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      “But why? Why do you have to go, Ito?!” Takeda tried. He did. But he still sounded like Iza and he knew it; baby sisters were even more annoying than older brothers.

      I’m not a child!

      He stamped several times, trying to find warmth. Trying to find an answer as they headed towards the goji pens in the total darkness. Only his brother’s flashlight, almost smothered in the midnight and heavy falling snow, lit their way.

      Usually the wide open, near-treeless plains of Rolin Fields seemed to bring Takeda his only source of joy. A blank slate for the harsh fingerpaints of a desperate imagination. Whether the dog days of summer and the brutal heat, or the dead of winter’s cold, the fields became any number of alien planets. Fedrats aplenty swarming the borders. Takeda ready and willing to defend the homeland with a laser rifle in hand. But now, the snow and darkness covered the fields, leaving Takeda with the impression of standing on an island where nothing else existed. He shivered. Blamed it on the cold.

      “Because, little brother. I have to.”

      Takeda shook his head, anger leaping at his older brother’s words. “I’m not little.”

      “You’re only twelve.”

      “Almost thirteen!”

      “Right, almost thirteen.”

      Takeda stopped and growled at his brother’s tone, ready for a fight. But Ito didn’t give him the satisfaction and kept walking. Takeda stamped harder in the snow, banging thick, well-worn wool mittens together for warmth; forgot to tell Mom they needed mending, again. It seemed as though the little warmth he’d started with in the short walk from the house had left along with the light.

      Looking around, the darkness closed in with the departing flashlight, and that sense of nothingness abruptly smothered him. He began to pant. Takeda ran forward, catching up to Ito as they came to the small barn and its enclosed pens. His teeth started to chatter.

      “Just gonna leave me to freeze in the snow? Like you’re gonna leave the farm?”

      Ito didn’t turn, but slipped the flashlight under an arm. He heaved against the door to raise it up slightly out of the hole in the ground. Sidling forward and slipping into the barn, he looked like some gnome, breath steaming in the night, coming to steal a goji or two. At least that’s what Ito used to tell him. But he knew it was a lie now.

      All a lie.

      “Brother,” Ito finally responded without turning, “I left you there because you’re being slow. You know with the power out we’ve got to get the generator going, or the goji will die.”

      “Yeah, I’m not stupid.” Takeda stomped through the slight opening, then stood with arms crossed over his well-patched coat as Ito heaved the door closed. If possible, the barn was even darker. The skittering sounds of the knee-high insectoids always made his skin crawl, but he’d never let on. Never.

      They walked through the rapidly cooling air towards the back room, wending in and out of the alien goji. Never mind that only poor people would eat such meat. It’s what their family had raised for years and years.

      His father’s words came back to him: “If Granddad was good enough to raise goji, then so am I. And so are you.”

      Well, screw you, Dad. And you too, Ito. I don’t want to be poor anymore. And I hate goji. And you’re leaving me here to rot and do all the work by myself since Dad’s fall.

      Ito entered the room first, twisting the flashlight into a knothole in the wooden blank separating the main pens from the generator shed. He strode to the front of the ancient piece of junk and began manually priming the engine.

      Takeda stamped into the room, ignoring the goji crap caked on his boots. Ignoring the horrible smell that could kill a dog at a hundred meters. Pushed his back against the wall as though to support the whole barn. You do all the work. Stupid Ito. Stupid barn. Stupid farm!

      Long minutes passed. The soft sucking sound of the primer couldn’t cover the clicking of multiple legs on exoskeletons. Takeda wanted to tear off his ears.

      Ito finally stopped and glanced up, face mostly in long shadows. “Brother. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Of course not. That’s why you’re moping in the corner.”

      “I’m not moping.”

      “Yes, yes, you are.”

      He thought about swearing, or a hundred other things. But that wouldn’t do anything. His big brother always won. Always. And now he would win again. “You won’t answer my question,” he said, and spit on the ground. There.

      Ito’s shoulders slumped, as though an added weight were abruptly on his back. “Takeda. I did, and you won’t listen. You won’t believe. I’ve got to go. This winter’s the worst yet. Ma says it’s only going to get worse, not better. She can feel it. And I’m just one more mouth to feed. I need to go, Taki.”

      “Don’t call me that. That’s a kid’s name.”

      Ito straightened, his face falling completely into shadows, before moving toward him slowly, crouching down until they were face to face. Despite the fall of light behind his head, Takeda made out his brother’s face: the close-cut black hair, small mouth and nose, but slightly wide-spaced, brown eyes. Always serious, Ito’s expression made Takeda’s eyes itch, which made him even more angry. Not going to cry. You’re not going to make me. I’m not a kid!

      “There’s nothing I can do here but watch us all starve to death. But I can do this. Someday you’ll understand, Taki…Takeda.” He finished with a nod, as though for once accepting that Takeda might be growing up. “You can be mad all you want. Just don’t be mad at Mom and Dad. Not their fault. Nobody’s fault. Just have to make do with what we have.”

      I won’t cry! But the itchy feeling wouldn’t let go, and Takeda blinked rapidly. His brother turned away slightly. Was that a tear? Was that a—

      “Takeda, promise me one thing.”

      He didn’t want to promise his brother a thing. But on this stinking farm, in this horrible hole of a barn—a barn he would be tending for years now—his brother finally treated him like something more than little Taki. For that, he’d answer. “What?”

      “Whatever happens, don’t forget about family.”

