Star Vars

Short Story Col I ection

EQUI PMENT

by Matthew Stover

updated : 11.Xl.2006

BHAHBHBHBHEH R B H BHBHBHBHBH BB H R R R B H B H B H B H BB R R B B B H B H B H BB

A Personal Account of the Sub-orbital Action at Haruun Kal, as reported by Auxiliary
Heavy- Weapons Speci al i st CT-6/774.

We popped out of hyperspace above the plane of the ecliptic. Al’har’s light was brilliant
yel l ow. Haruun Kal was a bright blue-green crescent.

Two asteroid belts sparkled yell ow anong the bl ack-and-white starfield: one beyond Haruun
Kal’s orbit, vast and old, spreading toward the gas giants that swung through the outer
system and a smaller, younger belt in orbit around the planet itself: remants of what
once had been the planet’s noon.

| snugged nmy hel net and checked ny arnor’s |ife-support paraneters, then dogged the
transpari steel hatch of the bubble turret.

My hel met’ s speakers crackled softly. "Comm check," Lieutenant Four-One said.

The Lieutenant’s our pilot. The 2nd Lou, cl-33/890, handles nav. He checked in with a "Nav
is go." | reported nmy turret as go, and ny port-side partner, ct-014/783, did the sane
fromhis.

The Hal |l eck swung down out of interstellar space and inserted into planetary orbit al npst
hal fway out to the noon-belt, nore than ten thousand klicks fromthe surface. Intel had
reported a runor that Haruun Kal m ght have a snall nunber of planetary-defense ion
cannons, and a nediumcruiser is a very large target.

Just before we lit engines and lifted out of the Halleck’s ship bay, |I clicked ny comm
over to the dedicated turret-freq. "Take care of the equipnment, Ei ght-Three." My partner
answered the way he al ways does: "And the equipnment will take care of us, Seven-Four."
That’ s how we wi sh each other [uck

The mag-screen de-powered. The ship bay’ s atnmosphere gusted out toward the star in a
billow of glittering ice crystals.

Bl ue-white pinpoints fanned out before us: ion drives of our starfighter escort.

The transparisteel of ny bubble-turret humred with synpathetic resonance as one of the
Jadt hu-cl ass | anders undocked and followed them then it was our turn.

Qur flight |eader took point. W sucked ions on left wing. Five gunships |left the Halleck
None woul d come back.

Take care of your equi pment, and your equi pnent will take care of you.

That’'s one of the first things they teach us in the creche-schools on Kam no

Even before we're awake. By the tine we are brought to consciousness for

skil | sdevel oprent, the know edge punps have drilled "Take care of your equipnent” so
deeply into our minds that it’s nmore than instinct. It’s practically natural |aw

We |ive or die by our equipnent.

| ama clone trooper in the Gand Arny of the Republic.

My designation is ct-6/774. | serve on a Republic close-assault gunship. | amthe
starboard bubbl e-turret gunner



| love ny job. We all do; we're created for it.

But my job is special. Because ny partner-ct-014/783, the port bubbl e-turret gunner-and
are the ones who take care of the equipnent.

Qur weapons platform the RHE LAAT/i, is an infantry-support weapon. W soften up and
harass the eneny; our targets are bunkers, armored vehicles, nobile artillery, and eneny
footsol diers. Wen our infantry brothers need to get to the eneny, we're the ones who

bl ast down the door

The LAAT/i is designed for dropping troops into a hot fire-zone. W' re not fast, but we
can go anywhere. Qur assault weapons are controlled through nav; the navigator runs al
three antipersonnel turrets, the main mssile |launcher and two of the four main cannons.
Qur | aser cannons can punch hol es through medium arnor, and the mssile | aunchers take
care of the heavy stuff; they' re nass-driver |aunchers, so our |oads can be customn zed for
the mission. W carry he (high explosive), heap (high explosive arnor-piercing) and apf
(anti-personnel fragnentation) missiles; we stay away from baradi um weapons-t oo
unst abl e-but detonite and proton-core warheads can handle everything we're likely to come
up agai nst.

