suit. Beside her, the pair of remaining SDF troopers hurriedly reloaded, one at a time, the other constantly sweeping the smoke with their muzzle. Uhwi Rainbow Sky was one, I was briefly ashamed not to remember the name of the other.

      “Sitrep?” I asked, retrieving my big Ruger and swinging the cylinder open, retrieving shotgun slugs and sliding them home one at a time.

      “Eight tangos down, Chief. Four friendlies down.”

      Five, if my armor hadn’t held.

      “Heard.” I nodded, clamping my outsized revolver back into its thigh holster.

      I left a smear of blood on the armor plating as I leaned on the Stryker and slid back around behind it, into cover. Two bad guys left, plus their gunners, plus Greenspirit. We could do it, still. This was us winning.

      “Eyes open,” I said over the comms, or tried to before reaching up to pull my helmet off completely. The cold air was a shock to my sweat-soaked head, and steam billowed off me in waves. Between the impacts, the beatings, and the burst of blue-on-blue 7.62mm lead, my helmet electronics were on the fritz. Without interfacing with the rest of the mil-spec suit correctly, it wasn’t getting power. It was just a bucket with a cracked visor.

      I snugged an earbud into place, pulling back-up comms off a pouch in my combat webbing.

      “Status,” I said over Blackbird-wide comms.

      “—olding our own, Chief.” Mare’s voice crackled to life in my ear. I heard shooting in the background, and wasn’t at all surprised. “Miny’s down, Moe’s got a jam, but me an’ Meeny are doing work.”

      I knew the sensor info Moe was feeding into friendly Tac-Comps was still valuable. Even if its gun was silent, Mare’d keep it on a spiraling sweep of the field until the fight was over. If Mare was “doing work” with her own CMDT combatgun, though—a shotgun, in her own two hands—it meant ranges were getting close up on our eastern flank, meant the fighting was hard and fierce.

      “Got my hands full, boss,” Loblolly said, which was never good. “But this Calling Bird fella’s all right.”

      Once you learned when Loblolly was being friendly versus when he was being sincere, you could separate the high praise from the general good cheer. “All right” was high praise, indeed. Sergeant Calling Bird had been impressing the hell out of us for weeks, now. I made yet another mental note to write some commendation letter, hoping Sioux high command would care what a mixed-blood merc said.

      Talondel responded with a green light icon. He wasn’t going to break his cheek weld and throw off his breathing to talk to me, he had shooting to do. Best to leave him to it.

      “Chief,” was all Fonte said, and then overrode my optics display to force a screen-in-screen to me; faster to show me and trust me to understand the situation, than to take the time to say it all out loud and try to fill me in.

      Greenspirit was on the move, our high-flying Wolfhound showed me. His twin Humvees were rolling slowly behind him, his last two gunmen were just heat signatures vanishing into the smoke well ahead of him.

      I squinted at their spacing. The trucks were hugging the sides of the highway. The shooters up front were right on the side rails. They were, all four, equally spaced away from Greenspirit, four corners to a square, with him in the middle.

      No, not a square. A circle with him in the middle, and the four of them were just outside of it.

      “On your guns,” I barked to my nearby team, but left Rainbow Sky on my big MAG-5. I snatched an SDF-issue Nissan Optimum II off the highway instead, a mental command wirelessly synced up my smartlink to its hardware, and I shouldered it just in time to whip around the corner of cover, gun up.

      Greenspirit’s defenses were up in full effect. He was in the dead center of a bubble of chronomancy, a kinetic-energy-sapping slow spell, a sphere of near-stasis that affected everyone and everything in it but him. His vanguard shooters were only just out of the area of effect—and they only would be if they kept advancing, if they stopped Greenspirit would trap them in it without a second thought—and his Humvee shooters were just outside of it; their elevated firing positions and the curvature of the sphere would let them fire freely, but only at extreme angles.

