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First rule.

There are no gentleman’s rules in war.

Rules get written by survivors, and those survivors don’t want anyone to know what kind of shit they did or how horrible they were to survive.

So they create the myth of the gentleman.

Honor. Duty. All that shit.

And it is just that. A bunch of shit.

Cause when you’re going through Hell, it’s all about you and the guy next to you, and that gal on the other side of you.

All about surviving and staying alive.

And to do that, you have to kill the enemy.

You kill the hell out of them, and live to do it all over again, like some time loop crazy way of living.

Second rule.

When you get out, when you put in your twenty and you’re done, you don’t talk about it.

Not to anybody.

You can talk shit to the people who survived it with you. But talking shit ain’t doing shit, if you know what I’m saying.

Cause talking shit sounds like a fishing tale from earth.

Everything gets bigger with the retelling of the tale.

And I was done talking anyway.

I did my twenty, and got out of the Galactic Federation Corps with all limbs intact and planned to collect my pension and drink.

I didn’t talk to anyone for the first six months.

Just did a tour thing, the kind of thing kids did in a gap year back on earth when they backpacked around Europe and slept in hostels.

Or some of my veteran buddies still did, heading back to the North American Union and hiking up one side of the continent on the Pacific Coast Trail, across the whole of it on the Cross Canadian Trail way and down the Appalachian Trail.

I didn’t want to go back to earth.

Not ever again.

So I took a tour of the space stations and colonies.

And I drank and I didn’t speak to one living soul.

Plenty of dead ones did enough talking to me.

The guy who did our group separation said that we needed a hobby. Said that seventy percent of veterans of combat operations ate the end of a blaster in the first six months they were out because they couldn’t do the transition to civilian life.

Seven out of ten hard charging sons of bitches couldn’t handle that kind of life.

For six months, I didn’t say a word and wondered which side of the spectrum I’d fall into.

The seven or the three.

I didn’t have any hobbies.

Unless you counted drinking and barge hopping and moving on before the memories could catch up.

“There you are,” a man stepped out of the crowd and hopped up on a stool next to me.

I couldn’t remember what space station we were on.

Damn things dotted the galaxy wherever precious minerals could be found and that was a lot of space.

Asteroids. Moons.

Hell, I’d been on a rocket powered station that tailed a comet because the core was made of palladium.

Lots of miners and scientists and politicians on every single one.

A lot of current soldiers, all young, dumb and full of piss.

I looked at the guy on the stool next to me.

We were in a bar, which could have been called a dive on earth, but it was the kind of place I liked.

Drinks were cheap and it was dark, lit by neon colored LED’s and populated with hard workers just looking for a place to unwind after a shift.

Maybe I looked like I belonged.

It had been a few weeks since I showered, longer than that since I hadn’t slept in my wrinkled jumpsuit.

He did not look like he belonged.

He looked fresh, and crisp, buttoned up.

Hair clipped short in military fashion, black and tight and slick. Ice blue eyes that flashed with intensity.

Trim waist, gray shirt tucked into non-descript black pants.

He held out a muscular calloused hand I didn’t shake.

That didn’t seem to bother him.

“I’ve been searching for you,” he said and pulled a tablet from the small bag carried on a cross strap on his shoulder.

He set it on the bar between us, finger poised above the touchscreen.

“I almost caught up with you on Ceres,” he said and waved off the robot drink tender as it rolled over on a rail to offer a drink. “But you hopped a freighter just as I docked.”

I held up a finger to stop him and he bit back what he was going to say next.

Then I motioned to the robot to come back and tapped my glass.

The metallic arm whirred up and a stream of amber colored liquid trickled from one of the fingers into the glass.

“You will need to reboot your credits,” it said before whirring away again.

“Don’t worry, next round’s on me,” the man said.

I opened my mouth to offer thanks, but closed it again before the words came out.

I was on a streak, like a monk with a vow of silence, so I tried to thank him with my eyes instead.

“Are you injured?” he creased his eyebrows in concern and tapped the screen.

He pulled up a file and used his thumb and forefinger to make it larger.