Qur job-nme and Ei ght-Three, the bubble-turret gunners-is to handl e everything that cones
up agai nst us. Each turret is a sphere of transparisteel that tracks along with our
cannons; ny partner and | al so each control a |auncher |oaded with four short-range
air-to-air rockets. If anything comes at us, we shoot it down.

That’s what | nean about taking care of the equi pment.

Let’s say we're cracking a hardened bunker on a desert planet. W come in | ow over the
dunes, punping nissiles and cannonfire agai nst the target enplacenent.

Let’s say you're operating an anti-aircraft cannon half a klick away, and you open fire on
us. The pilot and the navigator don’'t even have to | ook up. Because |'mthere.

Go ahead and take your shot. You won't get two.

Fire a mssile at us. I'Il blast it to scrap. Launch a proton grenade. 1’|l bl ow your head
of f. Make an attack run riding a speeder bike. But nake out your will, first.
Because if you attack us, | will take you out.

That's what | do.
| love ny job, and I amvery, very good at it.

| have to be: because sonetinmes ny gunship has to do things it’s not designed for. That's
how it goes when you're fighting a war.

Li ke at Haruun Kal .

We were assigned to the Republic mediumcruiser Halleck, on station in the Ventran system
A regi nent of heavy infantry, twenty Jadthu-class | anders, an escort of six starfighters.

And us: five rhe LAAT/I -s.

W& weren’t supposed to know why we were there, naturally; just as naturally, we knew
anyway. It was clear this would be a VIP extraction on a hostile planet.

It wasn't hard to figure. Those Jadthu-class |anders are basically just flying bunkers.
They go in fast, land, then stand there and take a pounding until it’'s tine to take off
again. Nothing but arnmor, engines, two heavy laser turrets and an Arakyd Caltrop-5 chaff
gun. They're plenty fast in a straight line, but they are the opposite of ninmble. There is
no evasive action in a Jadthu.

The Hal |l eck had twenty of them that neant the |anding-zone would be hot.

Maybe very hot. Maybe nova-cl ass. The starfighters were for orbital cover. Suborbital and
at nospheric cover was our job



Ventran is on the Gevarno Loop, one of half a dozen systens |inked by hyperspace | anes
that run through A’ har. Haruun Kal is the only habitable planet in the A’ har system

Haruun Kal is Separatist.

General Wndu-that’'s Jedi Master Mace Wndu, CGeneral of the Grand Arnmy of the Republic and
Seni or Menber of the Jedi Council-had gone dirtside on Haruun Kal, alone and undercover,
tracking a rogue Jedi. Why had a General gone in personally? W didn’t know. Wy had he
gone in alone? W didn’t ask.

We didn't care.

It wasn't our business.

This is what we knew. If nothing went wong, we wouldn't have anything to do.

We'd cruise our station in the Ventran systemfor a week or two, then junp back for
reassi gnnment .

Sonet hi ng went wrong.

Qur business was to get General Wndu out again

The noon-belt was where they were hiding. Waiting for us.

The whol e system was a trap.

They nmust have been there for weeks, powered down, clanped to drifting asteroids.
Undet ectable. Waiting for a Republic ship to enter orbit.

VWi ch the Hall eck had just done.

Against the glittering weave of the belt, they were close enough to invisible that |
couldn’t pick themout until Lt. Nine-Ch nuttered fromnav: "Hostiles incom ng

On intercept. But not for us, sir! They' re after the Halleck!" Lt. One-Four: "How nany,
nav?"

"Cal culating. No. Sorry, sir. No hard nunmbers avail able. Sensors keep picking up nore."
"How many so far? What are we | ooking at?"

"Accel eration and drive output profiles indicate starfighters. Droid starfighters, sir
Aut omat ed weapons systens directed by sophisticated droid brains.