      To take cover from the Humvee’s Stoners, we’d need to stay in the middle of the highway. Peeking around the cover to fire from relative safety put us on the extremes of the bridge, where they could squirt full-auto bursts at us. Frag.

      I focused on my smartlink and sight picture, lined up the gold-glowing dot in the middle of the nearest TFM shooter—acutely aware he was doing the same to me with his full-auto shotgun—and advanced, firing. I moved on the diagonal, cutting towards the middle of the bridge, trying to stay ahead of where the Humvee Stoners could traverse to line up clean shots.

      Sidewinder did the same with her MAG-5 off to my side, the pair of us cutting forward and in, advancing in a leaned-forward stance, bracing against recoil as we sprayed death and fire at a pair of trolls doing the same to us.

      My Optimum II felt like a boxy, bullpup popgun compared to the heavy guns I was used to; it shot like a dream, recoil negligible, and I just squeezed hard, on full-auto, streaming a magazine dead-center into my opposite number’s chestplate.

      Thunder roared, and his booming Mossberg did much the same to me. We were at negligible ranges, we were both good shooters—had to be, just to be in this business—and we were both packing smartlinks on powerful weapons.

      I got the better of the exchange, but not by much. If he hadn’t been packing alternating slugs and buckshot, he might have had me; in this close, each shotgun slug was pure, armor-cracking murder. “An ounce and a half” doesn’t sound like much, but when it’s a solid piece of lead coming at you at a flat trajectory, in-close, delivering 3,800 ft/lbs on impact? And it’s bringing buddies, because the shotgun fires about three hundred rounds a minute?

      I kept my stream of fire on-target a hair better than he did—and every-other shot of mine wasn’t a blast of buckshot, pinging harmlessly off hard mil-spec armor—and he went down. I stumbled back, I felt my armor crack, I got pop-up warnings about suit integrity…he staggered, bled, and fell.

      Sidewinder and her opponent similarly just went swing-for-swing on each other, trading fire. She had a MAG-5, spitting seventeen rounds a second. A belt-fed MAG-5, and she treated it as such. Her poured-on firepower gnawed through the Magus ork’s armor, left a divot in it, a gouge, a gutter, a canyon; she embraced the gun’s recoil, used it, let the barrel rise just enough that she clawed a line straight up the TFM shooter’s chest and into his neck, then faceplate. One long, murderous, burst, and she sawed a hole two feet long from his sternum to his chin, opening him up like a chainsaw.

      He fired fast but low, our sudden aggression and unexpected advance throwing him off. He was shooting a Panther XXL, though, so any hit was a bad hit. His first shot blithely ignored her armor and took her left foot off at the shin—kicked her armored boot, foot and ankle still in it, spinning backward across the pavement toward the Striker—and his second hit her higher up, just below her right hip. Armor plating flew, along with a pink cloud of blood, followed by a terrible red spray.

      Sergeant Rainbow Cloud, firing from prone, slapped another dozen MAG-5 rounds into my downed target; safety shots, making sure. I dropped my empty rifle and scrambled to Sidewinder’s side; she’d propped herself up on her bloody, riven stumps and was trying to line up safety shots on her own downed target.

      As I neared her I saw, for just an instant, how wide open her eyes were behind the impact-resistant faceplate of her 77th Ranger armor. I saw, just for an instant, how much she was operating on autopilot, giving in to shock mentally, but with her body going through all the motions of being a soldier and making sure her opponent was down, was dead, wasn’t a threat to any more of her team with that murderous Panther of his. I remembered, for a heartbeat, how damned young she was.

      She poured on fire as I left red streaks on the highway, grabbing her by the combat kit and hauling her back toward the Striker for cover with my strong right hand.

      I had just slid her—slung her, like luggage—sidelong around the long-dead tank, when everything in the world turned to lightning and pain.

      I fell to my knees as my nerve endings were seared and jolted, I twisted my body around as the poured-on lightning crackled and roiled, slashing burn marks into my armor—non-conductivity lining be damned—and made my muscles seize up.