“No mention of accidents in your file, but did something happen since you separated?”

I took a sip of my drink and thought about telling him that I wasn’t interested in what he was selling.

The Galactic Federation Corp, GFC, released lists of separated veterans every month when they turned out the next group of survivors.

Those lists were picked up by markets and insurance salesmen, or salesman of all types looking to remove as much of the thin pension from the vets as they could.

I wondered if this guy was selling life insurance and how many pay outs he had made seven out of ten times.

“I know what you’re thinking,” his bright eyes flashed.

I bet he didn’t.

“You’re wondering why I’m looking for you. Wondering what I’ve got to say to you all the way out here on the asteroid rim.”

I wasn’t.

I wanted to drink in peace and silence and try to drown out the screams of the dying.

The ones I killed and the ones who once were beside me.

“I’m Major Jorge Strait,” he tried the hand again. “Have you heard of me?”

Heard of him?

“Son of a bitch,” I croaked and finally took his hand.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




You haven’t heard of Jorge Strait.

No way you would have.

His name never showed up in official reports when someone needed credit. He let all the politicians and planners and Colonel’s and Captains take as much credit as they wanted.

But he was one mean bastard, a strategist and tactician who came up with incredible, awful plans designed to rain hell and destruction on our enemies and then he led the missions.

Not one of those war room guys who studied old battles back on earth and tried to translate them into space.

An actual boots on the ground, red dirt under your fingernails kind of guy.

Or magnetic boots on the hulls of ships kind of guy.

Strait, as I had heard, was sort of an all purpose bad ass.

“I thought you were dead,” my voice was less of a croak than before.

I guess my vocal cords stayed well lubricated with space hooch.

“I get that more than you think,” he shook my hand.

Four strong pumps up and down, grip tight, eyes locked.

The way a handshake is supposed to go.

“How do you like retirement, Captain?”

“I am a man of leisure,” I told him.

“This is your eighteenth place in six months,” he pointed out.

“I don’t keep count.”

“I do. Like I said, I’ve been hunting for you.”

“Why?”

“An offer.”

“What kind of offer? The GFC made me an offer twenty years ago. Galactic adventure, save the world type shit.”

He grunted.

“I got the same offer. And the same exit.”

I held up my glass to toast.

“To ignominious exits.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“Major,” I started.

“I’m retired, so you can call me Jorge.”

“I can’t call you Jorge,” I confessed.

“Strait is fine.”

“Strait?” I tried it on. Liked the way it felt.

Everyone in our unit used last names.

Hell, they were etched into our Battlesuits, so we hardly knew each other by anything else.

“Strait, you’re talking like a man who’s made an assumption. You think I’m not doing what I like.”

“I see a man drowning.”

“No sorrows to drown,” I took a sip.

Ignored the echoes of screaming memories.

“I’m happy doing what I’m doing.”

Strait nodded.

“Is this the one thing that will make you happy?” he asked.

Bright eyes watching me, searching my face.

“I might try a pleasure house later.”

“That’s a good life,” he agreed.

I noticed his finger still hovered over the touchscreen.

Waiting.

“Waking up in a new port every morning, drinking the day away, spending an hour with a warm companion before sleeping it off to do it all again.”

“It’s a life.”

“For how long?”

“A lifetime pension’s worth.”

“Do you know why seven out of ten do it?”

I tried to keep a poker face.

The fact that I was thinking about it before may have just been a trick of his. A lot of vets get told the numbers. A lot of vets would be thinking about the statistics.

Would be wondering what side of the curve they might fall on.

I tried to calculate it in my liquor fogged mind, and came up with fifty fifty.

That’s how he guessed, I bet.

He took a shot and just happened to be right about it.

“They pull you into the GFC, train you to kill, give you a purpose. Make the galaxy safe for our way of life,” said Strait.

I got the feeling he might not be talking about just me.

“Then they cut you lose, once you hit twenty. For no other reason than a cut off age. Mandatory retirement.”

“Have to make room for the younger guns.”

“They can pay us for the rest of our lives because most of us don’t make it past a year. Because we don’t have a purpose any longer.”