"Probably Geonosian. So far, |'mreading sixty-four."

"Sixty-four!"

"Strike that. N nety-one. One-oh-five. One-twenty-eight, sir." One hundred and
twenty-eight droid starfighters streaked toward us: a vast array of crescent sparks hal oed
by blue-white ion scatter. Faster, nore maneuverable, and nore heavily arned than anything
inour little twelve-ship flotilla-and the droid brains piloting those starfighters have
refl exes that operate at the speed of light.

And the Halleck was directly in their path.

"Hear that, turrets? This will be hot space. Repeat: we are entering hot space."
"Starboard reads, sir," | told himas |I charged ny cannon. "And | am go."

"Port reads, sir. Go."

"Signal fromthe Halleck, sir!" Nine-Ch said. "Recall: Al ships abort. The Halleck is
under attack-she's all al one back there, sir!"

"Not for long." Lt. Four-One spun our ship through a spiral that whipped us around and
ai med us back toward the Hall eck. The cruiser was a star-specked wedge of shadow



transiting the grid of droid starfighter drive-streams. Now turbol asers started bl asting
out fromthat shadow toward the grid; fromhere the huge particle beans | ooked |ike
hairlines of blue light. I worked ny pedals and swng the fire-control yoke so that the
turret’s servo-boom angl ed ny weapon to bear on the grid-formation of starfighters.

| knew Ei ght-Three was doi ng exactly the sane.
"Fire at will, turrets." They were still far beyond the effective range of my cannon. |
squeezed t he yoke anyway. Even through ny arnored gl oves, the hum of the yoke buzzed up ny
arns as four arcs of electric blue energy joined in front of the cannon’s ova
reflector-shield, then flashed away through the vacuum | held the triggers down.
Concentrating on evading the Halleck’s turbol asers, a droid starfighter m ght just blunder
into one of ny shots by accident. You never know.

The grid formati on began to break up as the droids took evasive action. Qur own
starfighters-all six of themflashed past us in pairs that swung and sci ssored and | ooped
into battle.

We nade for the Halleck as fast as our external drives could push us. Qur gunship was
never intended to dogfight against starfighters. That didn't stop us. It didn't slow us
down. But we never got there.

They came out of nowhere.

The first | knew of the new ambushers was when our ship shuddered under nultiple

cannon-bl asts. A droid starfighter flashed past not thirty neters fromny turret. |

twi sted ny yoke and the turret spun and ny bolt caught one of the starfighter’s aft

control -surfaces. It broke up as it spun, but | didn't have tine to enjoy the view because
they were all over us.

Must have been at least half a wing: thirty-two ships. They were everywhere.

Four -one had our gunship spinning and whirling and dodging side to side: fromthe turret
it |ooked |ike the whole gal axy was yanking itself in randomdirections around nme. All
could do was hold on to nmy fire-control yoke and try not to hit friendly ships. My cannon
sprayed green fire and | scored on at least five hits-two of themkills-but there were

al ways nore incom ng

| saw the | ander crack open and then expl ode: huge chunks of its arnmor spun out like

shi p-si zed shrapnel to crush two of the starfighters that had blasted it. | saw another
LAAT/i drifting through a slow barrel-roll, its engines dark, sparks spitting out through
the twisted blast-gap where its cockpit used to be. One of its bubble-turrets was
shattered; in the other, a trooper struggled with the turret’s access hatch. | never got a
chance to see if that gunner made it out; another flight of eneny fighters swarmed around
us, and | was too busy shooting to watch.

Then | felt a shock that bounced my turret. The spin of the gal axy changed, and | knew
was in trouble.

That | ast shock had been a cannon-blast hitting ny turret’s servo-boom 1t had bl own ny
turret right off the ship. Nowit wasn't even really a turret anynore. It was just a
bubbl e.

