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Glossary

The following glossary is provided for those unfamiliar with the Gateway novel series. More information on the series and the Gateway Universe in general is available at www.briandorseybooks.com

Alpha Humana: The most remote planet in the vast Xennite Empire.

Elite Guard: Alpha Humana’s most elite military unit. Since the Peace Accords, the Elite Guard has carried out a clandestine war against the Terillian Scout Rangers in the Neutral Quadrant (commonly called the Dark Zone), the Demilitarized Zone between the Xen Empire and the Terillian Confederation.

First Families: Ruling elite of Alpha Humana. 150 families control all land on the planet and select representatives to the Senate which serves as the ruling body under control of the ProConsul.

Gateway Station: Communications station on the Humani side of the Neutral Quadrant. It controls a vast series of satellites and smaller stations that act as an early warning system if the Terillian’s were to enter Xen space.

Neutral Quadrant: Also known in common language as the Dark Zone. Many of the planets in this quadrant were devastated by the long war and with the signing of the Peace Accords, the rest fell into decay. Their original names replaced with alpha-numeric identifiers during the Accords, dozens of habitable worlds fell under control of warlords, tyrants, and mercenaries. Others still try to scrape out an existence while at the same time defend themselves from raiders, slaver traders, and would-be rulers in the now isolated section of the galaxy between the two superpowers. Although no large military operations are authorized as part of the Accords, both the Xen (through the Humani Elite Guard) and the Terillian Scout Rangers have carried out a clandestine war against each other for generations with the Dark Zone.

Peace Accords: Cease fire signed by the Xen Empire and the Terillian Confederation over 150 years ago. It created the Neutral Quadrant.

Praetorians: The ProConsul’s personal military unit.

Scout Rangers: The Terillian Confederations most elite unit and sworn enemies of the Humani Elite Guard.

Terillian Confederation: Historical enemies of the Xennite Empire, particularly the Humani civilization.

Xennite Empire: An alliance of three civilizations under the rule of the Xen Emperor. These civilizations are the Xen, the Dorans, and the Humani.


Chapter 1

Lieutenant Emily Martin turned her head away from the force of the transport’s thrusters and closed her eyes against the stinging cloud of dirt enveloping her and her platoon.

The loud thud of the ship impacting the ground followed by the spinning down of the thrusters, signaled to her they could move. “Load up!” she ordered over the rumble of the transport’s engines.

Stepping into the transport did little to improve the environment. The gritty dust of Sierra 7 was replaced by the smoky haze of the engines’ exhaust that had filtered into the troop compartment. Martin ignored the burning sensation in her nose as she walked marched to an open seat in the troop compartment, slamming herself into the chair with a groan of frustration “1st Platoon onboard,” she grumbled into the intercom.

“Good mission, LT!” yelled Corporal Shara over the thrusters as they again began to roar.

Martin glowered at Shara. A typical Elite Guard soldier, Shara was well-trained, dedicated, and enthusiastic. But not self-critical thought Martin. “What’s so good about it, Corporal?”

“Well, ma’am, we did—”

“Let’s stop talking about what we did,” interrupted Martin. “Instead, let’s talk about what we didn’t do.”

Martin unlocked her restraint and stood, balancing her body as the transport bounced and rattled toward the upper atmosphere. “Everybody listen!” she shouted. “We didn’t set up a good perimeter for the entry team. Frederick and Moore, you guys left an uncovered lane so damn big I could’ve driven a hover tank through it. And we didn’t act quick enough to block in those Rangers—Rogers and Young—that’s probably why 2nd platoon took those casualties. And we didn’t police our camp the first night in the Red Moss Fields. I found an empty food pack and a half-used medical bag; we might as well leave a map for the Ters.”

“LT,” interrupted Yates, her platoon sergeant.

“We didn’t…” she continued with a short, cold glance toward Yates. “…attack aggressively enough when we hit that last Ranger platoon. If we had our shit together, we wouldn’t have needed to call for support.”

The compartment was silent except for the low rumble of the engines.

“Anybody else want to pat themselves on the back?” she challenged her platoon.

Again silence.

Convinced she’d shamed her men enough, Martin sat back in her chair and returned to critiquing her own actions. She’d hesitated before redirecting Frederick and Moore into better position. She’d almost stepped on a damned viper in the Red Moss Fields because she was watching the forest without looking where she was stepping periodically. And her platoon just hadn’t performed to the level she expected of them.

“A word, Lieutenant Martin,” asked Sergeant Yates, bringing her out of her haze of self-criticism.

“What is it, Yates?”

“Away from the men, if possible, ma’am?”

“Fine,” huffed Martin as she again unhooked her restraint. “Cargo hold two,” she ordered and started walking.

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Yates.

Martin walked quickly toward the cargo hold. Slamming her hand over the access panel to open the door, she stepped inside and turned toward Yates. “What’s so damned important, Yates?”

“Ma’am, request to speak free—”

“Seriously, Yates,” she interrupted. “I’m not one of those First Family assholes. Say what you’re gonna say and if I think it’s B.S., I’ll tell you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Yates with a slight shake of his head. “Lieutenant Martin, you’re an amazing warrior, probably one of the best I’ve ever seen.”

“Yes,” acknowledged Martin. “What’s the point?”

Yates inhaled deeply. “Okay. You’re a great warrior but you’ve got a lot to learn about leadership.”

“Really?” Martin could feel her face growing warm.

“Ma’am, I’m just—”

“Seems like the Mt. Castra Academy thought I was a good leader. Seems like Major Stone thinks I’m a good leader. Seems like—”

“Damn it, Lieutenant!” shouted Yates. “Will you please just shut your mouth and stop trying to prove you’re the best at everything for five minutes and listen for once.”

Martin saw red. “Did you really just say that?” she asked as a wave of anger washed over her.

“I did,” replied Yates. “How long have you been in the Guard, Lieutenant?”

“Two years,” she grunted.

“And how many missions?”

“Three.”

“I’ve been in the Guard for 22 years and completed over 50 missions. Don’t you think I might, just maybe, have something to say that’s worth your time?”

Still seething, she rested her hands on her belt. “What then?”

“In those 22 years I’ve seen my share of hot-headed, pissed off, common-family officers with chips on their shoulder come and go?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means they’ve either gotten themselves killed or flushed out if they didn’t get it.”

“What the fuck is ‘it’?”

“It, Lieutenant Martin,” answered Yates, “is the difference between being a great fighter and a great leader. Like I said, you’re good, maybe the best natural warrior I’ve seen…”

‘A good start,’ Martin thought to herself.

“…but you’re not a private. You’re an officer and you need to learn that leadership isn’t just about being the first, fastest, and loudest all the time.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” replied Martin, shaking her head in frustration. “If you’re the best then you need to be the first one there and the fastest is the first one there.”

Yates let out a long, labored breath before continuing. “It doesn’t matter if you’re the first one there if you turn around and no one has followed you…then you’re just some asshole on a hill by yourself.”

“Then everyone else needs to speed the fuck up.”

“No,” said Yates.

“What?” huffed Martin, surprised at Yates answer.

“You need to realize leadership isn’t a sprint. It’s a marathon and a team marathon at that. Even if you’re the fastest, sometimes you have to turn around and come back to help the slower ones. If you show them you care about the team, about them, then you’re all running the same race. That’s when you’ll really see what they can do.”

“Well, if they show me what they can do, then I’ll trust them.”

“You’re not getting it, LT,” sighed Yates. “It’s not them that need to prove themselves.”

Martin wished she had stayed in the troop compartment. “Look, Sergeant,” she replied after letting out a long breath. “These guys took the same Oath I did. And they are Humani so they definitely understand hierarchy.”

“Yes, Ma—”

“So…” interrupted Martin again, “…they need to get their shit together. When they do that, I’ll back off.” She paused for a second as she stared into Yates’ eyes, her mouth curled in anticipation of a response that didn’t come. “Good. We’re done here,” she concluded as she stepped toward the exit.

She felt Yate’s hand on her shoulder. “I said—”

“Just one request, Lieutenant,” asked Yates.

Martin saw a determined expression replace the frustration on Yate’s face.

“That’s all I’m asking…I’ve dropped the ball with them. Been too soft. I take full responsibility,” conceded Yates. “I’ll ramp it up and get them up to your standards.”

“Well that’s your job isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am. And I’ll do it.” He stepped toward Martin. “Just like I’ve done since I was given my first squad 17 years ago.”

“Good,” acknowledged Martin, hoping the conversation was over.

“But—”

“Damn it, Yates,” exhaled an exasperated Martin. “What now?”

“Let me correct them. Tell me if they’re not meeting your standard or if I miss something and I’ll fix it—not you—me. You just give the orders and I’ll make sure they follow them quickly, efficiently, and effectively. Do this and I’ll make 1st Platoon a platoon you can be proud to call your own…but let me do it.”

“Fair enough,” replied Martin, partially out of exhaustion and partially from her happiness at Yates’ willingness to step up. “Can we be done now?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Martin returned to the troop compartment and took her seat. As she locked in her belt, the frustrated young officer looked over to Corporal Ibri and his war dog, Daemon. The size of a mountain wolf and bred for war, the massive dog sat silently waiting for its next order. ‘If only more soldiers were like him,’ she thought to herself.

Her attention was drawn back toward the entrance as Yates returned. She looked up toward the platoon sergeant as he scanned the compartment.

“All sergeants meet me in the cargo hold on Draxius 30 minutes after off load,” ordered Yates. “And you will be prepared to tell me what you’re gonna do to unfuck yourselves after this mission.”

‘That’s more like it,’ Martin thought to herself. Now she could focus on beating herself up.


Chapter 2

Ordered to the frigate Mt. Castra from Draxius along with the other officers from Alpha and Bravo Companies, Martin sat restlessly in the briefing room. She stared at the desk in front of her, trying to ignore everyone in the room. She hated these gatherings—nothing but a bunch of overgrown teenagers and First Family jerks measuring each other’s junk and judging her. And she would undoubtedly be subjected to some sort of torment from Bravo Company’s XO, Senior Lieutenant Hugh Jackson. 

“Good job down there, Martin,” shouted Jackson across the low rumble of conversations as the officers waited for Major Stone and his company commanders.

“Very funny, asshole,” she replied. “I mean, sir.”

“Easy there, tiger,” replied Jackson as he jokingly placed his hands in front of his chest as if he were trying to deflect her words. “That was actually a compliment.”

“Whatever,” she replied.

“What are you bitchin’ about?” asked Lieutenant Desro from Delta Company. “You’re platoon racked up more kills than any other.”

Before Martin could consider the compliment, Jackson interjected.

“She’s just afraid she isn’t gonna be the CO’s pet anymore. Gotta keep Major Stone happy,” he smiled. “You know…daddy issues.”

“Son of a bitch!” shouted Martin as she lunged toward Jackson.

She was almost to him when she Desro and Lieutenant Wayne grabbed her.

“Let me go!” she demanded.

“Let her go,” laughed Jackson. “She needs a good spanking.”

Martin saw red. She shifted her weight and broke free of Desro’s hold and quickly grabbed Wayne’s arm and drove him to the floor. “I’m gonna—”

“Attention on Deck!” blared across the briefing room as Major Stone and his company commanders entered.

Martin quickly popped to attention, standing like a statue as Stone walked up to her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lieutenant Wayne quickly rise to his feet. Her attention quickly shifted, however, when she realized Major Stone was standing next to her.

She could feel his gaze as she looked straight forward, still at attention.

“Looks like I missed all the fun,” he declared.

Martin’s heart pounded.

“At ease,” he ordered.

“You might have missed the opening act,” replied Jackson, “but I’m sure Martin will continue to entertain.”

Martin’s fists tightened and her skin grew hot with embarrassment.

Before she could focus her anger on Jackson, a jolt of surprise caused her muscles to tighten and a tingle to rush down her spine as Stone placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Making friends again, Lieutenant Martin?” he asked quietly, almost a whisper.

She stared forward, not wanting to make eye contact even though the group had been placed at ease.

“You’re gonna need to work on that, Emily,” he added.

“Shit,” mouthed Martin. She’d let her emotions override her brain again.

“Despite the festivities…” declared Stone loudly, turning his attention to the group. “…we do have some business to attend to. Everyone take your seats.”

Martin took her seat along with the others, still cursing to herself under her breath. She glared across the room at Jackson, who shot back the same smile he usually displayed as he paraded his way through life—the one that both revolted and enticed her at the same time. And to make it worse, she thought he knew it too—which only infuriated her even more.

“We were very successful on this mission to the Wilderness,” continued Stone, using Guard slang for Sierra 7. “We gathered some good intel on Terillian efforts to infiltrate the trade guilds in the plains beyond the Silent Plateau. And thanks to Martin’s work in the Red Moss Fields, we made the Rangers pay heavily following their attack on Mathews and Charlie Company.

“How’s Captain Matthews?” asked Desro.

“He didn’t make it,” responded Stone somberly.

‘I should’ve got there faster,’ Martin blamed herself.

“Let us honor the fallen and give up their names to be remembered by the generations,” said Stone as the room of officers snapped to attention. “Captain Shoal Matthews, 2nd Lieutenant Zera Xenarus, Sergeant Schmidt Lane, Corporal Lance Monroe, and Privates Shane Bali, Marcus Nolan, Drake Ming, and Trent Smith.”

Each name hit Martin like a hammer. Regardless of what anyone else thought, if her men—if she—had acted more quickly and aggressively, most of them might still be alive.

“To their honor!” shouted Stone and the group repeated the Elite Guard Oath in unison.

I will stand strong in the face of danger, for my comrades will do the same

I will be unafraid of death for death comes but once and cowardice is forever

I will go close against the enemy, for my will is stronger than his

I will show courage, for it is the one possession that cannot be taken

I will die with pride, for I am fighting for my lineage and my people

I will face death with joy, for I will become immortal-my shining glory never forgotten

Martin’s skin tingled each time she repeated the Oath and the booming echo of the Elite Guard pledge to sacrifice themselves for comrades and their civilization magnified the sensation until she felt a chill rush down her spine from her neck to her toes. The sensation was still present as Martin and the other officers again took their seats.

After a short pause, Stone continued.

“Captain Matthews’ death means there’s a company without a commander. I’ve spoken with Colonel Hastings and want to congratulate Captain Hugh Jackson on his promotion. You’ll take command after we return home.”

Martin tried to hide her distain. Jackson was a great fighter and his men loved him—but he was such a loudmouth, womanizing asshole. Unusually looking for the positive in the situation, she could at least take solace in the fact that he would no longer be Bravo Company’s XO and thus out of her chain of command. Forcing a smile to her face, she looked across the room toward Jackson. As she did the tall, powerful Jackson stood and spoke.

“I proudly accept the honor and responsibility of command and will hold the post with courage and dedication until promotion or death offers it to another.”

“Uu-ah!” shouted the room in support of Jackson’s pledge.

“Well said, Jackson,” replied Stone as he illuminated a 3D map over the briefing table. “Now back to business. We’ve been tasked, apparently directly, by ProConsul Maxius to investigate possible arms supplies to inhabitants in the Bravo System by the Terillians. Also, a remote listening post has indicated the possibility of Terillian activity in the Golf System, namely Golf 2 and 3. I will take Alpha, Charlie, and Delta Companies along with 3rd and 4th platoons from Bravo onboard Mt. Castra and recon the Bravo System. Martin, you and Lieutenant Cresius will stay on Draxius. You’ll do a quick orbital recon of Golf 2 and 3 and follow up on anything you pick up. Once you’re done, Draxius will either return home or join Mt. Castra depending on what we find in Bravo.” 

Martin’s skin felt electric and her senses perked. Even though Cresius was a First Family son, he was a full year junior and had little experience. The words ‘Independent Command,’ roared inside her head. She did her best, but failed, to hold in a huge smile.

Martin placed her hands on the table to rise and accept the honor.

“And Jackson,” added Stone, “since you’re in between commands, you’ll take operational command of the Golf expedition.”

“I’ll keep my eye on ‘em for you, sir,” replied Jackson, casting his gaze at Martin and giving her a quick wink.

“Son of a bitch,” mouthed Martin under her breath. ‘I’m never gonna get away from this jerk,’ she thought.

“Outstanding,” responded Stone. “Martin—”

“Sir,” answered Martin, barely holding back the shock of losing a command she never really had.

“The wounded will remain on Draxius as well—15 in all; four in serious to critical.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Martin.

“Then we’re settled,” concluded Stone. “With the exception of 1st and 2nd Platoons, the rest of Bravo will transport over to Mt. Castra at 0800S tomorrow. At 0900S the wounded on Mt. Castra will be transported to Draxius. At 1000S, Draxius will detach and set a jump course to Golf. Once there, establish Golf time zone, send a pulse message of your arrival, and commence your recon.”

“Uu-ah,” shouted Jackson.

“Uu-ah,” mouthed a despondent Martin.

***

The slide of Martin’s pistol locked into place as the last round was fired. She quickly ejected the magazine, grasped another from her vest and slammed it into the pistol. In a single motion she pressed the slide catch, driving the slide forward. She brought her weapon to a firing position. The next target illuminated and she fired.

‘Hit,’ came over the earpiece connected to the range system.

Two more targets illuminated. She quickly checked off when she identified the Guardsmen markings and fired into the second target.

‘Hit. Scenario complete. Calculating score.’

Martin holstered her pistol and waited for the score to appear on the screen to her left. After a few seconds, a flashing light accompanied by an electronic beep indicated her score had been calculated.

Rounds expended: 50

Hits: 50

Kill Hits: 49

Kill %: 98

Score: Expert…well done.

“Damn it,” cursed Martin.

“98% isn’t too shabby,” came a familiar voice from behind her.

Martin exhaled heavily, looking up toward the bulkhead in frustration. “What do you want, Jackson?” she huffed without turning to greet him.

