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“If there’s one thing I like more than holiday food, it’s someone else’s holiday food…” Lance Corporal Tim McGovern said as he slammed his tray of grub onto the table.


Indicating the overloaded tray of food as a few of its native bread rolls cascaded off the top, McGovern took his seat next to his fellow Marines.  “I mean look at all this…  roasted chilik breast, spinberries, chuka mash…  These guys really know how to throw a feast!”  As if to emphasize his point, he grabbed one of the bread rolls and stuffed it into his mouth in ecstasy.


“Almost makes up for being in the rear end of the galaxy…” came the grumbled reply from Corporal John Lakeside, who slouched grumpily in his recliner chair at the corner of the barracks room.


“What’s got you?” McGovern asked between mouthfuls.  “Earth’s New Year is coming up in a week, and the Soleks are celebrating their Renewal Festival – so it’s just going to be one long Mardi Gras for us!”  

Wiping the corner of his mouth on his olive drab sleeve, McGovern turned to face his grumpy counterpart.  “Besides, the Solek are more than happy to provide us with all this great food and ale -- or at least what passes

for ale on this planet.  C’mon, let’s at least enjoy that and cheer up!”


Lakeside got up from the recliner and approached the table where the other soldiers sat, taking in the aroma of their plates.  “Yeah, I guess you’re right – just getting short-timers disease.”  He heartily grabbed a rib bone of some native animal and began munching.  


Across from where Lakeside now sat was the young Private Andrew Malone, who had just reported to the Marine unit here on Solek.  His eyes flared wide open at the mention of the ‘disease’.  “What disease, Corporal?”


Lakeside ignored the youth, and allowed McGovern to respond to the question.  “The Corporal here doesn’t like our company, and he wants to go elsewhere…”


“I won’t be here much longer, McGovern – mark my words on it…” Lakeside shot back.


McGovern dismissed the quip from his fellow Marine with a roll of his eyes.  “Anyways, the corporal is so bored on this planet that he thinks he’s going to get out of here real soon…”


A sort of confused look crossed over the private’s face as he glanced back at the gruff corporal.  “Why are you so antsy to leave?  I mean, what’s so bad about this place?”


Lakeside decided to answer, but not without several tones of annoyance in his voice.  “Look, the way I see it, we shouldn’t even be here on this lifeless rock – and we’ve been here for 3 years already!”


Private Malone swallowed the mouthful of ale he had just taken in.  “What do you mean lifeless?  There’s probably 50 billion Solek natives here!”


“That doesn’t make a difference…” Lakeside grumbled.  “Look, these people have the knowledge and capability for warp drive and weapons, but instead they are content to remain on this hunk of rock with no escape.  And the only reason we’re here is because of the pirates who constantly harass these people…”


“So, what’s so bad about that?” Malone asked innocently.


“Look, kid…” Lakeside finally said, almost cutting off the question.  “We’re out here in the butt crack of the galaxy defending people who won’t even defend themselves…  Meanwhile, all we are doing is taking the brunt of these attacks.  I haven’t seen my family in forever, and there is absolutely nothing to do on this planet!”


McGovern inclined his head as he lifted yet another bread roll to his mouth.  “Hey, I kind of like the Solek.  I think they’re interesting.”


Snorting at the comment, Corporal Lakeside slumped back into his chair.  “Yeah, well…  It’d be a different story if they were humanoid and had some decent looking women to fraternize with, but overgrown iguana’s just don’t cut it with me.”


Private Malone looked out the window and noticed some colorful flashes of light in the distance.  “It looks like the celebration is finally starting.  I can’t believe they delayed the fireworks until the middle of the night just because of some weather…”


A moment of silence passed between them as they all glanced out the window.  McGovern finally smiled as he looked back over at the gloomy corporal.  


“Oh, now I get it… Feeling a little lonely, are we?”


Lakeside didn’t even fancy the remark with any attention.  “Whatever…”


Smiling even harder now, McGovern assumed that he had hit the nail on the head by the way the corporal had reacted.  “You know, John, there’s always Private Marin in Company C.  She’s always looking for a good time…”


With a steaming chilik leg halfway between his plate and his mouth, Lakeside had to stop and shoot a disgusted glare at McGovern.  “Ah, come on – I’m trying to eat here.  Besides, that’s a gross thought anyways…  That girl looks like my Uncle Phil -- mustache and all!”


The entire room of men busted up laughing at that, including Private Malone, who had never personally seen this woman.  As the din subsided, though, he thought to put his two sense in.  “So, she’s got a little hormone imbalance, so what?  My sister has a mustache!”


Again the room erupted in the raucous laughter of the Marine’s as they shared the holiday meal.  McGovern placed a sympathetic hand on Malone’s shoulder.  “Andy, that’s something I wouldn’t admit to around here openly…”


“What?” Private Malone asked innocently.


Almost drowning out the loud snickering of the men in the barracks room, a staccato of loud popping noises came from outside the building.  A few of the Marine’s shifted their attention to the noises half consciously.


“It’s only the fireworks…” Lakeside commented as he noticed the others staring out the windows curiously towards the noises.  


A much louder ‘boom’ shook the walls of the barracks and the two marines looked at each other in a surprised fashion.  


The noises from outside died out somewhat, and the men sort of lost interest in the lack of a view from the windows.  Abandoning their edginess, they returned to their meals still sitting on the tables.