Spinning lazily, | drifted through the battle.

| didn’t have any illusions about surviving. Turret-gunners don’t wear repul sorpacks; no
roomin there. My emergency repul sorpack was back in the troop bay of ny gunship. If ny
gunshi p even existed anynore.

Frominside ny slowy spinning bubble, | saw the rest of the battle. | saw the Halleck
absorb blast after blast, until a pair of droid starfighters streaked in and ramed the
bridge. | saw the other nineteen | anders undock fromthe cruiser and |unber through the
swarm of hostiles. | saw the cruiser streak away i nto hyperspace.

| saw | anders peeled like neatfruit, spilling troopers into orbit. These were the heavy
infantry and the rp troopers-the repul sorpack nen. They knew they were going to die. So
each and every one of them decided to die fighting. How do | know that?

They are ny brothers. And that’s what | woul d do.



The heavy infantry opened up on the droid starfighters with their handweapons and smal
arnms; some of themscattered mniature mnefields of magnetized proton grenades. O hers
had shoul der-fired Ilight mssile |launchers. Sonme of the rp troopers had nothing but their
dc-15 bl aster carbines, which couldn’'t put nuch of a dent in a starfighter, so they used
their repul sorpacks to deliberately nove thenselves into the paths of streaking eneny
ships. At orbital combat speeds of thousands of kilometers per hour, a starfighter that
strikes a conbatarnored trooper mght as well be flying straight into the side of an
asteroid.

The | anders did what they could to help us out; those chaff guns they carry shoot out huge
cl ouds of durasteel fragnments, intended to confuse eneny sensors and interfere with eneny
cannonfire. Those fragnents don't have the velocity to penetrate the arnmor of drifting
troopers, but any eneny ship whipping through a cloud of themat a couple thousand kph
just comes apart.

But the | anders hadn’t come out there to fight for us; General Wndu had ordered the whol e
regi ment down to the surface. | imagine you ve already heard about the Battle of Lorshan
Pass, and the firestormin Pel ek Baw, and everything el se that happened pl anetsi de.

I wasn’t in any of that.

Though | did fire the last shot in the orbital battle.

Most of the |l anders broke through, and pretty nmuch all the droid starfighters foll owed
themin. After that, things got pretty peaceful there in orbit.

Most of us were dead.

RP troopers flew fromone drifting body to the next, gathering those who' d survived and
sal vaging |ife-support packs fromthe arnor of the corpses. A couple of the rp troopers
stopped by ny bubble; they nanaged to halt ny spin, but there wasn't nuch else they could
do for ne, and we all knewit.

| was headed down into the atnobsphere.

That was when we saw the last of the starfighters, heading right toward us. It was

pur sui ng what was, to nme, the single nost beautiful thing I should ever hope to see:
battered, shot full of holes, one wing gone, |inping along on a single engine at

hal f - power, one bubble turret mssing, the other smashed: an LAAT/i.

My LAAT/i .

M ssil es exhausted, it was trying to hold off the droid starfighter with pinpoint fire
fromits antipersonnel turrets, wthout much | uck

But | had a surprise. Bubble turrets pack powercells to nmintain weapon-charge for short
periods if all enginepower is shunted to naneuvering.

| still had a couple of shots left.

The RP troopers who had stabilized ne rotated nmy turret and steadied it for the shot, and
| led the eneny ship and squeezed the fire-control yoke - And it flewright into ny shot.

| enjoyed the explosion

Bet ween the RP troopers and ny ship, we collected every single one of the drifting
survivors. The gunship was in no shape for atnospheric flight, so we |inped out to the
noon-belt and docked on to an asteroid. The |ieutenants put me in for a comendation

Sal vaged |ife-support packs kept us all breathing for two standard days-whi ch was when t he
Republic task force arrived.

The first thing they did was pick up survivors.
Because we are equi pnent, too.

As long as the Republic takes care of us, we’'ll take care of it.