“That’s Captain Jackson, Lieutenant,” he replied.

Martin felt the pressure on her jaw as her teeth pressed together in frustration. She turned to face Jackson. “Sorry, Captain Jackson, sir!” she barked loudly as she brought her body to attention and saluted. “The lieutenant requests to know why the fuck you are bothering me…sir.”

“Easy there,” he replied. “I just—”

Martin remained motionless, like a statue, her salute still locked in place.

“—Damn it, Martin,” continued Jackson as he saluted to force Martin to stand at ease.

Martin relaxed her stance but her body was still tensed. All she had wanted to do was to get some range time in after the frustrating news she’d be under Jackson’s command for the Golf System recon; she hoped that a 0100 range time would have meant she would be alone. Again, she’d underestimated Jackson’s ability to get under her skin.

“I just want to get in a few rounds in peace, sir,” she said.

“Then go ahead, Lieutenant,” he said with a smiled.

“No, I think I’m good,” said Martin as she reached down to pick up an empty magazine.

“You sure? You did miss that one kill shot.”

“Thanks,” she grumbled. “But I’ll just come back when it’s not so crowded,” she added as she turned toward the exit.

“Wait,” said Jackson.

Martin paused and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Yes, sir.”

“I actually came here to talk to you.”

“Sir, I’m not really in the mood for more—”

“Just shut up for a minute,” interrupted Jackson.

Martin’s skin warmed and her mouth tightened as she readied herself for the next insult.

“Why do you think you get so much shit from me?” asked Jackson.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

“Bullshit,” answered Jackson. “I want an answer.”

She let out another sigh. “I guess because you and the others are just dicks…sir.”

“Ha,” guffawed Jackson.

“That’s funny to you?” she asked, her anger growing.

“There are two reasons for the crap you take, Em.”

“Please enlighten me.”

“There are the ones that are intimidated by you and act out to cover it up. Then there are the ones that don’t want to seem like they’re making things easy on you.”

‘Easy?’ thought Martin. Nothing about her adult life had been easy. “And which one are you?”

“Well, you don’t intimidate me, Emily,” he smiled. “And I’m one of the few you don’t.”

“So you’re being a dick because treating me like a fellow officer makes you look soft? Frankly, sir, that’s bullshit.”

Jackson shook his head and laughed again.

“What’s so damn funny?”

“You really don’t get it,” he replied. “You really don’t understand how unique and special you are?”

A warm wave of pride washed over her body. Jackson had clearly given her a compliment and she liked it. “What do you mean?” she asked trying to hide her satisfaction.

“How many females are in the Guard?”

“Just me,” she replied without thinking.

“Yes. Just you. In the entire history of the Guard, you are the first and only female. And you’re an officer.”

“And?” asked Martin.

“And…that means everyone’s eyes are on you, mostly hoping you’ll fail.”

“So you’re waiting on me to fail?” asked Martin, her previous sense of pride now dashed.

“No dummy,” said Jackson. “But a lot of people are and nothing will change that.”

“Haven’t I proven myself?” she asked, exasperated. “Don’t I deserve to be here?” A tear started to form but she willed it from flowing down her cheek.

“Everyone knows you have the physical skills,” said Jackson. “Shit, you’re one of the best pentathletes in the world and I watched you on the Senatorial video link win the world championship in gymnastics when you were 16,” he paused and smiled. “You were like this tall,” he added as she held his hand about a meter and a half off the deck. “And look at you know,” he continued. “You’re as tough as they come…but stubborn as a Plains mule with a chip on your shoulder the size of a moon… but definitely tough.”

“Then what else do I have to do?” asked an exasperated Martin. “I’ve heard this whole line before, ya know…I’m talented, smart, skilled, but…” she paused to take in a deep breath as the rest of the sentence tore at her core. “…I’m a commoner, I’m a woman, my father—”

“Martin—”

“It’s crap,” she continued.

“No,” replied Jackson sternly. “It’s reality and that’s the damn point. You carry all that baggage around. Baggage about shit you can’t control when the real problem is you.”

“What?” huffed Martin.

“You. It’s not your family name. It’s not that you don’t have dick. It’s not your daddy. There’s no doubt to anyone you’re a good soldier, but right now you’re a mediocre leader at best.

“Screw you,” she spat. “That’s crap. I’ve outperformed every—”

“Leadership isn’t about you being the best, Martin.”

“Really?” laughed Martin. “Let me guess, you’ve been talking to Sergeant Yates. He tried to feed me the same line of crap yesterday. Before I set him straight.”

“I doubt a lieutenant has set Sergeant Yates straight in a decade,” laughed Jackson. “But maybe if both your senior officer and one of the most respected NCOs in the Guard are telling you the same thing, you might want to listen.”

Every muscle in her body tightened. She’d busted her ass and this was the thanks she got? “I’m not going to feel bad for expecting my men to meet my standards. I never asked anyone under my command to do anything I’m not willing to do or can’t do myself,” she grumbled as she pounded her hand against her chest.

She felt his hands grasp her arms tightly, not violently or aggressively, but with a firmness that made her feel…calm. She fought against the warm feeling that washed over her body but couldn’t help herself. “What are you doing?” she asked sheepishly.

“You can run most of these guys into the ground but there’s more to leadership than giving orders and showing everyone you’re better than them.”

“I’ve heard that my whole life,” she replied as she feigned trying to break free from his hold. “Am I the only one that gets to be told they’re not good enough?”

Jackson shook his head. “If that’s all you’ve heard, then you haven’t been listening.” He paused, staring into her eyes. “When you were sixteen, who was the best female gymnast on our planet?”

“Me,” she answered.

“Who set the record for all Humani military in the combat course?”

“I did…twice.”

Jackson pulled her close. She struggled to remain focused on her anger with all of the butterflies in her stomach.

“No one’s telling you you’re not good enough, Em,” he said reassuringly. “You’re focusing on shit you have no control of…all that political crap. You can’t change any of that…at least not now.”

“So what am I supposed to do?”

“Unlike you, the rest of us have limits and not just societal ones either…physical skill, intelligence, dedication…believe it or not, these are actual limits that most people have to struggle with every day. And regardless of how hard some try, most will never reach the Emily Martin standard.”

“Then they just aren’t trying hard enough,” replied Martin. “If they—”

“Just stop. You can become one of the best officers the Guard has ever seen. But first you have to realize people aren’t machines, no matter how well-trained or dedicated.”

“Am I supposed to start every morning quarters with hugs and talk about everyone’s feelings? You’ve gotta to be kidding me…these men are supposed to be warriors.”

“And they are, Emily,” replied Jackson. “You’re a hunter, a predator of the highest level, and that would make you the perfect leader…if the Guard was a pack of wolves. But we’re human and brute force isn’t enough. Your bravery and skill is why they follow you but if—”

“I’m glad everyone is so concerned about how I run my platoon,” she interjected, the frustration from the lengthy critique driving her to finally break free of his grasp. “Thanks for the advice, sir,” she grumbled. “But if you and Sergeant Yates don’t mind, I’ll run my platoon the way I see fit.”

“It’s up to you,” replied Jackson, shaking his head again. “But just remember, Major Stone went out on a limb to choose you over that First Family cadet. And he didn’t do that because you could run faster or shoot straighter. He did it because he thought you might just make a good leader…don’t let him down.”

“The major’s displeased with my performance?” asked Martin, her stomach tightening.

“Not displeased…concerned,” said Jackson bluntly. “You’ll either get it and become the leader he hopes you’ll become or you won’t and you’ll quit or retire a lieutenant.”

A tornado of emotions tore through her body. She felt defensive and angry that both Yates and Jackson had questioned her leadership. She was confused and frustrated that they wanted her to expect less from her men than herself and her stomach still danced from the forceful but reassuring way Jackson had held her. Worst of all, she was anxious and worried that Major Stone was concerned about her performance. She just needed the conversation to end and to get away from Jackson. “I’ll take it under advisement, sir,” she replied. “Unless you’re giving me an order?”

“Not an order, Emily. Just some advice.”

Jackson stepped in close and placed his hand on her shoulder. The same warmness rippled through her body and settled low in her stomach.

“Just think about it,” he continued. “And don’t let those assholes—like me—get to you.”

“Never did,” she responded flatly in a lie she hoped he wouldn’t recognize.

“Of course not,” replied Jackson with a smile as he removed his hand. “Guess I’ll let ya get back to your target practice…looks like you could use it.”

“Thanks,” she grumbled.

“Goodnight, Lieutenant Martin,” said Jackson.

“Sir,” she replied with a salute.

As Jackson turned and walked toward the exit, Martin slid the rifle from her shoulder and took aim. She took a deep breath to steady her aim and the butterflies in her stomach. “Damn him,” she said out loud as she fired.


Chapter 3

After a few hours of restless sleep, Martin made her way to morning quarters. With all Guardsmen except Martin’s and Cresius’ platoons boarding transports for Mt. Castra, the small hangar bay of Draxius would be too crowded so she had directed Sergeant Yates to have the platoon assemble in the gym. As she neared the entrance, she heard her platoon talking and stopped to listen.

“Why did we get this shit assignment?” one of the men asked.

“Because the major hates you, Shara,” replied Yates mockingly. “He wakes up every morning and says to himself, ‘How am I going to screw over Corporal Shara?’…now that we’ve cleared up the fact that Shara is responsible for everything bad that happens to the platoon, are there any other questions?”

“What’s on the agenda today, Sergeant?” asked Private Frederick. “What has our lieutenant decided we suck at today?”

“No shit,” added Private Moore. “Even though she’s hot, I’d hate to be in the sack with her…No, not there…too slow…too fast…you’re doing it wrong…just…just get off me…I’ll do it myself,” he mocked in a female voice.

Martin turned and rested her back against the bulkhead as she let her head bounce against the hard metal. It was the same shit she’d overhead walking into rooms or from whispers meant to be just loud enough for her to hear since she was a cadet. She usually ignored it—she wouldn’t give the jerks the satisfaction—but after last night’s emotional talk with Jackson, she was at her limit. Her first thought was to march into the room and knock Moore’s teeth out. She inhaled deeply and was preparing to enter the room when Yates’ booming voice stopped her.

“Attention!” roared the grizzled NCO.

She heard the platoon snap to attention.

“What the fuck do you people think you’re doing?” continued Yates. “Who here is a Guardsman?”

“Uu-ah!” echoed through the gym as they answered in unison.

“Bullshit!” shouted Yates. “Guardsmen don’t act like a bunch of teenagers…they act like men.”

There was a long silence before Yates spoke again.

“Who here can outrun Lieutenant Martin?”

Silence.

“Which one of you killers can outshoot her?”

Again silence.

“Anyone want to challenge her to a fight?”

All Martin could hear was the sound of the gymnasium’s ventilation fans.

“Until one of you pussies can actually be a better soldier than her, maybe you should keep your mouths shut…and in case anyone was wondering, that wasn’t a damn suggestion.”

“But, Sarge,” spoke Corporal Lin, “we’re never gonna meet her fucking impossible standard.”

“Lin,” responded Yates, “does she ask you to do anything she can’t do herself?”

“No, but—”

“Well that sounds like a Corporal Lin problem and not a Lieutenant Martin one. And you, Moore,” added Yates, “the next time I hear you talk about an officer like that in front of me, you won’t have to wonder what it if feels like to be fucked by a superior because I will fuck you and I don’t cuddle afterwards.”

Martin chortled. Hopefully no one had heard.

“Everyone clear?” shouted Yates.

“Uu-ah!” shouted the platoon.

“You clear, Moore?” asked Yates.

“Uu-ah, Sarge,” replied Moore.

“Fantastic,” declared Yates.

Glad she’d waited before rushing into the room and full of respect for her platoon sergeant, Martin stepped into the entrance to the gym.

“Attention on deck!” shouted Sergeant Yates.

“At ease,” ordered Martin as she stopped in front of her platoon. The looks on their face told her they were still feeling the shame of Yates’ tongue-lashing.

“What’s the plan, LT?” asked Yates.

Martin paused as she thought about her ‘chats’ with both Yates and Jackson. “Your call, Sergeant,” she answered. “You work them for the morning and then report to me on their performance and recommendations.”

“You won’t be joining us?” asked a clearly surprised Yates.

“No,” answered Martin, “I’m gonna look over some environmental specs from the Golf System as well as the load-out for the ready transport…I’ll leave the morning to you.”

“Uh, yes, ma’am,” replied Yates.

“Uu-ah,” she said as she turned toward the platoon. “Sergeant Yates will put you guys through your paces this morning. Work as hard for him as you do for me,” she added.

***

Martin struggled to keep her eyes open as she read another report on the Golf System. After rubbing her eyes, she tilted her head toward the overhead of her stateroom. She caught a glimpse of her clock. 0200.

“Damn it,” she said to herself, realizing she would need to be awake, again, in three hours. Draxius had entered Golf System two days earlier and after another day of sensor sweeps two of the four fighters attached to the ship would begin surface sweeps of Golf 2. In preparation for potential landings, she’d told Sergeant Yates to have the platoon standing by at 0530 for small arms training followed by a briefing on Golf 2 terrain. Even though she was trying to give Yates more freedom, there was no way she was going to miss small arms training.

She turned her attention back to the data screen. “50 pages remaining?” she huffed as she read the left upper tab of the screen. “So much for sleep,” she added as she slid her thumb over the screen to pull up the next page.

In a few moments her eyelids again grew heavy and she drifted off.

***

The piercing sound of Draxius’ air defense alarm startled Martin to consciousness.

She quickly glanced toward the clock. “0215. Not a drill,” she said out loud. As Martin shook her head to wake herself, Draxius’ announcing system confirmed her thoughts.

BATTLE STATIONS-AIR DEFENSE. ALL HANDS TO YOUR BATTLE STATIONS ALL HANDS TO YOUR BATTLE STATIONS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ROUTES ARE FORWARD AND UP TO STARBOARD AND DOWN AND AFT PORT. SETTING COMBAT CONTAINMENT BOUNDARIES. NOW LAUNCH ALERT CONDORS ALPHA-1 AND ALPHA-2. ALL PILOTS MAN YOUR AIRCRAFT. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.

“Damn,” declared Martin as she rose from her chair and grabbed the belt holding her sword and sidearm. As she locked the belt around her waist, she heard her name called over her personal intercom by her bed.”

‘Martin, this is Jackson.’

“Sir,” she answered as she plopped on her bed and pulled a boot over her left foot.”

‘Muster your platoon at the armory for full combat load-out.’

“Uu-ah,” she replied, shoving her right foot into the other boot.

Following her acknowledgement of Jackson’s order, Martin activated the comms link to 1st Platoon’s barracks. “Yates?” she spoke into the intercom.

‘All accounted for, LT,’ responded Yates. ‘Orders?’

“Report to the armory for full combat load-out. I’ll meet you there.”

‘Uu-ah,’ responded Yates.

Martin stood and took a deep breath. She loved the challenge of combat but hated being stuck inside the hull of a ship in a fight. It made her feel like she was trapped inside a punching bag.

NOW LAUNCH CONDORS BRAVO-1 AND BRAVO-2. LAUNCH HAWKS ALPHA AND BRAVO. INCOMING TERILLIAN FOXTROTS AND ALPHAS.

Martin placed her hand on her sword and pistol involuntarily to ensure they were there and rushed out of her stateroom. As she turned the next corner, she saw Jackson a few meters ahead of her and quickly caught up with him.

“Do you know what we’re up against?” she asked.

“We’ve got incoming aircraft and it looks like some sloops or corvettes are nearby. Draxius’ long range scans picked them up a few minutes before the alert.”

“Do you think we can fight them off?”

“If it’s a squadron or less maybe.”

“If they can’t?”

“That’s why I want us ready. We may be repelling boarders. A frigate would be a nice prize for them; they’ll try to capture the ship if they can.”

“Well they’ll have to pay for it,” replied Martin.

“Damn right they will,” said Jackson as the two reached the armory.

Martin paused to look over her platoon. She was pleased with what she saw. Despite the low roar of a dozen different discussions, her men were in loose ranks with their gear received and already doing weapons checks.

“Here ya go, LT,” said Yates as he stepped in front of Martin with an extra rifle in one hand and a combat vest in the other.

“Thanks, Sergeant,” she replied as she shoved one arm through the vest, then the other. She zipped the vest and grabbed the rifle from Yates. Looking over her weapon, she verified the ammo status was full and then depressed the loading pin, forcing a round into the chamber. Again she glanced at the weapons status, which read ‘Armed-Safe.’ “We’ll standby here for more orders,” continued Martin. “Once they’re all checked out on their gear, let’s go over assignments for repel boarders.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Yates.

INCOMING AIRCRAFT. ALL HANDS BRACE FOR IMPACT.

Martin bent her knees and grabbed for a nearby support beam. She felt her body shoved toward the bulkhead as Draxius absorbed the first rounds of Terillian fire. Slamming into the bulkhead, Martin let out a grunt.

“Everybody good?” she shouted.

“Uu-ah,” replied Yates.

THIS IS THE DAMAGE CONTROL OFFICER. HULL BREACH REPORTED AT FRAME 95. BREACH HAS BEEN ISOLATED BY REMOTE ISOLATION. ELECTRICAL FIRES REPORTED AT 4-35-4-LIMA AND 1-37-2-ECHO.

Martin felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Jackson. He had a thin stream of blood running down his check.

“You okay?” asked Martin.

“Just a scratch from a box flying across the compartment,” replied Jackson. “What’s your status?”

“No casualties,” replied Martin.

“I hate just sitting here,” declared Jackson.