Almost as if it were farther away from the previous noise, yet another thud sounded from outside the walls and reverberated within the barracks.

Sergeant Murphy stuck his head out of the latrine.  “Did anyone else feel that?”

Seeking to make light of the fact that Sergeant Murphy had his head poked out of the latrine door with his pants around his ankles, McGovern stood up and addressed the man from the middle of the room.

“Was that you, Sarge?  I told you to cut back on those beans,” joked McGovern.

Murphy shrugged off the quip with an annoyed look.  “I’m serious, corporal…  That wasn’t fireworks!”

A much louder blast shattered the barracks windows, and all four men instinctively dove for the floor.  Sirens began to wail throughout the compound and there was a frantic rush of Marines as they darted around in near confusion.

“Pirates!” yelled Murphy over the klaxon.  Crawling on hands and knees over to his gear box, he began pulling out his uniform.  “Let’s go…”

Rapidly gathering their gear and suiting up, the four grabbed their weapons and charged outside into the night air.  They scanned the sky for signs of the pirates, yet saw no sign of them.  A rapid burst of weapons fire came from the direction of the compound’s main gate, and they took off towards the activity.  Visible above the buildings ahead was smoke that was rising from fires where, only moments earlier, had been the twin guard towers flanking the entrance.

As they rounded the corner of the command center and came within eyeshot of the main gate, an absolutely chaotic scene met their eyes.  The compounds main gate was both in flames and obscured by a thick wall of smoke.  

On the inner side of the compound, Marines in scattered packs were firing their weapons haphazardly into the dense cloud of smoke that seemed to intentionally hang over the main gate, hiding the attacking enemy.

As the blue energy bolts from the friendly weapons disappeared into the wall of smoke, the return fire of the red phased pirate weapons answered them in full force.  

Pack after pack of Marines began to fall back further into the compound and away from the main gate, using anything to try to shield themselves from the pressing attackers.  Another deadly blast hit the north tower, sending debris flying across the yard.

A red bolt of energy barely missed Private Malone as they stood there trying to make sense of the situation, with the attackers still hidden by the smoke field.

Sergeant Murphy reached out and grabbed the young soldier by the back of the collar and dove for the nearest cover – a stack of crates against the building.

“This is a nightmare!” Private Malone finally quivered as they ducked behind the limited protection of the crates.  “Why didn’t our sensors show them coming?”

Lakeside tapped his shoulder and pointed towards the main gate.  “That’s why!”

All four men poked their heads up over the crates to see what Lakeside was indicating.  

A countless mass of bodies emerged from the smoke carrying a wide assortment of weapons, which ranged from phasers and rifles to farming tools.  Although the planet’s three moons were not out tonight, it was bright enough to make out the identity of their attackers.

“What the hell?  Why are the Solek attacking us?”

As the maddened mob slowly emerged from the debris of what used to be the main gate, they hissed threateningly at the Marines visible within the compound’s yard.  With their targets now clearly visible, the Solek wasted no time in surging forward, shooting madly at anyone who was not of their race.

“What do we do, Sarge?” came the frightened and confused voice of McGovern.

In true Marine style, Sergeant Murphy grunted.  “We fight, and make sure we win.  Weapons on stun – knock ‘em down!”

The Sergeant reached into his knapsack and pulled out a fresh energy clip, the others following suit.  As they slapped the clips into their rifles, they perched up on the crates and opened fire.

One after another, the Solek at the front of the surging crowd fell from the stun barrage.  It didn’t seem to be enough, though, as another Solek would step up into the place where the fallen one was.  The angry natives continued to advance, seeming to increase in number as they poured in through the main gate.

With the Solek rapidly approaching the other side of the crates, Murphy knew that it was going to come down to another tactic and gave up hope on the rifles.  He reached down again and pulled out the nine-inch bayonet that was attached to his belt, and a-fixed it to the tip of his rifle.

Only mere feet away from the crates now, Sergeant Murphy and the others jumped over the boxes which been giving them protection and shot towards the mob.

McGovern cracked the lead aggressor over the skull with the butt of his rifle, knocking it senseless.  Lakeside thrust upwards with his knife, impaling another and allowing it’s momentum to aid in tossing him away.

Murphy was swinging his rifle towards one of the attackers when he felt a glancing blow to the back of his chest armor.  Flailing his arm around, he was able to grab the assailant’s forearm with his left hand while smashing its face with his right elbow.  Scaled hands grabbed the sergeant from all angles and overpowered him, pushing him to the ground.

“Sarge!” McGovern yelled.  He tried to push through the mob, but there was just too many.  Hands gripped his arms as a heavy board smashed into his head.  As he was trying to regain his composure, a battle knife was slipped between the gaps of his body armor and into his rib cage.

A long trail of blood escaped his mouth and dribbled down his chin, as he stared wide-eyed out at the fight.  He saw Lakeside in a similar predicament -- battered and bloodied as he was.  

McGovern lost the strength to remain on his feet, and fell to the ground on his side.  As he watched the dreary end of the battle, he wondered how he was able to stay conscious through the pain.

Before he lost it, McGovern saw the one thing that would probably never escape him.  Fluttering sadly to the ground was the blue flag of the United Federation of Planets, which had up until now been flying above the compound proudly.

When he thought that it couldn’t get any worse, McGovern heard the roar of several thousand Solek cheering their victory as he slipped into oblivion.

