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      “How long are you planning to hide on Pike Station?” Unit Commander Tagger’s voice crackled through the comm, clean and direct.

      Chief Otis Cabe smiled. The kid had never been one for small talk.

      He shifted his weight and rolled his shoulder, loosening the tightness that always crept in mid-shift. The air here smelled faintly of disinfectant and metal polish. Not blood. Not cordite. Just clean halls and busy people. He stepped out of the crowded main corridor into a quieter side passage, letting the midday rush fade behind him. “I’m not hiding.”

      “Right.” Tagger snorted. “That’s why you’re tucked into the rehab wing of a medical station.”

      “Pike isn’t just any medical station,” Cabe replied. “It houses Intergal’s top facilities for combat recovery. Best personnel. Best tech. Full-spectrum care this side of the battle lines.”

      He shook his head. That sounded like something off the wall panel.

      “You’re quoting the brochure now?” Tagger asked. “You’re a Special Forces Scout, Chief. Not a medical officer.”

      “Which means I can talk the talk because I have walked the walk. These kids don’t need textbook empathy. They need someone who’s seen the blood and the guts. Who’s taken the hits.” Cabe shifted his stride, the old ache in his knee flaring like it had heard the words. “Who better to give them that than an old grizzly who has his own scars and more than a few war stories?”

      “Understood,” Tagger replied. “But you’ve been there for what, two years now? Isn’t it time to get back out here? Into the blood and guts, where you can show them how to avoid ending up at Pike?”

      Cabe didn’t answer.

      “There’s a reason you keep turning down advancement,” Tagger went on. “Why you’re not the group or sector commander you should be by now. You’re a frontline team chief by heart and soul. That means leading troopers at the unit level, not babysitting them in rear-D.”

      “You offering me a slot as a team chief in one of your squads?” Cabe chuckled. They had worked together once before, though back then, Cabe had outranked Tagger by a fair margin.

      “I’d prefer you at the squad level. Building team formation, integration, cohesion.”

      “A training squad in a line unit?” That was an interesting concept. But not something that scaled well. Tagger would have to give up a combat slot or stretch his command roster.

      “Not quite. High Command’s been pushing to increase SF numbers in response to the Traverse’s latest attacks. Every unit’s lost teams and even full squads to spin up new ones. It’s diluting the CHiT-to-veteran ratio. I’ve seen how some units are handling it, and I don’t like it.”

      “So, you want me to make up for High Command’s short-sightedness?” Cabe paused by a door marked Physical Fitness Training Facility 4-3-6 and looked back the way he had come.

      In two years of navigating Pike’s maze of levels and passageways, he’d gotten lost only once, two weeks after he arrived. He prided himself on that. He was a scout, after all.

      And he’d just broken his streak.

      He pulled out his datapad and checked the local map. Yup. Wrong turn. Three of them, actually. He’d have to cut through PFTF 4-3-6 to get back on track. Good thing Tagger couldn’t see him. He’d never hear the end of it.

      “I know they’ve got a long-term plan,” Tagger was saying, unaware. “But I’d rather not have my people pay for it in the short term.” His voice dipped. “I’ve seen good teams fall apart. Watched rookies freeze in their first firefight because the vets who should’ve trained them were spread too thin or already dead. You’re the best trainer I know, Cabe. I can’t think of anyone better to help me keep them from becoming Pike Station statistics.”

      “Now, you’re brown-nosing.” Cabe tucked the datapad away and kept moving.

      Tagger chuckled. “I believe it was my first team chief who told me, ‘Whatever it takes to get the job done and your people taken care of.’”

      “Hmph.” Cabe scowled. “Not very nice to turn my own words back on me.”

      “Whatever it takes, Chief.”

      Cabe slowed. The compartment he’d entered—the third one on his path through the training facility—was too quiet. His boots echoed more than they should have. No impact grunts, no barked reps, no clatter of weights. Just a thick, waiting silence. He paused. Midday meant peak activity, so the gym shouldn’t be empty, and it wasn’t. A dozen people sat on or stood by workout stations, but none of them moved. Not the weights. Not their bodies.

      Every single one of them stared toward the sparring alcove at the back of the compartment. The door closed behind Cabe, removing the noises from the last compartment and leaving behind the steady rhythm of impact—punches and kicks hitting synth skin. Cabe angled sideways for a better look.

