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        ULTRACOM RUINS

        ZEBEBELGENUBI

        FEDERATION OF SKYE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        12 NOVEMBER 2772

      

      

      Blinking back tears as she watched the Eridani Light Horse Regiment’s procession enter the quad, Major Astrid Karlsson logged a mental note to put in a commendation for Captain Calhoun. The quartermaster had worked his magic yet again. After five years of vicious fighting, the regiment was bedraggled and threadbare, yet somehow Calhoun had scrounged up dress uniforms for the honor guard.

      The soldiers at the head of the column wore crisp, olive-drab uniforms with verdant half-jackets and side caps, knee-high boots in butternut and matching leather gloves. The ELH insignia—a piaffing, chestnut stallion on a gold circle with a gilded border—stood brightly atop the lotus-blue Radstadt World Sash running from right shoulder to left hip. Belted, ceremonial daggers completed the ensemble. Their vibrant uniforms stood in stark contrast to the dreary ferrocrete of the quad and the blackened ruins surrounding it.

      A solitary flagpole rose from the center of the courtyard. The Rim Worlds Republic flag—a cobalt shark emblem upon a maroon field bordered in white—fluttered in the light wind. The flagpole was flanked by a wrought-iron brazier on the right and a mahogany lectern to the left. A mixture of soldiers, militia, partisans, law enforcement, emergency services, and civilians filled every available meter of the yard.

      As the last of the procession took their places, Colonel Ezra Bradley stepped to the lectern. The ELH’s commander moved with an almost imperceptible limp as his artificial left leg swung a hair faster than its organic companion. Near constant combat for the last five years had aged him considerably. His hair was more gray than auburn now, and thick worry-lines etched his face like aged parchment. Crow’s feet flared from the corners of his light-grey eyes as he squinted against the bright lights and waited for the teleprompter to spin up. The dedication ceremony would be streamed worldwide.

      “Today is about duty,” he said in a baritone rumble. “Duty is the obligation we have to one another through our shared belief in something greater than ourselves that compels us to act no matter the cost. It gives us courage when we are fearful, hope when we are in despair, and something to believe in when all else has failed.

      “This campus was once Ultracom—the Ulsop Robotics Training Complex—where the Star League Defense Force trained soldiers to operate our Space Defense Systems; a nearly-impregnable network of space- and ground-based weaponry, space stations, and autonomous drone ships that safeguard key Terran Hegemony worlds.

      “Technological prowess made the Hegemony a paragon of exceptionalism. A symbol of all that humankind could accomplish. The Modern Chivalrists Movement spread Hegemony values throughout the Star League. The Cameron Star became a symbol of manifest integrity. Confident in the protection of our armored fortresses, the Hegemony dispatched the SLDF to squelch the New Vandenberg Uprising.

      “For all our accomplishments, we failed to uncover the traitors in our midst. We were betrayed by Stefan Amaris, the dastardly leader of the Rim Worlds Republic. The Usurper assassinated First Lord Richard Cameron and launched his reign of terror with simultaneous assaults on all Hegemony worlds. In a month, he’d stolen Camelot from Arthur.”

      Angry murmurs spread through the crowd. Bradley waited for them to die down before continuing, “When the Rim Worlders conquered this world, they made Ultracom their planetary command center, and forced Ulsop engineers to train their soldiers on SDS operations. The resistance tried to stop the training, but they failed. They had a duty to protect the Hegemony, so they tried again. They failed a second time, yet still they tried again.

      “After eight failed attempts, they were finally successful in the spring of 2768. They smuggled three tons of SRM inferno missiles into the complex. Forty trainees died in the initial blast, and the resulting fire razed half the complex and injured another 130 occupiers.”

      Bradley slowed his cadence and poured anger into his next words. “The Rim Worlders responded by executing all three hundred Ulsop trainers and turned the ruins into an extermination camp where resistance fighters, dissidents, and anyone else they disliked spent their final days in conditions intended to cause a lingering, painful death.”