      Simon Greenspirit. Of course.

      The mage hovered a half-meter off the ground, not even deigning to do his own walking, advancing through the smoke grenades and leaving the roiling, twisting threads of smoke standing almost-stock-still as his customized, Initiate-potent slow spell almost froze them. He turned the highway into a barely-animated photograph, a blur of smoke only smudging and gently moving, while he moved at full speed, and lashed out at us with another scouring cone of lightning, blue-white fury, roaring forth from his outstretched hands.

      “Finally,” he hissed, staring at me with a focus that would’ve been unnerving if I didn’t hate him back just as hard.

      His lightning slashed across everyone he could see, though, even if his spite was mine alone. Its claws raked lines into the Striker’s armored plating, my custom suit filled my field of view with alerts about compromised integrity until the electronics blew out, and I saw Sergeant Rainbow Sky buck and roll out of line of sight, but our SDF teammate—smoking, smoldering, twitching, melting—fall, dead, off the front of the tank.

      “I will have you, beast.” Greenspirit’s lip curled in disgust as his forest green eyes—as beautiful as Alex’s eyes had been, until they’d widened in surprise and terror at his murder—flashed with power. His stance changed, his posture, his spellcasting pose.

      I felt claws of invisible energy trying to grasp me, trying to hold me tight, trying to pin me in place. I felt him trying to telekinetically control me, trying to take me alive, trying to ensure hours or days of killing me slowly, like Talondel had predicted. I felt his gripping, grasping talons of power slide off my innate fomori resistance, felt—for just a heartbeat—those grappling hands fail to find a purchase on me.

      “Fonte,” I said, praying my earbud still worked, or that they’d just see what I was doing and, for the love of God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou, do what I needed them to do. “Hitscan.”

      And then I roared, drew and fired my oversized Ruger as fast as I could, and threw myself bodily at Greenspirit. No insult, no threat, no words at all. I just wanted him dead.

      The primary defensive spell he was using had been crafted by some unknown combat mage, but had been refined, honed, practiced, in and around Bogota during the Aztlan/Amazonia War. Greenspirit—who may very well have been that original mage, for all I knew—was clearly adept with it, as comfortable and powerful with the defensive magic as he was any other spell classified as a “manipulation” by the Hermetic mages who so love to classify things. He was a master of it. His was the most potent I’d ever seen, it sapped the most energy, slowed the most motion.

      But—according to my magical tutors at the Draco Foundation—by the very nature of the spell and how any Hermetic would craft it, no matter the power of Greenspirit’s slow spell, it had to share the same weakness as every other slow spell out there.

      And in and around Bogota during the Aztlan/Amazonia War, we, the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, had learned that weakness.

      The spell could be broken by simply being overwhelmed. By applying enough, by applying too much, mass to it, too much force, too much energy.

      A master, an initiate, an expert and specialist like Greenspirit, or not, there had to be a limit to the fraggin’ thing. Hermetic magic was built like a science, and that meant no matter how good he was at it, it couldn’t be open-ended. Not entirely. There was a cap. We just had to find it.

      I threw a troll at him. A fomori, and a heavy one, fit and strong, with dense bones, with mil-spec combat armor, with a full combat kit and spare magazines. I threw shotgun-slug-sized rounds at him, only technically fired from a pistol, with all their light mass but tremendous acceleration. I threw my hatred at him. I threw my indignation at him. I threw my guilt at him, the guilt I’d had for half my life, the guilt I’d picked up and carried like an anchor since my night with Alexander Greenspirit had gotten him killed.

      But I didn’t throw enough. I needed teammates for that. Soldiers. Friends.

      Greenspirit’s eyes lit up as I threw myself into his briar patch, as I hung at the fringes of his slow spell and advanced on him with agonizing sluggishness. He licked his lips—he licked his lips—at the sight of me caught in his web, hanging in his sphere of kinetic manipulation. He saw me in his trap, and his every dream came true. His changed stances again, dismissed the spell he’d just been about to cast, and began to swirl up some new piece of magic, just for me.