“No sh—”

THIS IS THE TACTICAL OFFICER. CONDORS ALPHA-1 AND BRAVO-1 ARE DESTROYED. HAWK ALPHA IS DESTROYED. FOUR TERILLIAN FOXTROTS AND TWO ALPHAS DESTROYED. CURRENTLY TRACKING 15 TERILLIAN FOXTROTS AND FIVE ALPHAS. LONG RANGE SENSORS INDICATE TWO CORVETTES AND ONE SLOOP IN SYSTEM. STARBOARD BATTERIES 31 AND 43 ARE DAMAGED. LAUNCH.

“We’re down to two condors and one hawk,” said Jackson.

“They’re gonna take the ship,” said Martin. “My guys will take the aft half of Draxius, including the hangar, and Cresius and 2nd Platoon can take the forward end.”

“Do it,” ordered Jackson.

“1st Platoon!” shouted Martin as she turned toward her men. “Sergeant Boles, take 1st Squad and cover frames 80-100. Sergeant Alama, 2nd squad will take 40-60. Grenadier Markum, 3rd Squad and your heavy guns will cover 60-80 including the hangar.” She turned toward Yates. “Yates, I want Medical Corporal Daniel and Comms Corporal Sellers with Markum. I want you to position yourself with 3rd Squad initially. Depending on where they hit, make sure we are shifting resources as needed.” She turned back toward her platoon. “Everyone make sure your tactical comms links are up and keep your ears open.”

A bolt of excitement shot through her body as she stepped forward to address her platoon.

“If those Ters set one foot on this ship, they are invading Humani soil. Out here in the nothing, Draxius represents our land…the land of your fathers and grandfathers…the land of your wives and children.” She paused, her own heart pounding. She was born for this—and she knew it. She focused her gaze on the front rank of her platoon. “Draxius is home,” she said calmly, staring into the eyes of the private in front of her.

She looked up toward the entire platoon.

“Draxius is Alpha Humana!” she roared. “Platoon attention!” she shouted and 1st Platoon snapped into position. “How will you face danger?”

“I will stand strong, for my comrades will do the same!” shouted the platoon in unison.

“Will you fear death?”

“No, for death comes but once and cowardice is forever!”

“Will you close with the enemy?” she continued as she stepped through the ranks of her platoon.

“Yes, for my will is stronger than his!”

“Will you show courage?”

“Yes, for it is the one possession that cannot be taken!”

“How will you die?”

“With pride, for I am fighting for my lineage and my people!”

“How will you face death?” she asked as she stepped back in front of her men.

“With joy, for I will be become immortal, my shinning glory never forgotten!”

“Uu-ah!” she shouted.

“Uu-ah!” replied the platoon so loudly Martin felt the vibrations against her body.

“To your stations!” she shouted and 1st Platoon dispersed to defend Draxius to the last man.

Her heart pounded and her spine tingled. She took a deep breath to settle herself from her own words. After a slow exhale, she turned toward the exit.

“Martin, wait,” ordered Jackson.

“Sir?” she asked. “I need to get to my men.”

“I want you in the Combat Center initially.”

“What?” asked Martin, confused by the order. “I need to be with my platoon.”

“Hold on. I just want you with me until we pick up the incoming transports on our sensors. That way you have the best tactical picture in case we have comms problems.”

She felt his hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t worry,” he continued. “There’s no way I’m keeping you out of this fight.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied with a smile.

Martin activated her tactical circuit connecting her with her platoon. “Sergeant Yates, this is Martin. I’ll be in Combat until we see boarding parties in route.”

‘Roger,’ she heard in reply.

“Let’s go,” said Jackson.

“Yes, sir,” replied Martin as the two turned and raced toward Draxius’ Combat Center.

Draxius shuddered again and Martin’s body went airborne as the ship jerked violently to port. She hit the deck hard, instantly feeling the weight of Jackson’s body as he fell on top of her. She looked into his eyes, his face almost touching hers. Her heart stopped, or at least it felt like it did. And she felt that same warmth as when he held her at the range once again washing over her body. ‘Say something,’ she told herself.

“You okay?” asked Jackson, his body pressing against hers.

“Yeah.” Her stomach tightened as she looked into his eyes and felt the warmth of his breath against her face. “You?”

“Yeah,” he answered, his eyes locked onto hers.

“Then you should probably get off me,” she said half-heartedly.

“Yeah,” he replied.

His body pressed against hers. He wasn’t moving.

“Today?” asked Martin.

“Yeah,” said Jackson with a smile as he slowly—very slowly—pushed himself up.

She turned her head slightly to the right as she felt the pressure of his body against her lessen. Her head still turned, she bit her lower lip and let out a quick breath. ‘That wasn’t horrible,’ she thought to herself.”

“Martin!” she heard Jackson yell, snapping her out of her thoughts.

“Yes?” she answered as she looked up toward Jackson, standing above her with his hand outstretched to help her to her feet.

“You sure you don’t have a concussion or something?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ve said your name like three times.”

“I’m good,” she said as she grasped his hand and jumped to her feet. “Let’s get to Combat,” she added, hoping to ignore their moment.

Martin noticed the lights flicker, dim, and then illuminate again.

THIS IS THE DAMAGE CONTOL OFFICER. ELECTRICAL FIRE AT 4-35-4-LIMA IS OUT. NEW ELECTRICAL FIRES REPORTED AT 2-25-4-TANGO AND 5-81-1-ECHO. FORWARD REACTOR IS DOWN. PORT STATIC POWER SUPPLY IS DAMAGED AND OFF LINE. COOLANT RUPTURE FROM FOUR SERVICE TURBINE. EMERGENCY POWER IS CARRYING FRAMES 30 TO 70. EXPLOSION AND FIRE IN HANGAR BAY. TRANSPORT ALPHA ELECTRICAL AND FUEL FIRE. HULL BREACH AT 2-20-8-TANGO EMERGENCY AIR PROVIDING—

“Yates, this is Martin,” she spoke into the tactical circuit ignoring the rest of the announcement. “Report.”

‘LT, this is Yates,’ reported the sergeant. ‘Seleze and Treat are down. Carl has some severe burns. Doc Daniel is on it.’

“Roger,” replied Martin. “1st and 2nd Squads report.”

‘1st Squad no casualties,’ came the report.

“2nd Squad?” repeated Martin. “Sergeant Alama?”

Silence.

“Shit,” she cursed. “2nd Squad, Alpha Team? Alpha Team report.” She shook her head in frustration. “Bravo Team?”

‘Bravo here. Corporal Kline reporting. Sergeant Chaney is down. He’s dead.’

“Roger,” acknowledged Martin as she closed her eyes and clinched her teeth. “Yates, send a man to check on Alpha Team.”

‘Roger,’ came Yates reply.

THIS IS THE TACTICAL OFFICER. ALL FOXTROTS AND HAWKS LOST. SHORT RANGE FIRE CONTROL ON LOCAL EMERGENCY POWER. JUMP CAPABILITY IS DOWN. MOUNTS 11, 21, 22, 32, 42, 51, 52, 72, 82 ARE DOWN MAIN BATTERY AVAILABLE.

“Why don’t they just say what guns are left?” grumbled Martin. “The list would be shorter.”

“Let’s get to Combat,” ordered Jackson.

As they made their run toward the Combat Center, Martin saw repair parties and medical teams rushing in all directions trying to restore systems and stop the spread of fires. They turned the next corner and meet Lieutenant Cresius at the massive ballistic door to Draxius’ Combat Center. As the two approached, Cresius saluted.

“What’s your status, Cresius?” asked Jackson.

“Sir,” reported Cresius, “eight dead and five injured, three severe. Twelve fit for duty including the wounded.”

“Damn it,” replied Jackson. “We’re down to forty at best. They’re tearing us apart and they haven’t even boarded us yet.”

Martin grabbed Jackson’s arm. “If there’s just one of us left when they board, the Rangers will still pay dearly.”

Jackson nodded in acknowledgement and activated the door to combat.


Chapter 4

The Combat Center was controlled chaos. Dozens of reports were being received and orders given out. Martin watched as an engineering officer took damage reports and updated the Tactical Officer on the ship’s engineering status. Another officer took reports from medical. Another from the repair and firefighting teams. Beyond the small row of supporting stations lay a row of massive screens displaying real-time status of Draxius’ weapons systems, propulsion, communications, as well as tactical plots representing data from long and short range sensors. Even though they’d only felt two large explosions, Martin saw the symbols for dozens of Terillian fighters swarming around Draxius as well as the three larger escort ships on the long range scan.

“Commander Renux,” reported Jackson as he saluted the ship’s commanding officer.

“Captain Jackson,” replied Renux, acknowledging the group.

“How bad is it, sir?” asked Jackson.

“It’s bad,” answered Renux. “There’s just too damn many of them. The only way they could have that many ships in the area is to have violated the Accords and sent in a carrier or if they have a land-base nearby. My guess is somewhere on Golf 2. Either way, we’re outgunned. I’m down to 15% air defense, we’ve taken 30% casualties, and I’m down to emergency power forward with no jump capability.” Renux paused. “We’ll be needing your services soon, I expect. It won’t be long until they try to board us.”

“We’ll be ready, Commander Vari Renux,” replied Cresius.

“Ready to die?” asked the commander. “We can’t let them take this ship and with their escorts nearby, they’ll probably have a full battalion of Scout Rangers. And you have, what, maybe 40 Guardsmen left to face their hundreds.”

“Then we die,” interjected Martin. “But trust me commander, we’ll take every Ranger we can with us.”

“Well said, Lieutenant,” replied Renux. “But I just need you to hold them off long enough to initiate self-destruct protocols.”

“You’re going to destroy Draxius?” asked Jackson.

“We can’t let them take the ship and even if they destroy us, they can pick up pieces of hardware and other intel that could severely damage other operations in the Dark Zone. The self-destruct protocol will ensure everything of importance is destroyed.”

“And the crew?” asked Martin.

“Once the sequence is set, there will be ten to fifteen minutes to utilize the escape pods although I fear most will either be taken out by Terillian fighters, captured, or die on Golf 2 without adequate environmental gear.”

“How long will the sequence take?” asked Jackson.

“About an hour,” replied Renux. “But if you can hold off any boarding parties until ten to fifteen minutes before detonation, they won’t be able to disable the sequence even if they knew what they were looking for.”

“So forty-five minutes?” asked Cresius.

“Forty,” replied Renux. “The sequence was started five minutes ago.”

“No problem,” stated Martin. “We can hold up a battalion for that long.”

“I hope you can.” Renux paused, looking toward the tactical displays, as he stood from his chair.

“Sir,” interrupted the Tactical Officer. “Two Terillian corvettes accelerating at combat speed toward our direction.”

“But you may not need to,” he continued. “We are crippled and the Ters have to know it.”

“Sir,” added the Tactical Officer, “Estimate their guns will be in range in ten minutes.”

“They should already have boarding teams on the way,” mused Renux. “Tactical, mark status of transports being launched from their ships,” he ordered.

“Sir,” replied the Tactical Officer. “Sensor are only picking up the two corvettes, one sloop, and Foxtrots and Alphas…no transports.”

“Very well,” acknowledged Renux, gritting his teeth. “Damn it,” he cursed under his breath. “It looks like they are going to finish us off with their big guns.” He looked toward the tactical plots again. “They’ll be on us before we can complete the sequence.”

Renux turned toward his Tactical Officer. “Miss Garret, direct the Officer of the Deck to set an evasion course from the approaching ships at best possible speed. We need to increase their closure time.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the Tactical Officer as she turned and transmitted the order to the Bridge.

“Aren’t they running the risk of destroying data if they slug it out with us?” asked Jackson.

“Yes. Unless they’re more concerned with killing us than collecting intel,” pondered Renux.

“They’re protecting something,” concluded Martin.

“That’s my guess,” agreed Renux. “And it’s probably on Golf 2.”

“Were we able to get a message spin-burst out?” asked Cresius.

“We sent a message with the original contact but we lost long range high-speed comms with the first wave. The distress signal and self-destruct protocol will send off pulse messages but it will take days to reach our forces.”

The deck rumbled under Martin’s feet and the lights flickered. Combat went dark. For a second, everything was silent. Then the lighting returned and Combat returned to a low roar.

“Tactical, what did we lose?” demanded Renux.

“Checking, sir,” answered the Tactical Officer.

“Engineering, Bridge, this is the Tactical Officer, report status?” she ordered.

Martin waited impatiently for the report. In a few seconds the Tactical Officer turned toward Commander Renux.

“Sir, aft reactor is down. All systems are on emergency power. Engineering reports max speed available is .2 if we divert power from all non-essential systems.”

“And without the main battery?” he asked.

“Without main battery, max speed will be 0.35 based on our current momentum.”

“Damn it,” cursed Renux. “I’m not dropping the main guns. They’ll be on us in minutes.” He turned toward Martin and the other Guard officers. “It looks like you won’t have the opportunity to take any Rangers with you, Captain Jackson. They’ll be on us in ten minutes or less. We’ll inflict some damage with our main gun but their fighters and the plasma guns on those ships will rip us apart before long.” He slammed his fist into the panel on the armrest of his commander’s chair. “If we only knew what they were doing and were able to get a message off, we wouldn’t die in vain.”

Martin felt the frustration welling inside her. She knew death in the Dark Zone was more often than not the way most Guardsmen met their end, but to go without spilling a drop of Terillian blood angered her to her bones. She inhaled deeply and tightened her jaw as she thought about her and her men stuck on the dying ship, impotently waiting out their destruction.

Then it struck her. “Sir,” she almost shouted to Renux.

“What is it, Lieutenant?”

“I may have a plan,” she answered as she activated her tactical circuit. “Yates, this is Martin. Is our transport still intact?”

‘It’s good, LT,’ came Yates’ reply. ‘But the pilot and navigator were killed in the same explosion that killed Seleze and Treat.’

“Sir,” continued Martin as she turned back toward Renux, “Request to take the remaining transport to Golf 2 and recon. If we can make it to the surface, we might have a chance of finding out what the Ters are up to.”

“How will you know where to go?” asked Cresius. “Scans of the surface are not complete.”

“The archives show the Ters had a base on Golf 2 during the war. If we set down far enough away to avoid attention and then move toward the old base…it’s a long shot…but it’s still a shot.”

“And if you find something?” asked Renux.

“We can send a low frequency message from the transports comms system. It’ll be slow but any Humani force moving this way would hopefully pick it up before or just after entering the system.” She paused to look toward Jackson to ensure he approved of her plan. A nod confirmed his approval and she continued. “We probably won’t make it back. Shit, we might not even make it to the surface but at least it’s a chance to make this mean something.”

“Interesting plan, if you had a pilot,” replied Renux.

“I’m qualified,” answered Martin.

“She is,” added Jackson.

“And the navigator?” asked Cresius.

“Don’t need one,” replied Martin. “I just need to point the transport at the planet and pin the base location to the transport’s NAVSYS. It’s just a rollercoaster ride after that.”

“You won’t make it to the second day down there without your environmental gear,” said Renux. “You will freeze.”

“The gear’s already onboard,” smiled Martin. “I had the men pack it yesterday so it would be ready if we needed to go in a hurry.”

“Sir!” shouted the Tactical Officer. “First Terillian corvette will be in range in five minutes.”

Martin saw the commander inhale deeply and curl his lip in contemplation.

“It’s better than nothing,” added Jackson.

“Do it,” ordered Renux. “But take Lieutenant Varus with you.”

“Varus?” asked Jackson.

“He’s our comms officer. He could be helpful in sending out a message.”

“Corporal Sellers can send that message,” replied Martin. “Or me. Or any Guardsmen.”

“Lieutenant Martin,” replied Renux sternly, “Lieutenant Varus is—”

“Let me guess, the only other First Family officer onboard,” she interrupted.

Renux rose from his chair, “Captain Jackson,” he spoke. “A transport will fit seventy men, will it not?”

“The Guard transports are slightly smaller, sir. They can hold fifty.”

“And at best you have forty Guardsmen, correct Captain Jackson?” continued Renux.

Although he was addressing Jackson, Martin could tell by the cold stare the commander had locked onto her that he was speaking to her.

“Yes, sir. And our environmental gear will take the space of five men.”

“Excellent. Then there will be enough room for Varus,” declared Renux.

“Sir,” interjected the Tactical Officer. “Firing range in three minutes.”

“Yes, Tactical,” snapped Renux. “You have authorization to fire when they are in range. There is nothing else we can do.” He turned back toward Martin. “Tactical, inform Lieutenant Varus he will report to the hangar bay and be under operational command of Captain Jackson.”

“Who are the other four?” asked Martin to Renux.

“What do you mean, Lieutenant?”

“Well if Varus can abandon his post when the ship is about to be lost, why can’t four others? Are you sure you don’t have some other First Family officers hiding in their staterooms?”

“Lieutenant Martin!” shouted Renux. “You will follow my orders. Now leave my bridge and carry out your orders.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied through clinched teeth as she saluted. “I’ll be on the shuttle. I’m leaving in five minutes so everyone that’s coming better fucking be onboard,” she added with a derisive look toward Jackson.

Turning toward the exit, Martin activated her tactical link to both Guard platoons. “1st and 2nd Platoons report immediately to the hangar bay and board 1st Platoon’s transport. We launch in five minutes.”

Martin picked up her pace to a sprint as she raced past medics tending to wounded, damage control and repair teams trying to keep systems online as long as they could, and other crew members trying to fight the ship. As she ran, her blood boiled from the anger racing through her. She was sure each crew member she passed was probably more valuable than this Lieutenant Varus that Renux had dumped on her. But, unlike a First Family son of Alpha Humana, these commoners would stand to their posts and die bravely for their people.

Frustration still hung over Martin as she burst into the hangar bay and turned toward the transport. She raced through the hangar past medical teams tending to the burned and wounded. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a firefighting team combating a massive fire which had engulfed the other transport. Blocking the carnage from her mind, she continued on and soon rushed into the open access of the remaining transport. She quickly surveyed the troop compartment. Her platoon, what was left of it, were strapping themselves in for the launch.