      A soft whimper drew Astrid’s attention to the left. Captain Maeve Ramirez was visibly trembling. Astrid gave a slight smile, hoping Maeve would understand the offer of sympathy, but the younger woman didn’t seem to notice. Astrid logged another item for her mental to-do list.

      The SLDF had finally retaken Zebebelgenubi three weeks ago. The Seventy-First Light Horse had temporarily transferred from XI Corps to V Corps to bolster the assault. Astrid’s battalion had been rounding up straggling Guards’ forces when they discovered the Ultracom camp. Her rapid scout company—Maeve’s High Flyers—were the first on site. The prisoners were so emaciated they resembled worn skin stretched over too-large skeletons more than people. A third suffered from diseases long since eradicated on all Hegemony worlds, implying the Rim Worlders had been testing bioweapons on the camp’s population. Maeve’s company found thousands of men, women, and children clinging to life surrounded by rotting corpses. When the prisoners had become too infirm to dig their own graves, the Rim Worlders simply stopped burying them. As the camp’s horror came into focus, Maeve summoned every medtech in the regiment, but if half the prisoners survived it would be a miracle.

      “Six years of occupation is simply interminable,” Bradley said, resuming his normal diction. “I can scarcely imagine how difficult it must have been to persevere. The Rim Worlders desecrated your world. This hallowed ground was a monument to the Star League’s preeminent defensive apparatus, and they twisted it into something vile and perverse. I’m sure there were times when giving up was an incredibly tempting option, but you persevered, and Zebebelgenubi is free of tyranny once again.

      “This flag,” Bradley gestured at the Rim Worlds Republic flagpole, “is a symbol of hatred, violence, and oppression. We will eradicate it, and then dedicate this space to the intrepid souls that survived internment here. Governor Moretti will be following me and speaking to the memorial plans. First, please join me in observing a moment of silence in recognition of the thirty thousand people who lost their lives here.”

      A trio of soldiers from the ELH’s ad hoc honor guard swiftly lowered the Rim Worlds flag and wordlessly dropped it on the brazier. Hungry flames devoured it in a few seconds. When the last vestiges had been incinerated, the soldiers attached the Star League flag—the Cameron Star in white and black on a sapphire field—to the halyard.

      “Thank you,” Bradley said. “Now please stand for the Star League Anthem.”
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      Astrid found Maeve waiting for the next shuttle back to their field headquarters. She had just missed the previous flight of VTOLs. They would have twenty minutes of relative privacy before their ride returned.

      “If you ever want to talk, please know I’m here for you,” she said. That sounded awful. Why am I so bad at this?

      Maeve dropped her eyes and slowly shook her head. When she finally looked up, hot tears rolled down her cheeks. Any other time, Astrid would have encouraged her to see a combat fatigue therapist, but that luxury wouldn’t be available until they rejoined the Sixteenth Army in January, and the ELH took care of its own.

      “I don’t know what I’d say,” she managed at last.

      “That’s fine. I probably won’t have any answers for you, but I am a good listener,” Astrid said. She hesitated for a moment, mulling her options. It had all sounded good in her head, but the intense pain in Maeve’s hazel eyes tangled with her own demons until everything in her head was a discombobulated mess. How can I compare my pain to hers? Great job, Astrid. Now what are you going to do? As the silence stretched into uncomfortable territory, the words tumbled out, “When the Nineteenth… Uh, when Oren… I mean…”

      “It’s okay,” Maeve said. She took Astrid’s left hand and gave a gentle squeeze. “I know what you’re trying to say.”

      Astrid nodded her thanks.

      “Avenge the Nineteenth,” Maeve said.

      “Burn the Usurper,” Astrid replied by rote. That’s not where I was going.

      A year and a half ago, the ELH’s Nineteenth Striker Regiment dropped on Talitha in an attempt to destroy command, control, and communications facilities at what was previously the Eighth Army Headquarters. A Rim World spy leaked their plans to the Talitha garrison, and the Nineteenth was wiped out. Astrid’s nephew had been one of the first casualties. She drank herself to sleep whenever she could for the first month. Purging that vice had taken considerable effort. It’s been eighteen months and I’m still struggling.