      In the edges of my peripheral vision, I saw a bullet that looked like a credstick—one worth thirty nuyen—suddenly snarl itself in the slow-bubble. I heard the boom of the rifle a moment later, after the supersonic round had already “hit” so near me, getting the crack of the shot after the impact. Talondel fired again, and a second shot flew straight at Greenspirit, only to catch in the air just next to, literally touching, the first one. Then a third. Then a fourth. More power. More mass. More energy.

      Ahead, behind Greenspirit and the near-frozen, unreal-looking smoke, I saw the fist of an angry god burn down from the sky, aimed at the empty space just between his escort-tanks. Fonte. Fonte! Their Wolfhound had spat its last Hitscan air-to-ground missile—had to aim manually, since we knew the bubble around Greenspirit messed with comms and auto-targeting—and the streaking missile hung, caught in Greenspirit’s sphere, and began to inch toward the pavement.

      Just out of the bubble, I saw his gunners frantically leap out of their auto-driven Humvees, up and over and out of their turrets, running as far as they could before the ATGM impacted and detonated.

      No loyalty for the wicked.

      But not enough force. Still. Not yet. Maybe when the missile hit? Maybe the blast would send not just its own killing shockwave into the sphere, but the twisted wreckage of the twin trucks? Maybe that would do it? I didn’t know. I wasn’t smart enough. My head for math was specialized, went no farther than ballistic calculations and demolitions charges. I wasn’t for that. I had been telling myself for the last fifty years what I was good for, what I was good at, what my troll body did that my troll brain couldn’t. It, all, still wasn’t enough.

      Behind me, where I couldn’t turn my head to see, Sergeant Rainbow Sky poured a stream of autofire in Greenspirit’s general direction. I knew it was them, on my MAG-5, because of which side of me it was on. I saw the rounds gum up in General Greenspirit’s slow bubble, saw another from Tally impact just alongside the rest—like he was Robin Hood, trying to split an arrow—but didn’t see any fire from Sidewinder, off to my left.

      I didn’t know if it was because Sidewinder was dead, or because Sidewinder was busy.

      If Sidewinder had died—right before I was about to, surely—my last moments would be full of mourning. Sidewinder was a good kid, a kid, younger than my godchildren, who had spent so much of her life knee-deep in blood that, now, with her legs blown off, she was drowning in it. She had grown up amongst cartels and corporate killers, had come of age during the greatest human war of the last decade, had gotten her legs savaged by autocannon fire trying to emulate my reckless courage, my idiot bravery.

      But if Sidewinder hadn’t died, if Sidewinder wasn’t firing because they were busy, we maybe still had a shot at this.

      “I took some of our detfoam, Chief,” Sidewinder had told me in the indescribable blur of violence and exhaustion that had been the last ten days of our lives, apologizing after-the-fact for taking from our stores of pressurized, foam-plastique canisters, “And rigged it to those mega-charges Sharp Bear’s people planted before this all went pear-shaped on us. A long line of it, crawled along the belly of the bridge as far as a good, clean line of detfoam would get me. Treated it like detcord. Wireless detonator’s way north, up this way, so we can trigger it whether the main charges are in that prick’s electronics-chaff-bubble-thing or not. We blow that first detonator, it blows the foam, foam chains to the main charges? It’ll frag that bridge right in half.”

      Sidewinder was just a kid, but, damn, she was a smart one.

      I learned, later, that Sidewinder had dragged herself away from the Striker, away from cover, along the bridge. Away from the fight, leaving a long streak of blood, clawing at the pavement to pull her body far enough away from Greenspirit that the boomboomboom wireless command would go through without interference.