“Is that why?”

“Exactly,” Strait’s blue eyes flashed again.

“Major,” I said. “Strait, I mean. My purpose is to get drunk and get laid.”

“Like I said, it’s a good life.”

His finger finally pressed the touchscreen.

“But what if you could make it better?”
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I like how he used the word you.

You could make it better.

Not he could make it better.

You.

Putting the responsibility back on me.

Letting me know, it was all my choice.

“I don’t know if it can get better than this…” I started to say.

Started to think it too.

Then my eyes were drawn to the screen.

Locked on an image. A girl.

No, a woman. Not too far out of being a girl though. Young features over a slim body, well formed.

Maybe beautiful, except for the fear.

Terror, more like it.

She looked terrified. Scared half out of her mind, and that made her look on the edge of insane.

I’ve known a few crazy women in my life.

Every single female soldier was solid in that category.

I know the look, recognize the eyes. I’ve seen what the horror of combat can do to a person.

Watch a body blow up when boarding a ship, cut in half with a laser blast and the legs keep going two or three more steps because the signals on the nervous system that was no longer there had been sent.

Seen those same legs locked to the side of a ship, frozen crystals of blood and goo and ichor like snowflakes against the stars.

No sound.

No scream or pew pew.

Just radio silence.

She had that look.

Like she’s seen half a buddy vaporized.

The camera was locked in a fixed position, somewhere high and to the right.

The girl, no woman, in was in a narrow cell.

No windows. No bars. Just straight metal walls, a box with no bed, no toilet, nothing but her.

The light was above the camera.

It covered the room in a bright glare, and gave her features harsh planes and washed out her beauty.

“Don’t know her,” I tried.

But Strait smiled.

Cause he knew by the sound of my voice he had me.

“Who is she?” I gave up.

I took one last sip of freedom and set the glass down.

“And how do we help?”
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“The problem with all the training the GFC gives you is what to do with it when there’s no one to kill,” Strait explained.

“I’m not killing her.”

Even though she looked like it might help her.

Looked like it might be a good option.

I marched beside him, not at all surprised at how my steps fell in sync with his. That our boots stomping on the metal space station decking matched in perfect rat a tat rhythm.

He took a left out of the seedier section of the station, the place where the kind of bars I liked to frequent opened shop.

This part of the station was better.

On earth, they would have called it middle class.

The metal didn’t gleam, but it was clean of grime and grit that built up in the spaces where air filters couldn’t scrub all the impurities out. There was no discarded trash in this part either.

He led us to an air lock and keyed in a code on the pad next to the door.

It swished open in two pieces to reveal a cargo space and docking tube.

The cargo station had a monitor on the outer wall, connected to a camera. They didn’t build windows in the walls of space ships or space stations any more.

Now, they were solid pieces of metal, reinforced with water tube walls to shield the inhabitants from solar radiation.

But people still liked to look outside.

Even when they had been born in space or on Mars, they still wanted to see beyond the walls.

So an enterprising scientist hooked up wall sized monitors to tiny cameras and broadcast the outside in.

I took a deep breath of surprise.

Because I was looking at the impossible.

Major Strait had a battleship.

One I had never seen before, and twenty years under my belt meant I had seen them all.

Or thought I had.

It was part of the training.

We had to know our ships inside and out for battle and boarders.

We had to know the enemy ships for the same reasons.

Aft to stern, from nosecone to thruster.

I had probably spent months learning them all. Their systems, their armaments, capabilities and probabilities.

Anytime they uncovered new intelligence about enemy space craft, I was locked into a training room with a hundred other soldiers to memorize specs.

This one was new.

It looked new, parts still shining. No scorch marks from battle, no dents or dings or scratched paint from micropits, the look every single ship gets from flying in space.

It was long, and sleek and sexy as hell, like a bird of prey resting on a branch, waiting to pounce.

“I’d reach up to close your mouth,” Strait grinned. “But you’re good enough not to let it flop. Remind me not to play poker with you.”

He led me through the door and made sure it whisked closed behind us.

I
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