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CHAPTER ONE
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While preparations were being made aboard the League Warship Barkno for arrival at the selka home world of Norash, Space Marine Major John Williamson, Mission commander, briefed Captain Kalana Grenor, leader of Stryker Team One. In front of them, images from Norash floated above the briefing room's massive holoprojection table.

"Are there any intact buildings?" Kalana asked as images of a destroyed city floated above the table.

"None that the ratbots can find. We've dropped over a hundred of them at various locations on Norash's surface and all of them see the same destruction."

"According to intel gathered by the Cube personnel, there's an active war going on down there. Has there been any sign of conflict?"

The Major flipped a switch. The images of destroyed cityscape were replaced by video of two mechanical behemoths battling inside an open area in the rubble.  As they watched, one robot—a backhoe by the looks of it—dealt its opponent—a dump truck—a fatal blow by tearing it in half with its shovel. Williamson flipped a switch and the video replayed. "This is the same sequence as seen through the ratbot's selka-tuned sensor array. Both machines were inhabited by large, multi-tentacled creatures which were part of the machine. Appendages and body parts emerged from the machine at random points. When the shovel delivered the coup de gras, the dump truck's Selka disappeared in a flash of purple light.

Kalana stared at the image in horror. "Analysis Section has reported several hundred individual selkas being observed by the ratbots over the last several hours. We have not been able to identify which faction any of them belong to."

Kalana remembered that there were supposedly two armed camps—Red and Green—who were locked into a war that spanned centuries. It was the Red faction that had come to Degreb to gather an army with which to defeat the Greens. It was the Red faction which had faked the death of her fiancé, Space Marine Colonel Peter Ventana, then tried to frame her for his supposed murder.

"Sir, what about our target?" she asked, referring to the location of the war material obtained illicitly from the League.

"Our prisoners say it’s here," John replied. He flipped a switch, causing the image to shift to more wrecked buildings. "The staging area is underground, so I have a dozen bots scouring the area for an entrance."

"Has anything noticed the bots?"

"Not yet. It may be that their power signatures are just too low." He shut down the table. "Kalana, are you and your team ready for this?"

She looked at him. "As ready as anyone can be. The Cube technicians have reprogrammed Nana's, Marcus's, and my nanobots so that they can create epsilon field scramblers on the fly while Mersa and Trent have been issued personal units."

"Why give Trent a scrambler. Alue are immune to selka possession."

"Backup just in case our information is wrong, and each of us is carrying a spare, sir," Kalana explained.

"Good thinking." He handed her a stack of briefing folders. "Yes, I know you and the twins can download the briefing into your memory banks, but I'm kind of old fashioned when it comes to information exchange."

"Thank you. I will brief the team as soon as we're finished. Sir, we still don't know how the Red-faction selka planned to leave Norash."

"I know. The Cube interrogators were unable to pry the plans from the prisoners. Either they're tougher than we give them credit, or they just don't know."

"I understand, sir."

"Good. Any questions?"

"No, sir."

"Then carry on. Dismissed!" he said. She saluted, then walked out of the room.
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Kalana walked into her quarters and was greeted by the aroma of Irish coffee. She saw her husband, Hamish Alduin, walk out of the kitchenette holding a clear glass mug filled with pale brown liquid topped with whipped cream.

"May all the gods bless you," she said as she took the cup and quaffed the aromatic brew.

"They already have," he replied.

She smiled at him. "Yes, they did. By the way, my nanorobots thank you for the fuel," she said referring to the alcohol in the drink which her bots used to run.

"They're welcome," he said as the two of them intertwined their tails.

"Have you been briefed?"

"Yep. You go in and surveil the situation, then report back."

"A report that could wipe out a planet," she reminded him.

"What is it with you and this guilt shit. Remember, you're an elf, not a human. Now, those people must have invented guilt, or at least honed it to a high art form."

She cuffed him. "If I tell command that Norash needs to be nuked..."

"Command will take it under advisement. Remember, the generals and admirals make the final decision. Captains and agents only advise."

She leaned over and kissed him. "Thanks." She looked at the wall chrono. "Got to go brief the team. Going to be around for dinner?"

"I wouldn't miss it for the world," he replied as he took her into his arms and kissed her while their tails intertwined. A moment later and she was gone, leaving him both exhilarated and worried, but that was life with Kalana Grenor.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Station Tegwa at the edge of League space...

Glean Nortis looked up and read the sign above the door of the establishment. "The Drunken Wombat. What the hell is a wombat?" He squinted at the creature carved into the sign and shook his head.

His question was answered when he walked in and saw the bartender: six legs, lots of claws, and at least twenty quan in length. It was odd watching an obvious apex predator of that size pouring drinks for a group of prey beings. He walked over and took a seat at the bar.

"What can I get you?" the barkeep asked.

Glean looked up at a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. "What do you recommend?"

The keep drew a tall glass of golden, foam-topped liquid from a tap. "Fester's Ale," he said as he gently placed the container on the bar in front of Glean. "Ten percent ethanol by volume."

"Thanks," Glean replied. He took a sip, then a long quaff. "Excellent!"

"I'm glad you like it. Can I ask you a question?" the keep asked.

"Sure."

"What the hell are you? I've been serving drinks from behind this bar for the last half-century, and I've never seen your species before."

Glean smiled. Yeah, I'm not from around here," he replied. "I'm a Weck. My home world is beyond the rim in the general direction of what you call the Horsehead Nebula, and please, no jokes."

The keep stifled a chuckle, for Glean was most definitely descended from something horse-like.
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