      And, yes, the bridge got fragged in half. Sapper Daddy be praised, I saw the first seconds of it in slow-motion, impossibly, world-shakingly, mind-blowingly, as the slow spell fought and fought to hold in an explosion too strong for it.  Demo charges on a bridge too far.

      Behind Greenspirit, the highway bubbled up like a liquid, a wave of cracks spreading as it lifted, lifted, lifted, only resentfully, eventually, resignedly, breaking into a million pieces when it had been stretched too far, pushed too far, by the explosion below it. Slowly, slowly, the bridge turned from a solid to something else entirely, fire leaping through the growing cracks, shockwave and explosion reaching probing, straining, fingers between the pieces of pavement as they began to hurl free from the main body. I saw the Humvees—emptied and on autopilot, having driven themselves just into the slow spell’s range—crumple as though hit by invisible oncoming dump trucks, saw them t-bone themselves around nothing, saw their front ends lift on invisible ramps before the explosions threw them fully clear of the spell and they flew off at full speed, spinning and falling apart.

      I saw all of it, oh-so-slowly.

      I saw Simon Greenspirit react to it real-time. I saw those beautiful eyes widen in shock and fear. I saw him look just as surprised as Alexander had, when his big brother had walked up behind him and ended his world. I saw him run away from the epicenter of the blast, as fast as he could. Right at me.

      This tremendous new burst of energy shattered the spell, freed the Hitscan missile to impact and detonate a miniscule sliver of time later and add its own ungodly blast to the demolition charges, and the bridge was cut as short as Greenspirit’s victory.

      Simon’s emergency, point-blank, protective spells burned and flared and flashed and protected him. They saved his life from the distant explosion and they seared the air around him wide enough that they absorbed some of the blast for me, as well, a magical stopgap, a sorcerous shield that served as cover for the eyeblink needed to blunt the shockwave and keep both of us from turning to jelly inside our skins.

      I flew and fell at the same time, hurled like a child might carelessly kick a toy. I spun, sky turned to water in my field of view, and for a brief moment I was a boy again, fourteen and oh-so human, doing tricks as I leaped off Old Ingalls Bridge and down into the cold waters of the Cle Elum River, proving my manhood to every watching kid in Fairbairn.

      Greenspirit’s flailing body collided with mine in the air, and my arms closed around his elf-lean frame on instinct alone. For another brief moment, I was me, decades after that childhood. I was falling through the air over Tsimshian territory, far to the north, with my best friend in my arms, clinging to each other after parachute failures. Luke Shively’d died in my arms as we hit a half-frozen lake. Right before I’d turned drake for the first time, right before this hidden magic in my blood had saved my life and doomed me to survive when he hadn’t.

      Greenspirit and I hit the water together, ice shattering and cold stillness engulfing us, and the shock of it pulled me right back to the here and now. We were dropping into the depths of the lake as surely Captain Sharp Bear’s hand-picked Red Reavers had, and their Humvees, and the corpse of Lieutenant Dillaway.

      “Mní Wičhóni,” I prayed in a small flurry of bubbles as our armor and weapons pulled us down. Water is life.

      My life, not his.

      I twisted and grappled, I wrestled him as fiercely as I’d wrestled anyone in my long life. I was at home in the water, moving in three dimensions, easily manipulating both our bodies to right where I needed them to be; a better swimmer, a more skilled grappler, and both stronger and faster. Done. My right arm looped around his frail neck and locked him in a rear-naked choke as soon as our bodies were aligned. My left hand palmed the back of his golden-haired head, those silken curls so like Alex’s and so different from them.

      I didn’t squeeze, though. I didn’t flex into it, tighten it, clamp it down to close off his arteries and cut off his brain from the rest of his circulatory system. I didn’t break his neck, either, didn’t draw my Blacktooth knife and open him up.

      No, I just idled there, half-floating, half-paddling, half-pinning him. I just held him face-down in the silt at the bottom of the lake, and I waited. I knew how long I could hold my breath. There was no chance, no chance in the world, that he’d outlast me.

      Devils Lake, his people called it.