      “I just don’t want to see you repeating any of my mistakes, Maeve,” Astrid said, trying to salvage her pep talk.

      Maeve made a sound somewhere between a cough and a monosyllabic laugh.

      “Trust me, I make plenty of them,” Astrid admitted. “I just have ten more years of experience at hiding them.”

      “Hiding what?”

      Astrid startled, and her cheeks flushed. Nothing like demonstrating poor situational awareness for the old man. She turned to Bradley, but following field etiquette, didn’t salute.

      “Good evening, sir,” Astrid and Maeve spoke as one.

      “As you were,” Bradley replied. “My apologies, I didn’t intend to intrude.”

      “Oh, uh, we were just talking—”

      Maeve cut in, “Major Karlsson was just offering her recommendations on a personal matter.”

      Bradley smiled knowingly. “I was briefing General Badler when word of this camp came in. The pictures gave me nightmares. I didn’t make it here until last week, and all the bodies had been buried by then. I can only imagine how horrible it was in person.”

      “Thank-Thank you, sir.”

      “I think turning this place into a memorial will help a lot of people heal. How is your company handling it?”

      “It’s been difficult for us all, sir. Some are handling it well, or at least giving the appearance, but a few are definitely struggling.”

      “Is there anything that your company needs?”

      “Aside from a million dead Rim Worlders?” Maeve said, then stiffened. “Sorry, sir, that was supposed to be a joke.”

      “Is it? My wife tells me I don’t have a sense of humor. It’s fine, Captain. I understand where you’re coming from—” Bradley glanced at Astrid, “—but hating the enemy isn’t the solution.”

      “Sir?” Maeve asked.

      “They have monsters among them, the Amaris Dragoons for one, and a command structure that encourages their predilections, but the average RWR soldier isn’t all that different from any other soldier. We estimate that up to a third of their forces have been conscripted.”

      Maeve looked a bit abashed. “I…hadn’t realized that.”

      “It’s not something that’s been emphasized in briefings,” Bradley said. He gave Astrid another quick look and continued, “The last few years have been difficult for us all. The hardships will continue to get worse. The road to Terra is very, very long, but we have a duty to the citizens of the Hegemony.

      “Today’s ceremony was meant to give people closure, but for some I suspect all it’s done is stirred up strong, uncomfortable feelings. I was thinking it might be helpful to your peers if there was a support group—nothing formal, just a gathering when there’s down time. Since you were the first field officer on site, I thought you might want to volunteer to lead it—assuming the Major can spare you, of course.”

      Astrid marveled at the confident smile that had appeared on Maeve’s face. She’s completely turned around. He makes it seem so easy, and he also gave me a message while spending the whole time talking to Maeve.

      Abruptly, she realized Bradley was waiting for her reply. “I’ll make sure Captain Ramirez has the time she needs.”

      “Excellent. I suspect she’ll discover that service to others is its own reward.”

      “I won’t let you down, sir,” Maeve said.

      Bradley nodded. “Do your duty in all things, Captain, and you’ll be fine. You cannot do more, and shouldn’t do less.”
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      Aleksandr Kerensky, Commanding General of the Star League Defense Force and architect of Operation Chieftain—the campaign to retake the Terran Hegemony—cleared his throat and tapped the record button again.

      “Good work on Zebebelgenubi, Colonel Bradley. I knew your regiment would help get the job done. General Badler gave you high praise. I don’t have the details, but as you know she’s hard to impress.”

      Kerensky paused for a moment. When he continued, his tone was somber. “I understand your desire to remain on world. The camp you described gives me chills. Unfortunately, General Marcocelli reports that fighting has bogged down on Lyons. By the time you get there, your Twenty-First Striker and 151st Light Horse regiments will be ready to go in. I need your whole Regimental Combat Team to work its magic on this one. Keep your head down, Ezra. Reports are the Amaris Dragoons have already deployed biological and chemical weapons. Ni
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