At the far end of the compartment stood Sergeant Yates.

“Yates,” she shouted as she walked toward him. “Status?”

“Still no report from Alama or Alpha Team from 1st Squad. There was a hull breach near their position and the area was sealed off.”

“Damn it…the others?” she asked.

“No other casualties. Our current strength is eighteen including myself.”

Martin paused for a moment. Only a year ago, 1st Platoon was thirty-one strong. “Any word from Cresius?”

“He’s in route with eleven of his men,” replied Yates.

“Good. Get our guys and 2nd Platoon ready for launch. We’re out of here in three minutes.”

“Roger, LT,” replied Yates. “Where’s the pilot?”

“You’re looking at her,” said Martin with a smile as she turned toward the ship’s cockpit.

Martin quickly made her way to the pilot’s chair and slid into position, locking her shoulder straps in place. “Think,” she said out loud trying to jog her memory as she looked over the myriad of control panels, each covered with toggles, switches, and buttons. “Reactor startup sequence,” she read aloud as she removed the cover and activated the remote auto startup of the transport’s reactor. “That should take about…think Martin…ten minutes…too long.” She looked quickly over the panel to her right. “Solid state power…there ya go,” she said as she manipulated three switches to direct emergency power to the ship’s systems during the reactor startup. She heard motion behind her but focused on the panels.

“Everyone’s onboard,” said Jackson.

Martin turned to greet Jackson. Beside him stood a thin, pale, anxious-looking fleet lieutenant. “I take it you’re our communications genius,” said Martin as she turned back toward the control panels.

“I am Lieutenant Seq—”

“I don’t care,” interrupted Martin. “Just go find Sergeant Yates and get strapped in with the men,” she added without looking away from her panels.

“I should be here,” replied Varus. “As the second ranking officer and senior flight officer—”

Martin spun around in her chair to face Varus. “Look, Lieutenant, unless you can fly this transport, I’m the senior flight officer so you either get your ass back to the troop compartment or I’ll have Sergeant Yates set you outside and you can be the senior flight officer watching this transport fly away.”

“Excuse me, Lieutenant?” barked Varus.

“Lieutenant Varus,” said Jackson. “There is no time for this. Please take a seat in the troop compartment and we’ll address this later.”

“And we will speak of this later,” huffed Varus as he turned and exited the cockpit.

“And we will speak of this later,” mocked Martin. “Asshole,” she added as she activated the short range defense system for the transport. “Thanks for getting rid of him,” she said to Jackson as he strapped himself into the navigator seat.

“Don’t thank me,” shot back Jackson. “There was no reason to send Varus back with the troops other than to be an asshole but there’s no time for this shit.”

“Fine,” grunted Martin as she moved her hands over another panel. She knew Varus could have stayed in the cockpit; there were two other chairs. She just didn’t want him to.

Trying to forget about Varus, she looked over the controls. “Where are you?” she said to the controls.

“When’s the last time you flew?” asked Jackson.

“Six months ago…in a simulator…there you are!” she said as she dialed in a power setting and depressed the two ‘EMERGENCY IGNITE’ buttons to start the transport’s engines on emergency power.

“When was the last real flight?” asked Jackson as the transport’s engines began to hum.

“I dunno…eighteen months?” she said as she leaned over Jackson’s chair and punched a code into the NAVSYS.

The NAVSYS file opened and she selected another code from a menu then hit the ‘UPLOAD’ button.

“What are you doing?”

“Pulling up the coordinates for the old Ter base from Draxius’ archives to add it to the NAVSYS database before I disconnect the umbilical.”

“You actually know what you’re doing, don’t you?”

“That’s my story and I’m sticking to it,” she added with a smile as she pushed herself back into her chair using his thigh for leverage.

Martin’s body slammed into the pilot’s chair and was then thrown forward against the straps fixed across her torso. Catching her breath, she looked through the transport’s viewing window. The fire from the nearby transport instantly extinguished and anyone in the hangar not in breathing gear collapsed as everything not secured to the deck slid toward the starboard side of the hangar.

“Damn it,” declared Martin as small pieces of debris flew past the transport’s window. Looking to her right, she saw a massive hole in the starboard side of the ship with debris, gear, and bodies flying through it. “Fuck,” she cursed as she flipped the internal gravity drive to active and started the ventilation recirc system.

“That can’t be good,” said Jackson. “The enemy ships must be in range.”

Martin heard the metallic scrapping of the transport against the magnetic moorings as the vacuum of space began pull on the ship.

“Definitely not good,” she answered as she ejected the umbilical and powered up the transport’s engines. “Hold on,” she warned as she flipped the switch releasing the mounting locks.

The transport lunged toward the void created by the blast but Martin reacted quickly, adjusting the thrust to overcome the pull of the vacuum of space. She soon had the transport in a low hover. “Well that was fun,” she said, still focusing on the controls.

Slowly turning the nose toward the hole in the ship, Martin watched through the cockpit as a massive ballistic panel slammed down from the overhead of the compartment, covering the hole. Slowly backing off the thrust as atmospheric pressure returned to the hanger, she then swung the ship toward the launch area. As she did, she noticed the fire by the transport reignite with a brilliant flash.

“I think it’s time for us to go,” declared Jackson.

“No shit,” replied Martin as she activated the transport’s communications link. “Draxius Flight Control, this is transport Bravo. Request launch order.” Receiving no reply, she called again. “Flight Control, transport Bravo, over? Flight—”

She paused as the Flight Control compartment came into view from her window. The ballistic window appeared to have been shattered. If they weren’t prepared for the hull breach, they were most likely dead. “Warfare on a ship sucks,” she said out loud, anxious to get her feet on the ground…any ground. “Draxius Combat Center this is transport Bravo. Flight Control appears out of commission, performing manual launch.”

‘Roger, Bravo,’ replied the Tactical Officer. ‘This is Tactical. You’ll need to enter the atmospheric barrier boundary at a hover. The control system is down so there’s no stepped pressure drop. As soon as you pierce the boundary, it’ll slingshot you out the other side so be ready.’

“Thanks for the head’s up,” replied Martin.

‘Roger,’ replied the Tactical Officer. ‘Bravo, Tactical, over…’

“Go Tactical,” answered Martin. She grew puzzled when no one answered. “Go Tactical,” she repeated.

‘Tell them we died well.’

“Your families will speak your names with pride,” said Martin before closing the link with Combat and turning toward Jackson. She could barely contain her rage. “She and the others bravely die at their stations while that jackass back there gets to go home to mommy and daddy Varus.”

“If it makes you feel better,” said Jackson. “We’re all probably gonna die.”

“It might,” she replied matter-of-factly as she nudged the transport toward the launch area.

Martin stopped the transport as it aligned with a red marking on the bulkhead signifying the edge of the atmospheric boundary. Beyond that marker, a system of fans and exhaust systems normally would have slowly transitioned the atmosphere in the hangar to the vacuum of space as ships entered and exited. With the system down, a massive amount of air was forced through the first boundary acting as a three-meter barrier between the atmosphere of the ship and space.

As transport moved to the edge of barrier, Martin saw a Terillian corvette drift into view through the launch corridor. Martin watched as the enemy continued to move by until it filled her view of the launch area. She saw several dark discolorations on the ship’s outer hull. “Looks like Draxius is putting up a fight,” she said, noticing an area with debris pouring out of a hull breach.

Passing through the barrier, the shuttle shot out into the darkness of space as two Terillian fighters suddenly flashed in front of the transport on a strafing run of Draxius.

One of fighters banked sharply and spun back toward Draxius.

“Damn it,” grumbled Martin as she turned off the transport’s defensive systems.

“What are you doing?” asked Jackson.

“They’re gonna pick us up on their sensors if we have our systems up. If they see any significant electronics from us, we’ll be sitting ducks for those fighters. We need to get clear of the battle without any of those fighter or attack craft picking us up.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Kill everything,” she replied. “Everyone go on air,” she ordered into the intercom as she reached for her own mask. Grasping the mask, she placed her chin into the face-piece and pulled the straps over her head. “Securing NAVSYS,” she mumbled through her mask as she again leaned over Jackson’s lap to secure the navigational panel. “Gravity,” she added as she flipped the toggle and instantly felt a floating feeling in her stomach. “Air.” She heard the ship’s ventilation fans begin to wind down and felt the increased flow of air through her mask. “The reactor…they’ll pick that up.” Scanning the panel to her right, she found a button marked SCRAM ORDER. She flipped the cover from the button and depressed it. Looking to an operating screen attached to the order she then pushed the CONFIRM ACTION button. Multiple warning lights illuminated as the reactor startup was aborted.

“Now for the final part,” she said as she hit the EMERGENCY STOP toggles for both engines. With the ventilation and engines secured, an eerie silence came over the transport; the only sound Martin heard was the flow of air through her mask. “Hopefully they’ll think we’re—Shit!” she cursed as the Terillian fighter rolled and headed straight for them. “They got us?”

“What are we gonna do?” asked Jackson.

“Die.” Martin inhaled heavily as the fighter grew larger in the window of the cockpit. She ensured the engines and defensive systems were re-energized but it wouldn’t do much good; the fighter had them.

“We’ll at least we tried,” conceded Jackson.

Jackson hit the AIR button and pulled her mask off. “Screw that,” replied Martin with a flash of clarity that comes only with the reality of one’s impending death. “I’m taking that son of bitch with us,” she added as she pushed the shuttle forward and began to accelerate.

As the COLLISION IMMINENT alarm wailed, Martin focused her squinted eyes on the Terillian fighter. Odds were it would blow them apart before she could ram it, but maybe some debris would destroy it or at least take it out of the fight. Her thoughts went to that of her father as he received the word of her death. ‘Did she die well?’ she envisioned him asking the reporting officer.

“I will,” she said aloud.

“Wha—”Jackson’s question was cut short by the sight of the Terillian fighter shredded in a hail of metal fragments.

Draxius’ gunners had given up some of their own protective fire to save them.

“Shit,” replied Jackson.

“That Tactical Officer should receive a Senatorial Medal of Honor,” declared Martin.

“Now what?”

Martin pulled hard on the controls, turning the shuttle in the opposite direction and again shutting down the defenses. “Shut it all down, just like before. We gotta look like just another dead ship or another fighter will blow us apart.”

“Engines too? How will you control the transport?” asked Jackson, quickly pulling the air mask over his face.

“I won’t for a while. Hopefully that will allow us to get clear of that corvette. If we don’t hit it or anything else first.” 

Martin could see the anxious look on Jackson’s face. She’d never seen him look nervous before. Her own heart began to race as a result of his apprehension. “We have to,” she continued.

“Look at their main battery,” said Jackson, pointing toward the enemy corvette.

Martin saw the space immediately in front of the corvette’s main gun begin to sparkle with blue flashes of light. The flashes grew in size and volume until a massive cauldron of superheated, magnetized metals formed into a pulsating ball. Suddenly the ball turned white-hot and shot across the darkness of space toward Draxius. Just as the ball of metallic death passed out of view from the transport’s window, Martin saw another streaking toward the corvette. “Draxius is returning fire,” she declared.

She let out a small grunt of satisfaction as the ball of molten metal from Draxius’ main gun slammed into the Terillian corvette, the white-hot metal flashing to blue and then yellow against the hull of the enemy’s ship. As the flash of light subsided, she could see the charred outer shell of the ship where the round impacted. At the center of the impact area, a bright red glow pulsated through a hole in the hull. “Another breach!” shouted Martin proudly. “Get ‘em Draxius!”

“Their getting ready to fire again,” said Jackson as Martin saw the blue flashes forming around the Terillian’s main gun.

The boiling mass of metal was turning from blue to white as another round from Draxius tore into the forming mass of molten metal. As it did, Martin’s entire view erupted in a flash of brilliant white light as the round from Draxius combined with the building energy of the corvette’s main battery in a massive explosion of metal and heat. “Son of a bitch,” she declared as the flash dissipated to show the corvette torn in two.

“One down,” added Jackson.

“But there’s another corvette and a sloop left,” replied Martin as she saw the two Terillian ship’s appear behind the wreckage of the first corvette.”

“Can we turn our systems on yet?” asked Jackson.

“Not yet,” replied Martin. “We need to drift further away so that we’ll have a head start on them if they—”

“They’re firing,” interrupted Jackson another Terillian ships’ main guns began to ionize the metals around them.

“There’s Draxius,” added Martin as she saw the crippled ship come into view through the window. “She’s headed straight toward them!” As the transport drifted further away from the battle, Martin continued to watch anxiously as Draxius turned toward the enemy ships.

“They’re accelerating,” said Jackson.

“They’re sacrificing the power to their guns for speed,” added Martin. Awestruck, she watched the two enemy vessels maneuver to fire on Draxius from both sides.

“They’re not going to need guns,” concluded Jackson as Draxius absorbed a round from the Terillian sloop and turned sharply toward the corvette.

“No fucking wa—” Martin paused as Draxius slammed into the Terillian corvette amidships. The Humani frigate drove through the corvette, the bow protruding through the opposite side before Martin’s entire view was again obscured by a massive explosion. “Remind me to never talk shit about those fleet guys again,” she said, acknowledging the sacrifice of the Draxius crew.

“Now what?”

“Damn it,” declared Martin as she realized she was wasting valuable seconds. “This is our chance,” she added as she reached across Jackson and powered up the NAVSYS panel. “Air and gravity,” she continued as she activated those systems. Seeing the AIR QUALITY light turn green, she pulled the mask from her face and activated the intercom. “Everyone can remove your masks and hold on…it might get bumpy.”

Next Martin activated the reactor startup sequence. “Shit,” she grumbled, noticing the CONTROL FAULT light was illuminated and MANUAL STARTUP REQUIRED light flashing. “Won’t need it to land anyway,” she declared as she energized the transport’s emergency power. “Defensive systems….good….and engines…start.” Martin heard the hum of the engines increase and gripped the transport’s controls. “Here we go,” she said, pushing the throttle forward and turning the transport sharply away from the battlefield.

“There it is,” said Martin with a smile as the NAVSYS flashed the trajectory toward Golf 2 and the planet came into view. She increased the engines’ thrust to accelerate the ship.

“How long?” asked Jackson.

Martin looked toward the NAVSYS interface on the pilot’s main display, “about fifteen minutes.”

“That was intense,” said Jackson. “Draxius’ crew died like true warriors.”

“I didn’t see a single escape pod,” added Martin. “They all stayed with their ship…” She stopped and looked back in the direction of the troop compartment. “…that is except our precious cargo, Lieutenant Varus,” she griped.


Chapter 5

Martin quickly shifted her focus from the ground to her panels and back as she placed the transport in a hover a few meters of the ground. She knew landing was much harder than flying but didn’t want to show her nervousness.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jackson.

“Nothing. I’m just lining—”

A waling alarm sounded. Martin saw the ENEMY IN RANGE and FIRE CONTROL LOCK alarms flashing but before she could react, the transport rocked forward and to the left before slamming into the ground.

Martin inhaled deeply in an attempt to regain the air forced from her lungs by the impact.

“What the hell did you do?” huffed Jackson.

“It wasn’t me,” grunted Martin as she looked over her panels and started silencing multiple status alarms. “We just took a hit.” The GROUND PROXIMITY light was flashing red. The FIRE AFT alarm was locked in. AFT THRUST warning light was lit. “Shit!” she shouted as the FIRE CONTROL LOCK and ENEMY IN RANGE began flashing again. She turned to Jackson. “We need to get out of here,” she declared as she activated the intercom. “We’ve got incoming Ter aircraft, everyone evacuate now!”

Martin quickly unlatched herself from the seat, grabbed her rifle, and slung it over her shoulder. In a matter of seconds, she and Jackson were in the troop compartment.

“Everyone grab the environmental gear!” shouted Jackson.

In a flash, everything erupted into a sea of chaos as the heavy metal rounds from a Terillian attack ship tore through the troop compartment. Martin fell to the deck and curled her body into a ball as the rounds sliced through the transport.

Lying on the deck, she heard the roar of the enemy ship as it streaked overhead.

Martin sprung to her feet and scanned the wrecked compartment. At least five lay dead among the wreckage. She saw Corporal Ibri and Privates Carl and Taylor from her platoon. Above Ibri stood Daemon. The Humani war dog pawed at Ibri’s chest and let out a small whimper.

Martin reached down to grab the dog’s collar but paused when the Daemon looked up and snarled deeply, showing its razor sharp teeth. The animal’s hair bristled and she could see its eyes lock onto her. “Shit. Imprint,” she said aloud, remembering Humani war dogs were installed with a chip that imprints them primarily to one handler and then secondary to the unit. She realized Ibris must still have a faint heartbeat for Daemon to not reset to platoon direction. “Daemon 867. Imprint override code 549, new handler Martin, Emily…” she paused at the dread of saying her middle name aloud. “…Dalia,” she said as quietly as she could, “Codeword Praetorian.”

The dog instantly sat and Martin presented her hand for Daemon to verify her scent.

She felt the dog’s wet nose against the back of her hand followed by a bark to acknowledge the transfer of handlers. “Good boy. Stay,” she said as she looked toward the back of the compartment. Just beyond Daemon lay the torn body of Lieutenant Cresius. “Damn it,” she grumbled as she looked for Sergeant Yates. “Yates!”

“Yes, ma’am,” came his answer.

“Where are the TALONs?” she shouted.

“Over here!” replied Yates as he rushed toward an overturned cargo box.

“Where’s Cresius?” shouted Jackson across the compartment.

“He’s down,” replied Martin. “If you help get the men out, I’ll get the TALONs.”

“Do it!” ordered Jackson.