      Miniwaukan, it was called in Dakota. Spirit Water. Lake Great One. Lake Holy One. The locals called themselves the Spirit Lake Nation, in honor of it.

      Staying in my fomorian form—Uktena or not, there was no need to drake out—I held him there, face stuffed in the muddy bottom of a half-frozen lake, and let him die in the dark. No line of sight to cast any spells, no strength of will to get past his blind panic and cast them, anyways. He struggled oh so weakly against my grapple, until he didn’t.

      Done. Finished. Over. The first time I got my hands on him in thirty years, I’d killed him. Good.

      Miniwaukan was so dark, so cold, and so still, I stayed where I was after he was dead. I held him, I half-floated, I let my eyes drift shut. I felt the lake’s arms close around me, holding me tight and close and safe. I had spent so much of my life underwater, it felt right. It felt like a circle. It felt like a finish, a closure, a good end. It felt like a good day to die.

      Or…no.

      No, not yet. Not while my troops—my friends, my family—were still fighting. Not when there might still be killing to do. Not when I was still needed.

      I let out one deep breath, like Drill Instructor Webb had taught me. I centered myself. I focused. I made up my mind.

      My feet found purchase in bottom of the lake, and I pushed off, followed my bubbles to the surface and the light and the ice that would not, could not, hold me.

      I slung Greenspirit’s corpse up out of the water, sent him sliding and spinning across the ice, then I—carefully, as I’d practiced and demonstrated a dozen or a hundred or a thousand times—dragged myself up and out, as well. The snow had picked back up around us, and I had to follow my gut and my hopefully-working internal compass, as the pair of us slid across the ice, spread low, on my hands and knees instead of concentrating my weight on just two feet. A warm wind, impossibly warm, rose at my back and pushed us across the ice.

      I heard yelling from very far away, and moved toward it. SDF troopers—my troopers—pulled us from the surface of the lake, dragged us the last bit of a way toward solid ground, and called my name while they did so. Some threw emergency blankets over me, others grabbed Greenspirit and dragged his meat away, held high like a trophy, and took off running with it.

      The shooting stopped when the UCAS army, the press-ganged and manipulated recruits and drill instructors that remained, saw that General Greenspirit was dead. A few of them, I’d later learn, had snapped out of it as he’d died, just like his trio of enslaved air spirits had flown free, one of whom had given me the parting gift of a summer breeze, out on the ice. A mage’s spells died with him, and Greenspirit had been keeping the junior officers and senior NCOs of Grafton South on short leashes. As soon as his hold on them slipped, they barked new orders, threw down their guns, and the fight was over.

      The Siege of Camp Grafton was over.
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      I had nineteen SDF troops left in the field, counting myself and the Blackbirds of the 77th Independent Rangers.

      A tiny force of Salish-Shidhe Rangers was the first back-up to arrive. Major Becca Blue Robe, Salish Intelligence, had eventually intercepted a communique about our situation, and had scrambled her personal guards at her Denver office and commandeered a transport. Our first help came in the form of six Rangers, led by a Yakima classmate that Mare met with a leaping hug.

      And then came the Sioux Defense Force, in force. Captain Brian Red Cloud, who was finally free of the ugly streetfighting in Bismarck, and had swept up all UCAS resistance between there and here, arrived with reinforcements. The UCAS DoD had hammered the Sioux nation with Woodstock fighter-bombers and Unicorn unmanned aerial vehicles, had hit the Sioux Nation at home, had pounded SDF bases deep inside SDF territory. The NAN had agreed to a cease-fire. There’d be no further push, no further aggression, no ongoing land-grab—but no returning of what we’d taken, either.

      We’d done our part in making it happen, though. Kansas and the Dakotas were Native American Nations territory.

      Again.
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      “Ah, splendid!”

      My dragon boss-lady, Rainwalker, tapped her claws on the concrete floor of the hangar, not quite clapping, but giving the impression that was how the gesture should be taken.  “What drama, what excitement, what courage! You did well, Chief.”