      He looked up into his brother’s eyes as Ito turned back. For just a moment, despite the darkness, it seemed he could see a huge pool of sadness. “Don’t forget about me,” it seemed to say. Takeda breathed deeply, pulling in the stench and the cold and the anger of being deserted, and finally nodded.

      Ito nodded back and returned to bang and prod the machine.

      I won’t forget.

      But despite what they just shared, he didn’t know what it was he wouldn’t forget: the friendship that seemed to flow between them for a moment, or the feeling of a long, long cold road stretching into the distance. A road he would walk alone. But not always, Ito! I’ll make something of myself. I’ll leave too. You wait and see!

      He jumped at the guttural roar of the engine as it sputtered to life.
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      The horror swept through the darkened forest, fast and furious: a growl of bass rumble vibrating the inner ear until you just…must…scream. Razor sharp teeth flashing like chips of white bone bared in black clay; pink tongue quivering, a sucker-worm blindly groping for fresh blood. Glowing, crimson eyes hypnotic in their preternatural rage; dark pelt almost invisible, only a hint of mammoth muscles stretching a skeleton to the breaking point in its driving, programmed need…

      Ito Tesuo struggled to keep his heart from beating so loudly he’d miss a nuance that might save his life, but the primal terrors of beasts in the dark beat about his head like vulture’s wings already tasting imminent and terribly violent death.

      He cocked his head. He had never known that death wore such savage clothing.

      Despite the terrible, awful fear squeezing his chest in a grip promising death, Ito managed to find the entire experience interesting. His breath rattled in his throat. He coughed till stars exploded in front of his eyes, and he bent over, helpless to the nameless thing coming to steal away the victory he’d fought so hard the last five years to grasp. Blood throbbed in his neck, until it must burst from the pressure of a heart beating frantically under an onslaught of adrenaline. Sweat-slicked hands grasped the knotted wood, the rough-cut whorls rasping flesh in promised slivers and blood. Finally giving up, he gulped air loudly, drawing oxygen to a brain starved of input…

      …the lessons hammered by the sensei with brutal efficiency surged to the fore. He dropped into a light trance, blotting out onrushing death, the cool of the night jungle, the rasping of leaves as a cool, light wind wafted, causing crazy chiaroscuros to undulate, as the moon’s light dappled the darkness in further shadows and scant highlights.

      Succeed.

      The word thrummed with power. Ito hunkered down, breathing falling into a slow, steady pattern as he mastered fear, and the word, limned in power, came surging again to the fore from his sensei:

      Succeed!

      Despite honor, despite duty, despite anything, there is only one thing that must drive each of you. Succeed. Failure is not an option. Not because it is demanded of you, but because you demand it.

      Five years of relentless training in college, and it all came down to a fight in the dark with a horror rumored to have been imported from another world? Just didn’t seem to make sense. What did hand-to-hand combat with a simian beast have to do with insurgency work and counter-terrorism and infiltration and all the other skills honed to allow him to graduate where so many others failed?

      But either he lived through this moment, or he didn’t.

      Succeed.

      So be it.

      A snarling ball of fury exploded into the small clearing, a roar shattering the night until he just knew eardrums must shatter. Fear tried to batter its way from its prison as the thing rose up on all-too-humanlike back legs and towered until it seemed to fill his eyes, the sky, the universe. His hands seemed to lose their grip on the spear, palms slick.

      It lunged.

      Ito screamed.
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      “Takeda?!” Justin rushed into the barracks.

      Takeda Tesuo turned toward the overly loud call, a smile gracing beefy lips, a smile that grew as he noticed several dark looks among those getting ready for the ceremony. Ah, Justin, how you irk them. “Calm down. Calm down. Deep breaths. What’s up?”

      The other student, red bushel of hair, broad face and too many teeth behind too-small lips, stumbled down the center aisle of bunks and skidded to an abrupt halt behind him. He tried to speak, but it only came out in heavy panting, and he ended up bent over.

      Takeda slapped the younger man on the shoulders, his large, thick-fingered hand almost sending the boy into the concrete floor. “I said, deep breaths. You know, you wouldn’t have this problem if you’d run with me in the mornings.”

      “I’m gonna be an aerospace pilot,” Justin finally got out, straightening. “Not some mudslinger that needs to run everywhere.”

      Takeda glanced around and smiled more openly—stretching his broad neck mockingly—at the additional looks directed at such a comment. They all turned away. “Justin, we prefer ‘grunts.’ And since I’m not going to be here much longer, I’d advise you to keep your feelings about us ‘mudslingers’ to yourself. Some of these ’slingers don’t take to you as well as I do.”

      The younger cadet abruptly glanced around, skin tone vanishing beyond its already pale countenance into corpse-like territory. Takeda bellowed laughter, then turned around, dismissing the lot of them. Glancing in the mirror, he adjusted the high orange collar on his white tunic, then glanced down to make sure the belt woven into the tunic rightly displayed the clasp—fashioned in the Kurita Dragon crest—at center. His barrel-like chest often made that task difficult. A quick stomp settled the black pants and feet firmly into red boots. Smart, dangerous, chocolate-brown eyes under an almost sheared-off forehead and crew-cut black hair met a will of steel in the metal reflection.

      Today is my day. I have done this. First in my class.

      He nodded at himself once, then closed the locker door and swept out of the room, knowing Justin would tag along like a lost puppy.

      “Takeda.”

      “What?” He kept walking, passing the barracks. Headed down the main thoroughfare to the stadium and the area where the cadets would assemble for the graduation ceremony. Several jeeps, the whine
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