Martin quickly joined Yates by the toppled cargo case. She reached down and shook the lock vigorously. “Who’s got the damn key?” she shouted. “Fuck it,” she continued as she raised her foot and slammed it into the lock, shattering the clasp. “There we go,” she declared, lifting the cover. Two TALON anti-aircraft weapons rolled onto the deck. “Yates,” she ordered, “Help the captain get the wounded off the ship and find cover.”

As Yates sped off to help Jackson, Martin picked up a TALON launcher and pulled the safety lanyard to arm the warheads inside before sliding the weapon across her back. Her heart raced with urgency as she quickly armed the second launcher and headed toward the exit. “Daemon, free!” she shouted to allow the dog’s to act on its own before rushing toward the access.

Martin heard the percussive sound of automatic gunfire piercing the air. She glanced outside to see several Guardsmen firing toward the sky. Scanning to her right, she saw the Terillian attack ship flash overhead, releasing a pod of explosive bomblets. “Shit!” she cursed as she fell back into the access as the ground outside erupted in a series of explosions.

Her ears ringing from the explosions, Martin sprang back to her feet and leapt from the transport. She sank to her knees in the muck and water of the swampy landscape. Scanning the terrain, she saw several Guardsmen killed or injured by the last attack. Others pulled themselves from the muddy swamp to prepare for the next run by the Alpha.

“You okay?” she shouted to Jackson, who was pulling a badly wounded Private Yali from the muck.

“I’m good,” answered Jackson. “Take that bastard out!”

Martin nodded in acknowledgement and quickly examined the terrain for a good firing position. With the roaring engines of the Alpha overhead, she slogged her way toward a small copse of trees elevated a meter above the swampy terrain.

Martin reached the clump of trees and tossed the first TALON onto the solid ground above.

She reached for a thick vine but quickly fell back into the water as the ground around her exploded in a wave of lead, mud, wood, and water as the gatlin guns from the Alpha laid open the ground above and around her. Debris hit her face, followed by thick, cold mud.

Martin felt pressure on her shoulder and turned to see Daemon nudging her to rise. The mist of water sent airborne from the explosions was still floating to the ground as she turned and grasped the vine again to pull herself onto the elevated mound.

Reaching the top, Martin saw one of the three trees had been torn apart by the Alpha’s guns and had fallen into the swamp. “The TALON…damn it,” she declared as she saw the weapon, torn apart and half buried in the swamp five meters away.

Letting out a frustrated grunt, she hastily slipped the remaining launcher from her back and activated the TALON’s search sensors. Shouldering the weapon, she scanned the sky and listened for the sound of the Alpha.

Suddenly the Alpha’s engines went silent, warning Martin the enemy ship was going supersonic for another attack run. She looked through the targeting screen and saw the identifier for enemy aircraft illuminate. Not wanting to warn the Alpha of her presence by the TALON’s fire control sensors, she decided to wait until the last minute to activate the targeting system. In a few seconds, the Alpha appeared as a small dot on the horizon moving rapidly toward the downed transport. As soon she could make out the silhouette distinctively as an Alpha, she activated the fire control system.

The system flashed red and she fired. She tensed her body against the force of the launch and the heat of the exhaust washed over her body as three warheads rocketed from the launcher. The warheads raced upward, spreading wide. The Alpha broke hard to the right and upward as the crew obviously picked up the TALON’s active targeting sensors. Next it went into a vertical climb, deploying electronic countermeasures.

“Come on,” grumbled Martin. “Get ‘em,” she continued as she tried to will the warheads to their target.

Martin watched as the three rockets from the TALON spiraled upward toward the Alpha. Suddenly one exploded as it impacted a countermeasure. “Damn it,” she cursed.

The Alpha continued to race toward the upper atmosphere but the TALON’s warheads quickly closed the gap. The Alpha’s defensive weapons opened fire but the warheads had entered their terminal phase and began to spiral at several times the speed of sound.

“Gotcha!” shouted Martin as the two warheads converged on the Alpha from opposite sides.

They exploded simultaneously, enveloping the Terillian craft in a ball of fire, sending dozens of pieces flying in all directions from the center of the explosion.

But she didn’t have time to celebrate her kill; she needed to get back to the transport. Jumping from the mound back into the knee-deep muck, she trudged the short distance to Jackson and the others.

“Nice shot,” said Jackson as Martin reached the group.

“Thanks,” she replied. “How much damage did it cause?”

“He lit us up pretty good,” added Yates. “Nine dead—including Lieutenant Cresius—and six wounded.”

“Damn it,” cursed Jackson. “How many of the wounded are serious?”

“Doc Daniel and Cazmier are checking them out but most are still mobile.”

“What are we going to do now?” came a voice to Martin’s left.

Martin turned to see Lieutenant Sequentis Varus. She could tell he was shaken but trying hard to keep up the façade of First Family stoicism. ‘Why didn’t this guy die instead of Cresius,’ she thought to herself.

“We need to get clear of this wreckage before another Terillian craft shows up,” answered Jackson. “Yates,” he continued, turning toward the sergeant. “Get with Sergeant Morgan and let’s move everyone and as much gear as we can about five kilometers to the West, it looks like there’s a slight slope so hopefully they’ll be some dry ground.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Yates. “Morgan is hit but still in the fight. I’ll send Sergeant Boles with Incerna and Frederick to scout the path and we’ll start humping the gear and the wounded.”

“Make it happen,” directed Jackson. “Martin, you and Lieutenant Varus see what comms gear is salvageable from the transport.”

Martin thought Varus would jump out of his shoes when Jackson mentioned his name. His days of hiding among a group of other fleet officers was over—he would actually have to prove himself.

“Yes, Captain Jackson,” he stammered. “I—”

“We got it,” interrupted Martin. “I’d like to have Corporal Sellers go through the engineering space and see if he can use anything.

“Sellers!” shouted Yates. “Get your ass over here!”

“Send him over,” said Martin as she grabbed Varus’ arm. “Let’s go.”

“What are we looking for?” asked Varus as the two sloshed their way toward the transport.

“What do you mean?” asked Martin, her brow furrowed in frustration. “You’re the damn communications expert, why the fuck are you asking me?”

“I’m the manager of the high-priority electron spin pulse comms for Draxius. I just make sure the techs do their job.”

Martin stopped in her tracks and grabbed Varus shirt. “Manager? You’re shitting me, right? The only reason you’re with us it that you’re supposed to know something about comms systems. Oh…and your fucking last name,” she added in case she hadn’t shown her hatred for First Families enough. “And you’re telling me you’re a damn manager…what does that even mean, you’re an officer, officers don’t manage—they lead.”

“I don’t know what you were told, Lieutenant,” replied Varus coldly. “And frankly it’s not my problem. Commander Renux ordered me on this mission. I didn’t ask—”

“Seriously?” interrupted Martin, her frustration boiling over. She gave Varus a shove and watched him fall into the muddy water.

“I’ll have you brought up on charges for assaulting a senior officer!” shouted Varus as he pulled himself erect and attempted to shake the muck off his uniform.

“Is everything okay?” Martin heard Jackson shout from a distance.

“Good!” she replied to Jackson. “Just getting acquainted,” she added more quietly as smiled down toward Varus.

“When we’re back on Draxius—”

“Do you even know what’s going on?” asked a stunned Martin. “Draxius is gone, you moron. Renux is dead. The rest of the crew is dead. Your daddy, Magistrate Varus, and your senator uncle aren’t here either so the only thing preventing me from leaving your worthless ass out here in this wilderness is Captain Jackson. So I suggest you either show me you know something—anything—about comms systems or keep your mouth shut and stay close to him.”

“They’re dead?” asked Varus.

Martin could see the shock on his face. “Yeah. And you’d be up there with them if it wasn’t for your name.”

“I had no control over that,” answered Varus.

Martin could tell Varus was beginning to understand his situation. And she didn’t have time to waste. “Fine, just follow me.”

Reaching the transport, Martin ordered Daemon to stay at the entrance as she climbed into the troop compartment.

She let out a heavy sigh as she looked over the wrecked space. Electrical wires hung from the overhead, sparking and crackling. Blood splotches dotted the deck and bulkheads. And the bodies of five Guardsmen were strewn amongst the wreckage. Looking at the torn body of Lieutenant Cresius, her anger for Varus again started to boil over. Shaking her head, she refocused on the goal. “Get in here and follow me!” she shouted to Varus, who was still standing outside the access.

Martin’s nose stung from the acrid smell of burning electronics as she kicked open the jammed door to the transport’s cockpit. “Damn it,” she grunted. The communications panel was a snarled, smoking mess.

“It looks like there’s nothing here,” she heard Varus state as he entered the compartment.

“Maybe,” grunted Martin as she kicked the cover below the panel open.

A puff of trapped smoke escaped from the cabinet.

“Let’s see if anything is salvageable?” said Martin, kneeling by the communications panel and pulling a light from her vest. Leaning forward, she looked into the cabinet. The outboard side of the cabinet had significant charring and several wires melted together. “We might be able to get some cards from the inboard—” A noise behind her caused her to turn. It was Corporal Sellers.

“What do you need, LT?” he asked.

“Run back to engineering and see if you can find any power sources or electronics we can use for comms. The panel up here is shot but I’m gonna see what we can use.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Sellers.

As Sellers disappeared to carry out his orders, Martin heard Varus’ voice.

“It looks like this card is still good,” he declared.

“No!” she shouted as she saw him reach into the panel.

Varus’ body tensed and began to seize as electricity flowed through his body.

“Shit!” cursed Martin as she slammed the sole of her boot into Varus’ shoulder to knock him free.

Varus fell against the navigator’s chair and onto the deck with a moan. His face was pale and his body shook, but he slowly regained his senses.

“You okay?” exhaled Martin, her frustration evident.

“I…I think so,” he replied, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs.

“Idiot,” replied Martin. “How ‘bout we turn off the power first.” Martin turned to the outboard bulkhead and removed a cover from a breaker panel. “There we go,” she added as she flipped two switches to the OFF position and looked back toward Varus, who was slowly pulling himself to his feet. “Should’ve just let you fry,” she mumbled under her breath as she again knelt by the communications cabinet, pulled three cards from the panel, and wrapped them in a plastic bag. “Sellers, meet me at the access in two minutes,” she ordered into her tactical circuit. “You too,” she added, casting a cold stare to Varus.

Sellers was waiting for Martin at the access. His arms were full of large solid state batteries and he had a pack full of gear, not to mention the parts protruding from every pouch and pocket.

“I found some cards I can modify for a short range signal, some spare parts I can use for our tactical comms, and these batteries,” reported Sellers.

“Nice,” acknowledged Martin as she picked up a blood-stained pack from the deck and tossed it toward Varus. “Dump everything out of here and put the batteries and these cards in it. At least you might be useful as a pack animal.”

She could see Varus start to protest but then pause. 

“Is that a problem?” asked Martin, resting her hand on her sword.

“No,” grumbled Varus. “It is not.”

“Good,” she said. “Sellers, get Lieutenant Varus to the others. I’ll be right behind you as soon as I set charges.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

With Sellers and Varus on their way to the rest of the Guardsmen, Martin moved quickly through the wrecked transport as she placed explosive charges on the reactor controls database, NAVSYS computer, fire control chassis, and the remains of the communications cabinet. Her task complete, she turned briefly at the door to acknowledge the dead Guardsmen still onboard before she leapt from the access into the swamp below and plodded through the water to get clear of the ship.

As Martin pushed her body through the thick mud and knee-high water, she heard the muffled sound of the charges detonating inside the damaged transport.

***

Martin soon caught up with Lieutenant Varus and Corporal Sellers and the group quickly covered the five kilometers to meet the others.

While the men set up defensive positions, Jackson called the officers, along with Sergeants Yates and Morgan, together to discuss their situation.

“What’s our strength?” asked Jackson.

“Including everyone here,” answered Yates, “twenty-six.”

“Shit,” mumbled Martin. “How many wounded?”

“Privates Lin and Mal from 1st Platoon have minor injuries. Corporal Rose has a bad stomach wound but can still pull a trigger. Grenadier Avia took a round in his leg but can still move, just not very fast,” reported Yates.

“And 2nd Platoon?” asked Jackson.

Sergeant Morgan from 2nd Platoon stepped forward. “Private Coughy is pretty bad, sir. He lost an arm but Doc Cazmier stabilized it. He’s also hit in the chest and stomach. Doc pumped a shitload of meds into him but he’s out of the fight…he probably won’t make it.”

“And yourself?” asked Martin, noticing Sergeant Morgan’s blood-soaked left sleeve.

“I’m good, LT,” he replied. “All patched up.”

“Priorities?” Jackson asked the group.

“Defensive positions,” stated Morgan.

“How are we doing?” asked Jackson.

“We have a good perimeter set up with remote sensors being placed as we speak,” answered Yates.

“We’ll have four guys on perimeter and two forward scouts about a kilometer out,” added Sergeant Morgan. “Which brings us to our next topic…reorganization.”

“Yes,” replied Martin. “I want Corporal—”

“I think we should let the sergeants handle that,” interrupted Jackson.

Martin sucked in a deep breath to control the embarrassment and frustration. She wanted to control who was being assigned and felt a sense of helplessness having been ordered to let the sergeants do it. She figured it was part of what Jackson and Yates had been talking to her about but it still pissed her off. “Yes, sir,” she grunted.

“Yes, sir,” acknowledged Yates. “We’ll set up five teams. Corporal Sellers on comms and the Docs Daniel and Cazmier will make up the support team. Private Marley will stay with the docs. Sergeant Morgan will head up Alpha team with Corporal Shara and Privates Lin, Blake, and Mal. Sergeant Boles will lead Bravo with Corporal Young and Privates Frederick and Rogers. Sergeant Baker will take Charlie with Grenadier Jolly, and Privates Case and Incerna. Delta will be our heavy weapons team under Grenadier Markum with Grenadier Avia and Corporal Rose. They’ll man our 15mm guns, which we’ll set up over there and there.”

“Good,” replied Jackson. “Martin, you’ll have Alpha and Bravo teams.”

“Then I will command Charlie and Delta,” said Varus, joining the conversation.

“The fuck you will,” snapped Martin. “You’re supposed to know about comms systems and still almost got yourself killed. You’re not giving a single order to one of these men.”

“How dare you—”

“Enough!” shouted Jackson, interrupting Varus’ response. “Lieutenant Varus, I would rather you focus your time on working with Corporal Sellers to get our comms up.”

“Good luck with that,” mumbled Martin.

“And you,” said Jackson as Martin felt his eyes burning through her. “Drop the chip off your shoulder and focus on the mission. We don’t have time for this shit.”

Martin thought her teeth would break as she pressed them together inside her mouth. All she could think of was the brave Tactical Officer onboard Draxius. She’d died for her people bravely. Why couldn’t she have lived instead of the First Family specimen in front of her?

“Yates will command Charlie and Delta. Next priority,” continued Jackson to shift the tension.

“Comms,” answered Martin as she returned Jackson’s glare.

“And the status?” he asked.

“Short range tactical comms are good. Sellers says we should get good comms up to 4000 meters. Long range is down but I’ll work with Sellers to see if we can built a stronger transmitter/receiver from the gear we took from the transport.”

“Lieutenant Varus can assist,” added Jackson.

“Sure,” laughed Martin. “He can manage us.”

“Supplies?” asked Jackson, without acknowledging Martin’s comment.

“Supply situation is okay,” answered Sergeant Morgan. “We have enough food for two weeks—three on rationing—and we should be able to live off the land if we need to.”

“Good,” replied Jackson. “We’ll live off the land primarily and save the meal packs for when we’re short.”

“Yes, sir,” continued Morgan. “We’re obviously set for water since we’re literally knee-deep in it; we have enough purification kits for months.”

“Ammo?” asked Martin.

“If we get in a fight, we’ll run out of people before we run out of bullets,” replied Yates.

“And the environmental gear?” asked Jackson.

“We have four shelters so we can fit everyone not on sentry,” answered Morgan. “And we have twenty suits.”

“Twenty-six would be better,” added Yates. “But we can work with twenty.”

“What suits are you talking about?” asked Varus.

Martin shook her head. “Are you kidding—”

“Golf 2,” interrupted Jackson, “has some drastic climate changes. Every fourteen standard hours the temperature shifts from an average of 16C to -27C.”

“And it does it in the span of about five minutes,” added Martin. “Something to do with cold fronts, all the water, and the winds.”

“When is the next change?” asked Varus.

Martin looked down to the digital pad on her wrist. “We’ve got about two hours,” she stated.

“Plenty of time,” replied Jackson. 

“I’ll have the recon patrols swing by and pick up their suits. We’ll get the shelters up and suites for the rest,” said Yates.


Chapter 6

Martin looked at the time on the digital pad attached to vest before checking her environmental gear. The extra layer of clothing was restrictive but the small warming sensors throughout the suit would make up for it when the temperature plummeted in a few minutes. After checking her suit, she looked down toward Daemon. Unlike humans, there was no Senatorial ban on genetic alteration when it came to Humani war dogs. In fact, it was the norm and Daemon was a prime example of advanced selective breeding, genetic alterations, and computer-brain interfacing. His thick brown and black fur provided more than adequate protection against the coming cold.

Running her hand over Daemon’s head and through the thick coat covering his powerful neck she thought of the complications of her position. “Sometimes I’d like to switch places with you,” she confessed to the dog. “No worries about how you need to act. You just focus on the mission.” She paused to laugh. “I’m sure there’s a few people who wish I had a chip in my head to control me too…but there’s not—I’m not that lucky.”

Daemon’s ears perked.

Martin gripped her rifle and turned to investigate the rustling of vegetation behind her.

“You don’t want to be a war dog, LT,” came a voice from the fading light.

“Yates?” asked Martin.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered as he stepped forward from the foliage. “Just checking the lines.”