      I’m glad she’d liked my story. Even the miserable bits. I guess getting it piped to you in your head, after the fact, at a safe distance, made some of it more palatable. Maybe being a dragon did, too.

      “And what of his meat? Greenspirit?” She flicked her tail, catlike and cruel for a moment. “Why did you not leave him just rotting under the water?”

      “Because the lake deserves better. Diver teams recovered the other bodies from the lake, even the other wreckage. Lieutenant Dillaway and the other SDF are being sent home for proper funerals. Greenspirit and the Task Force Magus folks are…well, if and when Task Force Magus settles on new leadership, they can come claim them. And they can answer for some war crimes, while they’re at it. NAN or UCAS, neither side’s real happy with them.”

      “Honorable of you,” she said with a nod. I didn’t know if she meant the kindness toward friends or enemies. “Before any members of his company arrive, we will be taking any focus items in Greenspirit’s possession. Better we should have them than the type of magician who would work for such a low creature.”

      She said it airily, off-handedly. We were keeping our kill, or at least the parts of our kill we wanted. And, according to her tone, anyone who wished to was welcome to try and stop us.

      “Oh! But what of this friend of yours, the Ranger, Sidewinder? Who will claim her flesh?”

      “She survived, ma’am, but only just.” I smiled a little. It would take more than a Panther to put Sidewinder down. The kid had brains and guts. “With the bonus the Salish are paying the Seven-Seven, Picador should be able to get her pretty wiz new legs, too.”

      “Ah, good! Good. Tell her, the good major, that our organization will match her funds, for however much she invests in the girl’s replacements. She is a cunning one, and deserves a proper reward. But, well, then.” She narrowed her eyes at me. I think she was trying to look human and show a thoughtful expression, but when a dragon squints at you it just feels like something between a glare and someone eying the menu at a McHughs and deciding what to eat. “Not a single Ranger, then. That means none of your little Blackbirds died, during all of this.”

      “Ma’am.” I nodded again.

      “Fine work, Chief. Fine work, indeed! Your records did not do you justice, precisely as I thought. Your allies survived, your underlings triumphed, your enemy was killed.” She nodded her massive draconic head, satisfied. “And you did this work in both your true and your metahuman forms, as circumstances allowed and demanded. Good. Very good. We will have to teach you more of those ‘tricks’ you mentioned, I think. You will put them to good use. And we will, in due time, extend your time of service with the Seventy-Seventh. Clearly you and these Rangers work well together, and they are noble in their way. You make us fine allies, Chief.”

      “Ma’am.” Another nod. I wanted to learn more, sure, and I wanted to see Picador and the rest, but mostly I wanted to sleep for about a week.

      “You are exhausted, of course,” she said, like she could read my mind. Mostly because she could. “Your ordeal has impressed me. Take some time to recover from it. Be at Lake Louise in, shall we say, six weeks? Back to the roost, little drake, for your lessons to continue. Until then, though, your time is your own. Off you go.”

      Six weeks. Maybe I’d be done sleeping by then.

      “Oh, but first, a bit of…paperwork,” she bared her fangs and it took me a moment to realize she was expressing mild displeasure, not rearing back to commit murder. “In the days since the arrival of your Sioux employers, ultimately my clients, the little colonel filed a complaint with them. Against you. He is waiting just outside, now. Heed me: you will ignore him on your way out.”

      Her tail flicked, an expression of mild annoyance.

      “I can now safely tell him that I investigated the situation fully, extensively, and impartially. The bulk of your life, Dashiell Red Clay, is mine to know now, and I see not only why you did what you did in recent weeks, but I see that your actions reflect well on you, on me, on Ryan Mercury, and our organization. A belt was the least he deserved for endangering the young of his people. You will not speak to him, Chief.”

      Her fangs flashed in the dim hangar lighting.

      “I will.”
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