      A single trooper in SF-gray was dancing with a sparring dummy. No. Not dancing. His movements were sluggish, his footwork halting as if weighted down by magnetized boots he wasn’t wearing.

      Red spatter dotted the deck around him, smeared and darkened by shoe tread.

      “Shit,” Cabe muttered. Then, into the comm: “I’m gonna have to get back with you, Commander.”
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      The sparring dummy was dented and smeared with blood. The trooper took a glancing blow against his shoulder and returned the favor with a solid hit against the dummy’s chest. More blood splattered across both of them.

      “He’s been at it for almost an hour,” said a man standing a few steps away, answering Cabe’s unspoken question.

      “Has anyone tried to get him to stop?”

      The man’s eyes widened. “And end up like the dummy? No way. But we called security. They’ll handle it.”

      Cabe frowned at him but didn’t pursue the subject. Instead, he moved toward the alcove and activated the IFF in his eyepro’s HUD.

      The Identifier Friend/Foe program, or IFF for short, was designed to identify and categorize possible threats in a combat zone—human and technological. Its tamer, non-combat version, generally called an ID ping, allowed you to pull up basic information about people. It didn’t automatically populate your HUD with data like the IFF, or scan your surroundings for new data points, and it gave only basic information, most readily gathered by reading the insignia on someone’s uniform.

      Most people were happy with a basic ID ping. Cabe wasn’t most people, and his ID pings weren’t basic.

      IFF ready - set to non-combat preset 1, flashed across Cabe’s HUD that his eyepro superimposed over his field of vision.

      He scanned the compartment, noting the ranks and positions of everyone present, then settled his gaze on the man in the alcove.

      SF5 Team Chief Vando Mason, Satellite Team Leader, 915th SF.

      Cabe concentrated on the ID tag, activated a unique access and authorization key code from the pop-up menu, and scanned the next layer of information. Mason had served as his team’s leader since shortly after graduating from the SF Academy four years ago. While it was unusual to have a 24-year-old with that much leadership experience, it wasn’t what made Cabe pause. Not every SF unit had a satellite team, which operated remotely and independently from its parent unit. Some units abhorred the concept, while others embraced it as an opportunity for the team to gain the unique experience its operational requirements offered. For that reason, units usually rotated teams assigned to the duty. The 915th hadn’t.

      Cabe instructed the AI embedded in his system to verbally give him the short version of Mason’s background and history pertinent to this situation.

      “Shit,” Cabe mumbled after the AI fell silent.

      Three meters ahead of him, Mason stopped moving. Maybe he had heard Cabe, or sensed his approach, or maybe he was reacting to an alert that someone had accessed his personnel file. Cabe couldn’t be sure. While his access code should have bypassed the general access alerts, it wouldn’t automatically bypass the more sneaky and complex alerts some people used to catch someone snooping where they shouldn’t be.

      Mason didn’t immediately turn around. He just stood there, head bowed, shoulders slumped, and arms hanging by his side.

      Drip, drip, drip.

      The crimson drops hitting the deck beside Mason’s feet were the only sound for a long moment until the door swooshed open behind Cabe, and multiple sets of boots stomped in.

      Four pairs. The security team had arrived. The door swooshed shut. Cabe expanded his system’s sensors to single out the new arrivals, identified the security team leader, and sent her a message to stay back.

      Cabe outranked the woman by two rank steps, but that didn’t ensure she would follow his instructions. She didn’t have to, not if she determined the situation to be an immediate threat to the station or any of its occupants, including Cabe and Mason. Luckily, she didn’t.

      When the security team leader acknowledged Cabe’s instructions, Cabe turned his full attention back to Mason. He stepped closer. Mason turned around. His face was pale, his expression numb, and he didn’t meet Cabe’s gaze. He just stood there.

      Cabe slowly approached him. Mason didn’t react, even when Cabe reached out a hand to him. He did flinch when Cabe touched his trembling shoulder. Cabe pulled him closer.

      “I got you.”

      Mason resisted the movement at first but then relented and sank against Cabe, his head leaning into Cabe’s shoulder as the older man wrapped his arms around him. They stood like this for a long moment. One, unwilling to give in; the
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