“Me too,” replied Martin.

“You can head back to camp ma’am. I got this. It’s a sergeant’s job.”

“It’s no problem—”

“I understand LT, but like I said, you don’t want to be a war dog. They’re brave and loyal and fierce in a fight, but they don’t think for themselves; they’ll never lead.”

“We’re not going to have this discussion again are we?” sighed Martin. “Because it’s already been a long day.”

“No, ma’am,” replied Yates. “Just came to tell you to stop doing my job,” he added with what Martin thought was a smile but couldn’t tell for sure with the protective mask covering everything except Yates’ eyes.

“Fine. You win,” she conceded.

Her attention was again drawn to Daemon; something had him on alert. In a few seconds she heard it too; a high-pitched tone, almost like crystal vibrating, emanated from the distant darkness of the swamp.

“You hear it?” asked Yates.

“Yeah,” replied Martin. “What is it?”

“It’s the change. Watch,” answered Yates as he pointed toward a group of evergreens and tall, dark-green swamp ferns a few meters ahead.

The ferns begin to curl in on themselves, forming tight balls just above the ground. Next, Martin noticed the green began to fade from the needles of the evergreens, turning dark brown.

“This planet has evolved to survive the rapid temperature change,” continued Yates. “The plants either form cocoons to protect themselves from the cold, or in the case of the trees, they shut down their normal metabolism during the cold period…pretty amazing actually.”

Although she’d read the files, this was Martin’s first time on Golf 2. Yates, on the other hand, had been there several times in his 22 years in the Guard. ‘Chalk up one for experience,’ she thought to herself.

“And here comes the breeze,” he added as the gentle wind brushed across her body.

The high-pitched tone increased and a white mist began to form around the plants and trees.

“Frost?” she asked.

“Yes,” replied Yates. “And now you’ll feel it for a minute before the suit heats up.”

The biting breeze turned to a piercing, bitter cold that chilled her to the bone. Her muscles instantly began to shiver and shake. Luckily, it didn’t take long for the warming sensors to counter the freezing air.

Martin turned in a slow circle to see the entire environment coated in a thick frost. She checked her digital pad. It read -10C. “That was fast,” she declared.

“It’ll drop another 15 or 16C in the next few minutes,” added Yates. “You best get out of the cold and let me finish checking the lines.”

“You’re the boss, Yates,” said Martin.

“Glad you figured it out, ma’am,” replied Yates.

“Don’t push your luck,” retorted Martin, only half joking, as she looked back toward Daemon, who seemed impervious to the frigid air.

***

Stopping at the entrance to the shelter, Martin looked toward Daemon. “Daemon, free,” she ordered and the dog plopped down by the entrance of the shelter and curled into a comfortable-looking ball.

“Goodnight,” she said with a smile and stepped into the shelter.

Heat enveloped her and she began to sweat almost immediately after entering the shelter. The sensors quickly de-energized but residual heat radiated through her suit, hastening her desire to remove the environmental gear. Martin set her rifle in a cabinet with others and unzipped her combat vest. Placing the vest on a nearby ammo box, she hastily reached for her the environmental suit’s zipper and pulled it down to her waist and pulled her arms out of the suit. She let out a sigh of relief as she rolled the top of the suit down to her belt. Next, she removed her facemask and headgear. After another soothing breath, she unhooked her duty belt and stepped out of the suit. Once the suit was stored, Martin reaffixed the belt holding her sword and sidearm and stepped into the main shelter.

“Emily,” said Jackson as she entered. “I see Yates convinced you to head back in.”

“Uh…yeah,” she replied, looking around the room. She was alone with Jackson. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Lieutenant Varus wanted an officers-only shelter and Yates and Morgan agreed. I actually think they jumped at the chance to bunk with their men.”

“Are you shitting me?” huffed Martin. “He kicked them out. These shelters are designed for five so in order to keep his highness comfortable and away from the unclean enlisted they’re going to have to pack more in the other shelters.”

Jackson let out a sigh. “First, Yates and Morgan had no problem with moving—”

“Me neither,” interrupted Martin as she turned to exit the shelter.

“Stop,” ordered Jackson. “You don’t get off that lucky. If I have to stay then so do you.”

“Fine,” snapped Martin. “Let’s just leave the whole shelter to little prince Varus.

“Nope,” replied Jackson with a smile. “You’re stuck.”

“This guy shouldn’t even be here,” argued Martin, her anger returning. “He should’ve died up there with the rest of his crew. Instead we’re—I’m—stuck babysitting him down here.”

“We’ll, my young lieutenant, that’s what we call a leadership challenge. Make it work.”

“It’s what I call getting bent over,” shot back Martin.

“Either way,” laughed Jackson, “you’ll need to get used to both if you’re gonna stay in the Guard.”

“Whatever. Where is Lieutenant Sequentis Varus of the Varus family, son of Magistrate Horatio Varus and nephew of the exalted Senator Dominotra Varus at now?” she asked, mocking the First Family formal vernacular. “Perhaps seeing to his estate or looking for recreation girls?”

“Morgan is showing him how to use the environmental suit and walking him through our defenses so he doesn’t kill himself on one of our tripwires—”

“As if we would be so lucky—”

“Can you just shut up about it?” interrupted Jackson.

Martin saw the anger in his eyes. It was different than his normal frustrations; he was pissed. “I was just—”

“Stop,” interrupted Jackson again. “What’s your problem with him?”

“He doesn’t know what he’s doing. I’m guessing he was barely competent at his job on Draxius and he’s just fucking deadweight down here. Oh…and he’s a dick.”

“Well guess what, Martin. You’re surrounded by dicks.”

He was so right, in both the literal and metaphorical sense. She couldn’t help but laugh.

“Damn it, Emily,” grumbled Jackson, his face turning red. “You know what I mean.”

She could tell he too was trying to hold back laughter so she just waited. She tried to force her expression into a sober look but another smile broke through and she chuckled again. This time Jackson joined her in laughter.

After a moment, Jackson’s expression grew more somber and he spoke again.

“Can we talk without arguing?” he asked.

“I can try,” she answered as she sat on an ammo box across from Jackson.

“I don’t like him either. But he was assigned by a senior officer. A senior officer that bravery sacrificed himself and his entire crew for his people.”

“Not his entire crew,” quipped Martin. She saw the frustration on Jackson’s face. “I’m sorry. Continue.”

“We both know most of these First Family types are jerks but that’s the way they’re raised.”

“The major isn’t like that.”

“The major is different. And don’t forget his family’s history.”

“Every family has history,” replied Martin, looking toward the ground.

“What about Captain Arilius Tacitus? Is he not a good leader?”

“He is. But he’s still a pompous jerk.”

“Would you follow him in battle?”

“Yes. But because of his skill and bravery, not his last name.”

“Don’t you agree with our society’s structure?” shot back Jackson.

“Of course I do,” snapped Martin, rising to her feet. “I understand the need for hierarchy to maintain order. My father defended the ProConsul proudly as a Praetorian. But they need to understand that leadership is more than titles or wealth.”

“Yes,” smiled Jackson, “leadership is a tricky thing…isn’t it?”

She could tell Jackson was hinting at her problems with her men. Normally, she would’ve responded angrily but her mind was someplace else…someplace painful. “I understand what you’re trying to do,” she said calmly, “and I have listened to you and Yates and I’m trying to understand, but this is different. I struggle with leadership because I had to fight against the system for everything I’ve earned while they just assume everything is theirs without earning it…they are thieves and burglars masquerading as nobility.”

“What have they stolen from you, Emily?”

“My family,” she declared, pushing the words through her clinched teeth.

“Your father?” asked Jackson softly.

“All of it,” she replied. She’d always tried to control any emotion she felt would be viewed as weakness around anyone but her father. But she felt different with Jackson. He frustrated and often infuriated her but sitting in the shelter, looking across at him, the dam she had built to hold back her emotions cracked. She continued as tears began to roll down her cheeks. “My father was my life. He taught me everything and not just the normal ‘hug you because of a scratched knee’ stuff. He taught—no, he showed me—about honor, duty, and service to our people every day of his life. Until…,” she paused and inhaled and exhaled a long, deep breath. “Until…he became sick.”

“Sick?” asked Jackson. “I thought—”

“Yes,” breathed Martin. “It was alcohol but the real cause was a sickness of the heart when she left him—left him for her First Family lover and the chance to improve her own status.”

“Your mother?”

“The Lady Nia Vanara,” she almost choked on the words, “is no mother to me.” She swallowed hard. “I have no mother,” she continued as she wiped a tear from her cheek, not wanting to shed a single drop over the woman who abandoned her and her father.

“I didn’t know,” said Jackson tenderly.

“When she left, it broke him. He tried to stay strong but he was never the same. First Family privilege and entitlement poisoned her but my father suffered for it.”

“Despite his dismissal, many still speak of your father—”

Martin slammed her fist against the ammo box and stood. “And that son of a bitch Marack Vanara just took her…took her and ripped my family apart.”

“And that’s where your trouble as a youth—”

She hadn’t told anyone about this. It had been too painful, but there, in that moment in a tent on a frozen Dark Zone world, she had to tell him.

“Talia Vanara was a nephew of Marack. I was 18 and two months from entering the Xenus Military Academy. I was picking up some…something for my father at the Mt. Castra market when Talia and a bunch of his friends came strolling through like they owned the place. I apparently didn’t greet him properly so I was stopped to explain myself. When he found out who I was he said I should whore myself out to him just like my mother did to his uncle. I told him to leave me alone but he grabbed me and…” she exhaled heavily through her nose. “…so I broke the little asshole’s nose.”

“That’s what your Magistrate Censure was for? And why you didn’t get into the Xenus Academy?”

“Yeah and it was worth it to watch that little weasel bleed.” She paused as another wave of emotions washed over her. “Don’t you see…that’s the way they think; everything is theirs for the taking. They are supposed to be proud, honorable leaders—like the Major, and even Tacitus—but most are just greedy, plotting degenerates that care more for their own base needs than their people.” She looked up toward Jackson, her eyes red and swollen and trails of tears streaming down her face, dripping onto her uniform. “Do you know how hard it is to pledge a life of loyalty and duty to a society you love but at the same time is led by evil men?”

Jackson stepped toward her, his arms outstretched. She didn’t think about her reputation, she didn’t think about rank; instead she longed for his embrace. With a heavy exhale, Martin stepped into Jackson’s arms and returned his embrace, squeezing tightly. She looked into his eyes to see him returning her gaze. “I don’t know why—”

“It’s okay,” he smiled. “Your secrets are safe with me,” he added, placing his hand on her cheek.

She wanted him to kiss her. She needed him to kiss her.

A noise in the vestibule startled Martin and she quickly stepped back from Jackson’s embrace and wiped her face. ‘What have I done?’ she thought to herself as she struggled to regain her composure.

“You’re fine,” said Jackson reassuringly. “Good as new.”

“Thanks,” she mouthed.

She let out a quick huff of air and transformed herself into the Emily Martin the rest of the world knew.

“Lieutenant Varus, Sergeant Morgan,” said Jackson, greeting the two as they stepped into the room.

“Captain,” replied Varus. “Lieutenant,” he added coldly as he turned toward Martin.

“Sir,” she replied.

She could tell he was surprised by her almost-cordial response. If he only knew how hard it was for her.

“How was your tour?” asked Jackson.

“Good,” answered Varus. “I must admit your men are very well trained.”

“Well they are Guardsmen,” replied Martin. They didn’t need his validation. 

“Of course,” replied Varus.

“Sergeant Morgan,” interjected Jackson, “anything to report?”

“Not much, sir,” he answered. “I spoke with Sergeant Yates on our walk. He’s almost finished inspecting our positions. Our heavy guns are set up with good lines of direct fire on the most likely approach areas and our forward patrols are out. Unfortunately, our drone was destroyed at the crash site so our aerial recon capabilities are down.”

“Alright,” said Jackson, reaching for a digital map stowed in his gear, “let’s get our plan together. “Any thoughts?” he asked Martin.

“Always,” replied Martin with a smile. Leaning over the map, she felt Jackson’s breath against her neck. ‘Focus,’ she thought to herself. Luckily, she’d already reviewed the terrain and knew exactly what she wanted to do. “We’ll do an area recon of the old Ter base about fifteen kilometers to our north. We can use two teams of two,” she continued as she took control of the digital map.

“You want to take four men away from our defenses?” asked Varus.

“Well three men and me,” answered Martin matter-of-factly. She then looked toward Jackson and tilted her head slightly, her lips tight with frustration. “Do you have a tactical recommendation, Flight Lieutenant Varus?”

“The recon is our primary mission,” interrupted Jackson. “For the Ters to have three combat ships in the system, they need to be defending something. And it’s our job to find out what it is.”

“Anyway,” continued Martin, “I’ll take a team and move northeast like so,” she said as she overlaid her path on the map. “And the other team will move due north. We’ll rendezvous about a kilometer from the base perimeter here. That should allow us to get pretty good terrain overlays for most of the southern approach. We’ll set up observation posts and if it looks clear, we’ll move into the base and check it out.”

“When do you want to leave?” asked Jackson.

Martin placed a half-circle on the map north of their position. “If we leave with two hours left of the cold, we should be able to make it here and drop off our environmental gear. After that, we can move faster and should be able to complete the recon and either make it back to the gear before the next temperature shift or hold up in the base. If the base is empty, we’ll keep one team there and send the other back to notify you so the rest of the unit can join us.”

“If it’s empty it would make a good location to wait for pickup. Hell, we might be lucky and find some gear or vehicles left behind. It’s not like this planet is crawling with people looking to scavenge gear from the First War,” said Jackson. “Pick your teams.”

Martin knew exactly who she wanted. But she paused before speaking as she thought about her discussions with Jackson and Yates. “Sergeant Morgan, get with Yates when he returns and chose three of the men and have them ready for a brief at 0400 for a 0445 departure.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Morgan.

“Good call,” added Jackson. “Let the NCOs worry about that. And for you,” he added, “you should probably get some sleep since you won’t be getting much in the near future.


Chapter 7

The wailing of the proximity alarm jolted Martin from her sleep.

‘Sensor 75 and 90 warnings. Correlates to 087 degrees at approximately 500 meters. Patrol team one in route,’ came a report over the tactical comms station.

“What is it? What’s happening?” blurted Varus as he scrambled out of his sleeping bag.

“Probably nothing,” replied Martin, grabbing her rifle and combat belt. She could see the mixture of confusion and fear in Varus’ eyes. “Or maybe something,” she added with a smile.

“You stay here,” ordered Jackson to Varus before he turned to Martin. “You link up with the patrol. I’ll be right behind with the quick response team.”

“Roger,” replied Martin as she stepped into the vestibule.

She quickly stepped into the environmental suit and zipped it to her chin. She grasped her belt and wrapped it around her waist, checking her pistol and sword after latching the clasp. As she was attaching her combat vest, she noticed Jackson stepping into the room. “You sure his highness will be safe in here?” she mocked. “Maybe we should pull someone off the line to bring him some more blankets and maybe hold his hand and read him a story,” she added as she grabbed her headgear.

“Funny,” replied Jackson. “Shouldn’t you be somewhere?”

“Already gone,” replied Martin as she pulled her face mask into position and snatched her rifle. “Happy hunting,” she replied and stepped into the cold air.

The freezing air stung her body but the sensation quickly dissipated as the suit warmed.

‘Patrol team one in position 200 meters from contact, currently at 084 by sensor data,’ came another report.

Martin made her way toward the patrol, glancing down toward the small digital readout attached to her a lanyard on her vest. Fed by the ring of sensors arranged every 15 degrees in a 360 arc around the camp, the page showed whatever setoff the warning straight ahead at about 400 meters.

Slowing her pace as she came to within 100 meters of the contact, Martin turned toward Daemon and showed the war dog the hand signals for quiet and then alert telling the animal to be silent unless defense of a Humani warrior was required. She cautiously moved forward, ensuring she had solid footing on the now frozen swamp as she scanned the landscape around her.

After a few meters, she knelt beside a large tree on a small tuft of frozen ground jutting from the icy swamp. “Patrol One, report status,” she whispered into the tactical circuit as Daemon’s body brushed against her side. Two pulses in her earpiece told Martin the team was too close to the contact to speak.

Martin raised her rifle to her shoulder and slowly advanced toward the contact point. After a few cautious steps, the weight of Daemon’s body against her hip caused her to stop. She looked down to see the dog’s thick fur puffed out, increasing the size of the already massive animal.

Something was out there.

Suddenly gunfire erupted from the direction of the patrol.

“Free!” shouted Martin.

Daemon let out a growl and exploded from his position toward the sound of the gunfire. “Contact!” yelled Martin into the comms circuit as she sprinted after Daemon. “Gunfire from Patrol One.”

An additional burst of gunfire, followed by an ear piercing scream, echoed through the swamp as Martin rushed over the icy ground and frozen water. She burst through the thick overgrowth of shoulder-high ferns to see an enormous animal, almost like a lion, except with long brownish-white quills protruding all along its back and tail, standing over the body of one of her men. She raised her rifle to fire but Daemon crashed into the beast in an explosion of fur, teeth, and inhuman growls before she could fire.

The two animals rolled across the ground and came to rest with the massive cat on top of the war dog. Without hesitating, Martin sent two rounds into the chest of the lion-creature. As the animal let out a low groan, Daemon sank its teeth deep into the beast’s neck and pushed it over onto its side.

With beast out of the way, Martin rushed toward the Guardsman lying on the ground in front of her.

“Frederick?” she asked, kneeling over the injured man.

Vapor rose into the frigid air from the multitude of wounds to his torn body. She took a deep breath as she assessed the man’s injuries. ‘A Ranger’s sword would have done less damage,’ she thought.

Frederick’s left calf was almost torn from his leg, his stomach was torn open, his left hand was missing, and the right side of his face was sliced with three bloody gashes. She felt Frederick grasp for her arm with his remaining hand.

“It’s okay. We got it,” she said as she held his hand in hers.

Frederick tried to speak but coughed a spray of thick, red blood. Looking into his eyes, Martin knew he thought he was dying.

“You’re gonna make it Frederick. I’ve seen people in worse shape after having the meatloaf on Draxius,” she joked. “Just let me get some meds into you.”

Martin dug into Frederick’s vest, torn halfway from his chest by the beast’s powerful claws, for his medical kit. Grasping a neruo-med, she flipped open the cap and injected a dose of powerful pain killer into his thigh. Next, she grabbed the coagulant and sprayed the sticky substance on Frederick’s injured arm and other wounds.

Daemon let out a low growl. The crack of a branch echoed across the frozen landscape and Martin spun to her left, her rifle at the ready.

‘We’re coming in,’ came Jackson’s voice over the comms circuit.

“Roger,” replied Martin as she exhaled heavily and lowered her rifle.

Martin stood as Jackson, Yates, and two other Guardsmen stepped into view.

“What happened?” asked Jackson.

“Lancecat,” replied Martin. “Frederick’s wounded and I don’t know where Rogers is.”

“Sergeant Boles, you and Young make a sweep for Rogers,” ordered Sergeant Yates as he walked past Martin to examine the dead beast. “I hate those things,” added Sergeant Yates, turning toward Martin. “Where’s the other one?”

“Other one?” asked Martin. “There wasn’t another one.”

“There is,” he replied as he readied his weapon. “They always hunt in pairs.”

“What?” asked Jackson.

“Two. They hunt in pairs. There’s another one—”

Daemon let out a guttural bark and Martin spun to her rear to see another massive lancecat rushing the group. Her rifle instantly went to her shoulder and she felt the recoil as she fired and heard the barrage of gunfire from the others as the animal fell to the ground a meter from her.

“Shit!” she declared as she caught her breath. She turned toward Jackson and Yates. “So pairs,” she said in confirmation of Yates warning. “I guess—”

“Lookout!” shouted Jackson as Daemon growled and leapt toward the beast behind her.

Martin felt Jackson’s arms grab her and she turned to see his face contort with pain as the dying lancecat launched a wall of thick quills, meant for Martin, into his back.

Yate’s rifle boomed again and Martin tensed her body to support Jackson as he went limp in her arms.

“No!” she shouted as she lowered him onto his side. “Jackson…why did you do that?”

“Are you okay?” he grunted.

“Yes,” replied Martin.

Jackson’s complexion grew pale and sweat started to form on his forehead almost instantly. Looking at his back, Martin saw dozens of large quills protruding from his environmental suit.

“Let me get these out of you,” said Martin.

“No!” shouted Yates. “Don’t pull them out.”

“What are you talking about?” replied Martin as Yates knelt beside Jackson and inspected his back.

“Damn it,” cursed Yates. “This is bad.”

“I—I’m okay,” grunted Jackson. “I can take it.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Martin as she pulled a knife from her vest.

“I said no, damn it,” interjected Yates. “If you pull them out here, you’ll kill him.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“These fucking quills are not only pumping neurotoxins into his blood stream but have anchored themselves into his flesh. We don’t have enough coagulate to take them out here. If we do, he’ll bleed to death in seconds.”

“What the hell are we supposed to do?” asked Martin nervously.

“We need to get him back to the camp where Daniels and Cazmier can work on him.”

‘Yates, this is Boles,’ came over the comms circuit. ‘We found Rogers, what’s left of him…he’s dead.’

“Roger,” replied Yates. “Get back here. The captain’s injured and we need to get him and Frederick back to camp.”

“Take command,” mouthed Jackson.

“You’ll be fine, sir,” replied Martin as she subconsciously placed her hand on his cheek. “Besides you don’t think I’m ready.”

Jackson let out a cough as Martin felt him grasp her forearm. “I need you to do this,” he replied, his voice growing weaker. “And you were born for this. Just trust yourself and your men.”

“Ma’am,” interjected Yates. “We need to move.”

“Yes,” she replied as she pushed herself to her feet using her rifle. “Outpost, this is Martin. Coming in with two wounded. Alert medics,” she ordered into the comms circuit. “Have Morgan assign two more men to patrol one.”

‘Roger. Copy all,’ came the reply.

“Yates, you and Boles take Jackson. Young, help me with Frederick,” she ordered as she walked over to the Frederick and knelt beside the severely wounded Guardsman. “You ready,” she asked Corporal Young as he knelt by Frederick’s opposite side.

Martin let out a slight grunt as her and Young lifted Frederick off the frozen ground and headed toward camp. As she made her way back to the others, Martin felt the weight of command overshadow the weight of Frederick’s body.

***

Martin stood with her arms crossed as the medics worked on Frederick and Jackson. Sergeant Morgan was there as well, explaining the situation to a clearly agitated Flight Lieutenant Varus.

“Give me some more coagulant,” Corporal Cazmier asked Corporal Daniel as he expended a canister of the clotting agent on Frederick’s leg. “If we can get that chest wound stable and increase his oxygen intake, I think we can stabilize him,” he said to Martin.

“And Jackson?” she asked.

“I don’t know, ma’am,” replied Daniel. “Neither of us have dealt with this before. The medical data link says we need to inject 100 ccs of charcoal-infused nanocells and erythrocyte regenerator mixture and then pump him full of neuromeds and coagulant before we remove the quills. If he doesn’t bleed out, we just hydrate him and watch for five or six standard days. If he doesn’t improve, we give another treatment. That’s all we can do in the field.”

“Well get to it,” said Martin anxiously.

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Daniel as he injected Jackson. “But we don’t have enough supplies for a second dose.”

“Well let’s hope the first one does the trick,” she replied with as much confidence as she could muster.

“What’s the plan?” asked Sergeant Morgan.

“We stick with the original plan,” replied Martin. “We still need to get as much recon as possible while we try to get comms up and wait for support.”

“I don’t think so,” interjected Varus.

Martin furrowed her brow and slowly turned her head toward Varus. “What?”

“With Captain Jackson incapacitated, I am now the senior officer and I think we need to stay here and focus on securing our position.”

Martin stared into Varus’ eyes, forcing him to look away. Before she could respond, Sergeant Yates stepped into the shelter. “Sergeant,” she said, choosing to ignore Varus all together. “What’s our status?”

“We’ve covered the patrol,” replied Yates as he rested his rifle against a small table, “and I made sure everyone was briefed on lancecats hunting in pairs.” Yates paused to look around the tent. “How are they?”

“They are trying to stabilize Frederick and apparently its wait and see with the captain.”

“Shitty deal,” replied Yates. “The lancecats are no joke. Luckily they’re pretty rare.”

“Lieutenant Martin,” interjected Varus. “We need to discuss our situation.”

“Yes, you’re right,” she replied without looking toward him. “Sergeant Yates, have you and Morgan came up with team for the recon.”

“Yes, ma’am—”

“I said there is to be no recon,” declared Varus. “I have taken tactical command—”

“Tactical command?” erupted Martin. “Do you want to talk tactics? What is the range of the rifle beside you?” She could tell he had no idea. “What is the effective range of the 15mm guns protecting our perimeter right now? Better yet, how would you position them for most effective fire if we fall back to our secondary positions? What are our secondary positions?” She had more but she could see Varus was already fuming with anger and embarrassment. “Before you take ‘tactical’ command, you might want to know what the fucking tactics are.”

“How dare you—”

“How dare I?” spat Martin, gripping her sword. “You spoiled little asshole. I will not place the lives of my men in your incompetent hands. They’re Guardsmen and Guardsmen deserve a leader, not—what did you call yourself?—a manager. I don’t care if you’re a fucking admiral, these are my men until I die and then another Guardsmen will lead them, even it is a private.”

“I will have you courts-martialed for this insubordination!” shouted Varus.

“I doubt it,” smiled Martin as she gripped her sword and yanked it from its sheath.

“Wait!” shouted Yates as he stepped between the two. “Would anyone be interested in the regulations regarding this situation?” he asked forcefully.

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Varus, “please inform the lieutenant of the regulations.”

Martin’s blood boiled. Every muscle in her body tightened in anticipation at the thought of tearing Varus apart. And Yates had taken that away; he had to have a reason.

Yes, sir,” replied Yates. “You are correct that as the senior officer present you are required by Humani Military Regulation 807-70 to assume a command role.”

“No fucking way,” interjected Martin. She couldn’t believe Yates wanted to take orders from Varus. They may have had their differences and while she was sure Yates thought she was a bitch, Varus was an idiot.

“Let me finish,” continued Yates. “Morgan, can you pull that up on the data pad?”

Martin stared coldly at Varus, her eyes piercing him, wishing she could do the same with her sword.

“Got it,” said Morgan.

“Read it please,” directed Yates.

“In the case of joint operations between fleet and infantry forces where all flag and field grade officers are incapacitated or otherwise unavailable, the senior-most officer or non-commissioned officer or chief petty officer shall take administrative command—”

“See, you animal,” replied Varus.

A smile began to form on Martin’s face. “You said administrative command? Is that correct sergeant? Is there more?”

“Why yes, Lieutenant, there is,” replied Morgan. “Beyond administrative duties, however, the senior-most officer, noncommissioned officer, or chief petty officer with tactical training and warfare qualifications pertaining to the tactical situation will take tactical command.”

“I don’t understand,” said Varus. “What does that mean?”

That means, sir,” said Martin with a smile, “that you’re in charge of any paperwork we generate and that I make the tactical decisions. So why don’t you have a seat and fill out some reports…or just draw some fucking pictures for all I care.”

She stepped in close to Varus. He leaned away from her but she stepped closer and placed her mouth to his ear. “Just stay the fuck out of my way or the first piece of paper we’ll need is your death notice,” she whispered. “Now that we have that all cleared up,” she said as she turned back toward Yates as if her threat to Varus had never happened. “Who’s going on the recon with me?”

“Corporal Shara will go with you and Grenadier Jolly and Private Blake will make up the other team,” reported Sergeant Yates.

Martin’s first thought was to question their decision; she would have rather had Sergeant Boles and Private Incerna in place of Jolly and Shara but she had to let the sergeants be sergeants. “Sounds good,” she replied as she looked at the time. 0200. “We’ll head out as scheduled. And Sergeant Yates,” she added with a glance toward Varus. “You’ll have tactical command in my absence.”


Chapter 8

Martin placed her environmental gear into a large bag and attached a location beacon to the outside before stuffing it into the hollow, rotted-out trunk of a tree. As she placed an uprooted fern over the small hole, she looked down toward Daemon and ran her hand over his thick fur.

“Gear’s stowed, LT,” reported Corporal Shara.

Martin’s stomach tightened with the first pangs of hunger. With all of the excitement from the night before and her concern over Jackson, she hadn’t eaten prior to leaving camp several hours earlier. And they would need the energy for the rest of the trip. “Let’s grab some food before we head out,” she said to Shara.

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Shara as he pulled a small package from a pouch in his trousers.

Martin watched as the corporal, probably the same age as her but sporting the beginnings of a thick, dark beard that made him look older, slowly unwrapped the tightly packed and machine-pressed mixture of proteins, fats, carbohydrates, fiber, and vitamins the Humani military supply commission pawned off as food. Holding the brownish-grey stick up to his face, Shara inhaled deeply through his nose.

“Ah,” he said with a smile. “Roast beef with a side of potatoes and mixed fruits from the ocean side of Mount Selara.”

“You have quite the imagination, Corporal,” replied Martin as she took a bite of the tough, sticky bar in her hand. “Mine tastes like a mixture of dirt, hair, and medicine,” she added as she mechanically chewed the food.

“It’s all up here, LT,” replied Shara as he pointed to his head before taking another whiff. “And for dessert, mixed berries and cream custard.” He bit into the stick again and gave Martin a huge closed-mouth smile as he worked at the tough glob of food in his mouth.

“You sure you didn’t hit your head in the landing. I think the docs might need to check you out when we get back,” joked Martin.

“It’s all good, LT,” replied Shara. “They already know I’m crazy.” Martin saw a contemplative look forming on the corporal’s face. “Hell, we’re all crazy,” he laughed. “Why would anyone in their right mind volunteer to travel the stars and trudge around these desolate planets for crap pay and shit food.”

“For the Republic and the honor of our civilization,” replied Martin, only half-joking.

“To the Senate!” mocked Shara as he stood erect and put himself at attention before returning to his seat on a fallen evergreen. “Frankly, LT, I could give a shit about the First Family assholes and the glory of the Humani race. I just don’t want to be some poor sap working in an agro field or factory coming home every day to a wife complaining about what I did or didn’t do to improve our family’s standing.”

Martin saw Shara’s complexion shift again to one of contentment.

“That first time you see the Red Moss Fields on Sierra 7,” he continued, “or the ruins of the Great City on Kilo 3. Hell, that’s worth the price of admission right there.” He paused to look around the landscape where the water, ground, and plants—covered in frost only moments earlier—were rapidly warming. “Better to spend a few years hunting with the wolves than a lifetime hiding among the sheep,” said Shara. “And you can bet those jerkoffs on one of the thousands of assembly lines or manufacturing yards couldn’t even imagine this place…or how fucking good this government issue food-stick tastes,” he added as he tossed the last bite into his mouth.

“So you’re no patriot?” asked Martin, enthralled with Shara’s perspective on the world.

“Patriot?” laughed Shara. “I don’t even know what that shit means…I mean with all—”

“Don’t give me that ‘with all due respect’ crap,” warned Martin. “That’s just a roundabout way of telling me to fuck off…just say what’s on your mind.”

“Well, ma’am,” continued Shara. “It ain’t about the fucking ProConsul or the fucking Senate. Don’t get me wrong, I want my family to be proud and my name to be remembered when I’m gone like any good Humani, but I ain’t out here for some fancy Senator or even the mass delusion we call the ‘Humani people.’ I’m here for us—for the Guard—and because there isn’t anything else I want to do.” A determined look came over him as he continued. “I’d rather put a bullet in my brain right now than spend a day as an hour-by-hour minion of the Humani machine. And as for ‘our’ civilization, the Guard is my civilization, my people…my family.”

Martin struggled to find a response. In a moment of clarity, she realized she had spent so much of her energy trying to deal with her own demons that she’d never stopped to think about what motivated her men. She always thought Shara was a misogynist loud-mouth—and he was—but he also loved what he did and was devoted to his fellow Guardsmen.

“What about you, LT?” asked Shara, bringing her out of her silent contemplation. “Why do you do it?”

“Oh me?” She paused. She couldn’t tell the corporal about her father’s expectations and her need to redeem what she had thought the First Families had taken away from her family. She couldn’t tell him why she did the things she did…she didn’t even know half the time. “I just like to shoot guns and blow shit up,” she said with a chuckle. ‘Not too bad,’ she thought to herself. It was true but not too revealing.

“You’re definitely hardcore, ma’am,” said Shara.

“Well, I think we’ve talked about our feelings enough today, Corporal. You ready?” asked Martin silently soaking in the complement. “We have a lot of ground to cover still.”

***

Daemon stopped dead in his tracks, his fur bristling.

Martin dropped to one knee and brought her rifle to her shoulder. She raised her hand to signal Shara that Daemon had sensed something and then for the corporal to move to a flanking position.

After Shara disappeared into the swamp to Martin’s left, she motioned for Daemon to move forward. She placed herself into a crouched position and slowly moved toward the war dog as it crept forward. Martin let her boot gently sink mid-calf into the swampy mud until her footing was sound then she slowly pulled her other from the suction of the muck and took another methodical step, all the while scanning the landscape for threats.

A flash of movement to her left told her Shara had positioned himself. Looking toward Daemon again, she saw the dog stand tall from his crouched position and its fur settle.

There was someone laying in the water a few meters in front of Daemon.

“Shara, move up,” ordered Martin as she crept toward the body lying in muck. Nearing the body, she closed her eyes and turned her head slightly as the musky, putrid smell of death filled her nostrils. Pushing out a heavy breath and gulping hard to gain control of her stomach, she took the final steps toward the corpse. “Ranger,” she said aloud, recognizing the tattered and muddy uniform.

Although the rapidly changing temperature of the planet made it difficult to determine the time of death, she could tell it had been a while, especially given the signs that scavengers had started in on the decaying flesh. As she tried to push the stench from her mind, she heard the tramping of boots in the mud as Shara approached.

“There’s three dead Rangers over there,” he reported, pointing back toward his last position.

Martin slowly scanned the full 360 degrees around their position. She was growing concerned. Rangers didn’t leave their dead behind to rot if they could help it, especially if they won the fight.

“And there’s another body over here,” added Shara, “but it’s not a Ranger.”

“Let’s have a look,” replied Martin as she looked down toward Daemon. “Daemon, patrol,” she ordered to the dog so he would scout the area while her and Shara checked out the bodies.

Approaching the other Ranger’s bodies, it was clear they’d been in a fight; weapons were scattered around the bodies and spent magazines and casings littered the tufts of ground protruding from the swamp. Even though they had started to decay, Martin could make out bullet wounds on two of the bodies. Her attention quickly shifted to the third Ranger’s body when she noticed an officer’s sword, partially concealed by a large fern, lying next to it.

She moved closer to examine the body. There didn’t seem to be any gunshot wounds but the dead officer’s uniform was slashed and blood-stained in several places with a massive gash just below his neckline. Readying herself for the morbid task, she took a deep breath and pulled the shirt of the dead officer open. “Damn,” she said aloud as the full blast of the putrid stench hit her. Shaking her head to fight off the urge to vomit, she continued to inspect the body. “Someone’s very good with a blade,” she said as she stood and faced Shara. “I don’t like this. None of our guys did this so that means somewhere out there is someone good enough to take out four Rangers.”

“Well they got one of them,” replied Shara as he slung his rifle over his shoulder and stepped over a fallen evergreen.

“Is it a merc?” asked Martin.

“I…don’t…think…so,” huffed Shara as he hefted a body across the fallen tree. “But it definitely ain’t no Ranger.”

Martin stepped closer to examine the body. The dead man’s clothing was a mixture of military and civilian attire with an animal fur cloak dangling from his neck, no doubt a makeshift protection against the cold weather shift. Despite his ramshackle attire, the man wore a tactical vest with high-grade gear including several knives.

“Look at this beauty,” declared Shara as he pulled a sword from the muck and held it up for inspection.

The sword reminded Martin of the Praetorians’ sword but a little longer. “Let me see,” she said.

Shara carefully tossed the sword in Martin’s direction and she snatched the blade by its handle.

“Nice,” she acknowledged, gripping the sword tightly as she slashed it back and forth through the air. It was almost as well balanced as her own sword. Holding the blade to her face, she noticed a circle within a circle with three dots in the innermost circle. “What’s this symbol?” she asked as she tilted the sword so Shara could see the marking.

“Dunno, ma’am,” replied Shara, “but it’s a work of art.”

“Deadly art,” added Martin.

“The best kind,” said Shara, a smile coming to his face.

Shara was starting to grow on her. “Check the bodies for any gear we can use,” she ordered as she stuck the blade into the felled tree.

As Shara checked the bodies for supplies, Martin went through the dead officer’s pockets. Her stomach churned as she looked for intel on or around the decaying body of the officer. Trying to inhale as little as possible, she quickly rifled through his pockets and a small pack lying nearby.

“I don’t see any environmental gear,” noted Shara. “Maybe they have a camp nearby.”

“Maybe,” replied Martin as she stood and turned away from the body, taking in a deep breath. “Or maybe they set the gear aside like us…or maybe they had land or air transport.

“This whole deal is a little creepy, LT,” added Shara. “These Rangers out here dead and that guy with the ratty clothes and badass sword…I don’t get it.”

Martin was uneasy too. Rangers weren’t easy to kill and at least one of them had been killed up close and personal. “We need to keep moving,” she said. “But keep—” She stopped mid-sentence, hearing the sound of Daemon barking nearby. Bringing her rifle to the ready, she motioned to Shara, who had done the same, to move forward as she made her way to a flanking position.

The discovery of the Ranger’s body only heightened Martin’s focus as she moved to the sound of Daemon’s barking. After a few meters, Martin heard Shara’s voice through the tactical circuit.

“There’s more dead up here,” reported Shara.

“Rangers?” she asked.

“For the most part. You should get up here, ma’am.”

“Roger,” replied Martin as she quickly made her way to what looked like an abandoned road made of dirt piled over the swampy terrain. Long neglected, ferns and small saplings had started growing over the road. Looking to her left, she saw Shara step into the road from the swamp and wave for her to come to him.

“This must be how the others got here,” declared Shara as he pointed toward a wheeled vehicle just off the road, its front tires axle-deep in the swampy water.

The body of the truck was riddled with bullet holes and displayed several scorch marks from small explosions. “That thing’s a wreck,” said Martin. “And it’s definitely Terillian,” she added, noticing the armored siding covered with digital camouflage plating.

Martin slung her rifle over her shoulder and pulled a pistol from her belt as she moved next to the truck. Pulling herself up by a handle on the truck’s door, she swung the piston into the cab. Inside were the bodies of two Rangers.

“Looks like there was a charge set in the road back here,” reported Shara.

“Yeah,” replied Martin as she knelt to see the twisted and burned undercarriage of the vehicle. “It looks like they set off the charge and it rolled off the road here.”

“There’s more Ranger bodies in the road,” added Shara.

“Probably killed in the initial blast,” declared Martin.

“There’s another body over here…like the other one we found.”

Martin acknowledged Shara with a nod as her attention was drawn to a symbol smeared on the truck in what appeared to be blood. It was the same double circle with three marks that were inscribed in the sword. “Who the hell are these people?” she said aloud.

“I dunno, ma’am,” replied Shara, who had joined her beside the wrecked vehicle. “But they’ve killed at least nine Rangers and only lost two of their own as far as I can tell.”

Martin racked her brain for an answer. ‘Who could be good enough to do this?’ she thought. No other Guardsmen were on the planet. Praetorians might have been good enough but there were the ProConsul’s personal henchmen. Mercs? These guys weren’t dressed like mercs. She looked up toward the sky searching for an answer. “No,” she said suddenly. “It couldn’t be.”

“What is it, LT?” asked Shara.

“They’re all supposed to be dead,” said Martin as she pulled the data pad from her vest and opened the search menu. Holding the pad to her mouth she said, “search Phelian Mercenaries.”

“Phelians?” blurted Shara. “It can’t be.”

As the page displayed, Martin skimmed over the data aloud:

“Native to Charlie 5, formally known as Phel, the Phelian Mercenaries were a group of highly trained assassins and spies with a history tracing back before the First Terillian War…known for tremendous physical skill and bravery in combat…prowess rooted in Phelian warrior culture where all males were trained from birth to be warriors. In 4755 standard time, ProConsul Tradar Epialius declared the Phel enemies of the Humani civilization. Senatorial Order 083-55 ordered the Elite Guard to bring the treacherous warrior class to justice…subsequent operations…the last operation, led by Captain Venarius Tyler Stone resulted in the eradication of the warrior class. Total casualty numbers during the period 4755 to 4774…Phel estimated dead 2,322…Elite Guard casualties,” she paused as she read the number. “Shit…543 dead, 460 wounded, 32 missing—presumed dead.” Martin knew the history of the wars and had recited some of the names of the Guardsmen killed in the little war but she had never done the math. “That’s more per year than we’ve lost fighting the Rangers since I’ve been in the Guard.”

“From what Sergeant Yates has told us,” added Shara, “the Phel are no fucking joke. He said the closest he came to dying in hand-to-hand combat was against a Phelian.”

She’d heard the stories. A Phelian warrior was every bit as good as the average Guardsman or Ranger, maybe better. She let out a long sigh as the situation weighed on her. Jackson was injured, as were others. They were stranded on a desolate planet with both weather and animals that could kill them. And now not only Rangers, but Phelian warriors, were out there. ‘Hell of a first command,’ she thought to herself, wondering if it would also be her last.

“Should we head back, LT?” asked Shara.

Martin weighed her options. The others needed to know that both Rangers and Phel were in the area. But the mission was to link up with Jolly and Blake and scout the old base. And she couldn’t abandon the mission, she was too dedicated—and stubborn. She drew in a deep breath and spoke. “You take Daemon and head back to warn the others,” she said. “I’ll keep moving and link up with the others and get back on schedule.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Shara.

“Daemon 867. Assign new handler Shara, Michael…” she paused and looked toward Shara.

“Cooper, ma’am,” said Shara, providing Martin his middle name.

“…new handler Shara, Michael Cooper. Codeword Praetorian,” she ordered as she gave the war dog a pat on the head.

***

With Shara and Daemon on their way back to warn the others, Martin moved quickly toward the rendezvous point near the abandoned base. She knelt on one knee, allowing her leg to sink into the muddy ground as she checked her map to confirm she was at the right location. Given her delays, Jolly and Blake should have already been there.

After a few steps, she noticed a bulge on the ground in front of her. Martin brought her rifle to her shoulder and scanned the area as she crept toward the object. She searched for the slightest movement and listened for any signal of danger. Less than three meters from the object, she recognized the form. It was another dead Phelian. “Damn it,” she mouthed as she slowly turned in a full circle to sweep for threats.

Reaching the body, she looked down to see several fresh bullet wounds. She checked for a pulse. ‘Dead…but not long,’ she thought as she felt the warmth of the body. “Jolly, Blake, come in,” she spoke softly into the tactical circuit.

Silence.

Martin sensed movement behind her and quickly spun to face the potential threat. Looking down the barrel of her rifle she saw an outstretched arm reaching upward from the swampy water. Rising to her feet, she recognized the wounded man. It was Private Blake. “Shit,” she cursed softly as she made her way to Blake’s position.

She could tell he was severely wounded. Blood seeped from bullet wounds in his chest and rolled down the sides of an already soaked shirt. His left leg was nearly amputated below the knee. Blake’s face was pale and his eyes were barely open as he looked up toward her.

Then she saw the marking on his forehead—the same one on the blade and written in blood on the Terillian vehicle was carved into Blake’s forehead.

“Sons of bitches,” she cursed.

Blake attempted to speak but instead grimaced with pain and coughed up a bright red glob of blood.

“Let me check you out,” said Martin in as soothing a voice as she could muster. “It’ll be okay,” she promised as she opened Blake’s shirt to check his wounds more thoroughly. Martin struggled to keep a positive look on her face. He had at least four bullets in his chest. She gritted her teeth as she saw his lower torso. Blake’s stomach was ripped open, his intestines spilling into the muddy water around him. All she could do was ease the pain. “Let’s get you some meds,” she smiled as she checked Blake’s gear.

“Gone,” he coughed.

Martin looked down to see a neuro-injector in one of Blake’s hands and another still protruding from his right thigh, half submerged in the muddy water. Grabbing one of her own neuro-injectors, she administered another dose to the dying Guardsman. She watched as Blake’s tightened face slowly loosened as the pain killers did their job. “Where’s Jolly?” she asked.

“They took him,” replied Blake, his voice so weak that Martin had to lean in until her ear almost touched Blake’s blood-stained mouth.

“How many?”

“Five or six,” he coughed again.

Martin felt the warm splash of Blake’s blood against her cheek.

“But I got that bastard. And Jolly—” Blake coughed again, this time much weaker than the last.

“I think they’re Phel,” replied Martin. “But I—” Martin paused as she noticed Blake’s eyes locked in a far off gaze. She placed her hand over his neck and watched his chest for signs of breathing. She noticed the blood, which had been oozing from the wounds in his chest with each beat of his heart, no longer flowing. No pulse. He was dead.

“Shit,” cursed Martin as she pounded her fist against Blake’s chest.

Now she had a new mission—get Jolly back.


Chapter 9

Martin felt the warm, muddy water envelop her body as she lay prone in her concealed position. Ignoring the buzz of insects and the occasional sting of a bite, she looked through the scope of her rifle toward the group of Phel warriors walking across the open landscape where the wetlands transitioned to tundra. Two warriors dragged the semi-conscious Jolly by his shoulders while one walked a few meters ahead and the fourth a few meters behind. Scanning forward about 1000 meters, she saw another figure standing by an embankment protruding from the moss and rock-covered terrain. ‘That’s got to be the entrance,’ she thought to herself, recalling the data link she had read on the abandoned Terillian base. Built during the last war, the base itself was fully underground to help prevent detection and to provide a low-engineering solution to the drastic temperature shifts. If the guard hadn’t been posted, she might not have noticed it at all.

Martin was at a crossroads. She had no idea how many Phel were in the abandoned base. A gunfight at their front door would draw more, if there were more of them. But she couldn’t let them get Jolly inside. Her course set, Martin swung her rifle back to the group, making note of their position before returning to the guard at the embankment.

She inhaled and exhaled deliberately, concentrating on the beating of her heart. The data screen on her scope read 1100 meters. Wind: 4km/h NE. Barometer: 762mm Hg. Moving the scope to scan the area, Martin soon found what she was looking for—a small shrub moving back and forth in the gentle breeze. Using the movement of the brush to estimate the wind at the target, she moved the scope back onto the guard, making the necessary adjustment.

Her finger pressed against the trigger. She took in a slow, controlled breath and held it while she increased the pressure on the trigger. The rifle cracked and recoiled. Now Martin swung the rifle toward the group. She selected the Phelian in the rear and fired just as the echo of her first shot roared across the tundra. The Phelian crumpled to the ground in a red mist.

“Shit,” declared Martin. The others had disappeared into the cover of the tundra.

But there was no wild wave of gunfire. They were too good for that—needless firing would give away their position. Scanning the area, Martin looked for any signs that would indicate a target. She looked for the outline of a body against the low horizon, a reflection of light off metal, a—

“Gotcha,” she mouthed as she saw a small bulge in the bushes move to the right as the rest of the ground cover swayed to the left.

She slid her finger back over the trigger. Now that she had a focal point, Martin saw the outline of a body materialize against the landscape. Her rifle rang out again and she saw the body jerk and go limp.

She heard the unmistakable whizz of bullets over her head as the others returned fire. The remaining Phel didn’t have her exact location, but they were close. She quickly scanned the landscape for muzzle flashes, but the firing stopped before she could identify their locations.

Minutes passed.

As each side waited for the other to act, Martin’s thoughts drifted to Jolly. How badly was he wounded? Could he move on his own? Was he even still alive? ‘Focus,’ she thought to herself. ‘Make them blink first’.’

As the minutes ticked away, Martin struggled to push the myriad of nagging sensations from her mind. The swarming insects were making a buffet of any exposed flesh and she felt the skin on her lower body, submerged in the muck, growing clammy and soft. To make matters worse, with only a few hours of sleep in the last two days, her eyelids began to feel like bricks. ‘Keep it together.’ She bit her lower lip to the point of drawing blood for the stimulation to keep her awake.

Her gaze locked on the open ground in front her, she slowly moved her left thumb to direct the drinking tube routed through her vest toward her lips. Feeling the tube touch her lower lip, she opened her mouth and gathered the tube with her teeth, taking in a soothing drink.

Movement fifty meters to her left drew Martin’s attention. She was slowly shifting her rifle when she sensed something behind her. Her adrenaline immediately kicked in, all notions of exhaustion evaporated in an instant as she waited for another sign. The subtle sound of a disturbance in the water behind her triggered her to roll onto her back just as a Phelian warrior lunged toward her, driving his sword at her chest.

Martin grasped the attacker’s arm, pushing the blade away from her body and into the muck as she felt the weight of the Phelian on top of her. Grabbing his hair with her left hand, she smashed her right hand into his temple and reached for her pistol. She slid the weapon from its holster and swung it toward her attacker’s body, but he recovered and pivoted his body to direct the muzzle away with his leg as she fired.

Martin turned the pistol back toward the Phelian again but felt his powerful hands wrap around her gun-hand and twist it backwards. Forced to drop her weapon, Martin snatched a knife from her vest with her left hand and drove it deep into her opponent’s upper back. Using the embedded blade as leverage, she swung her legs over her attacker’s body to straddle the Phelian. From atop her opponent’s back, she yanked the blade free and drove it toward the back of the warrior’s head. Her opponent was quick, however, and spun onto his back, blocking her thrust with his right arm and landing a stinging blow to her jaw. Dazed by the punch and with the Phelian still controlling her left arm, Martin slammed her forehead into the warrior’s face. His grip remained strong, so she drove her head into his nose again.

With the second blow, her enemy’s grip on her hand slacked and she broke free, pushing herself to her feet and drawing her sword in one fluid motion. Gripping the handle tightly, she drove the sword into the Phelian’s chest as he attempted to stand. Letting out a guttural groan, Martin pushed the sword into the warrior to the hilt.

Martin placed her foot against the warrior’s opposite shoulder for leverage to withdraw her sword, but as she pressed against his body, she felt his right hand grasp her leg at the ankle. Pain shot through her leg as he bit hard into her calf while at the same time forcing himself upward, sending her tumbling backwards. She let her momentum take her airborne, crashing her right boot into the chin of the Phelian as she fell.

Landing in the muddy water, Martin scrambled to her feet as she pulled a second blade from her belt. The Phelian, Martin’s sword still protruding from his chest, slowly stood to face her.

“Fin-ish,” he spat in broken Humani as he grasped the sword and pulled it from his body with a grunt.

He lunged and Martin stepped into the attack. She pivoted her body and caught the Phelian’s right arm, deflecting his slashing attack. With the knife still in her right hand, she swung and sank the blade deep into the warrior’s neck just below the ear. Martin released the blade, still embedded in her attacker’s neck, and spun the opposite direction, taking her sword from the Phelian’s hands as she did.

With a primal scream, she snapped her torso around, focusing all her strength into the force of her blade as it sliced through the Phelian’s neck. Her motion stopped with her facing away from the Phelian as his head fell into the muddy water. A metallic sound caught her attention and she spun to her right to see two more Phelians standing a few meters from her. Her heart raced and she panted heavily, her chest heaving with deep breaths as she stared down the barrels of the Phelian warriors’ weapons.

The warrior to the left was clearly senior. The tall, olive-skinned man stood with his body taut, ready to pounce. The man’s graying black hair fell to his shoulders, his salt-and-pepper beard doing little to conceal a powerful, square jawline. Proud, confident, and defiant, his amber eyes showed not a hint of fear. If this was her time, she would die on the attack. She let out another heavy breath and took a step forward but paused when she saw the elder Phelian glance toward her sword and then to dead warrior behind her.

“Guard-man…Off-cer,” he said, again in broken Humani.

She saw a hint of confusion in his face. He might not have been expecting an officer and definitely not a woman. She nodded in confirmation and then pointed toward the body behind her. “Phelian…dead Phelian,” she said with a smile.

“Mur-der-er,” growled the elder Phelian, his amber eyes burning with hatred as he threw his rifle to the side and drew his sword. “You die by steel…my steel.”

Glancing at the other warrior, Martin saw him lower his rifle but stand at the ready.

“Screw it,” she said aloud and rushed forward.

The Phelian leapt toward Martin and the two combatants collided in a flurry of thrusts and slashes. Martin soon began to lose ground as the two skilled warriors plodded through the mud while carrying out lightning-quick movements with their swords. Stepping backwards to block a slashing attack, Martin’s foot slid ever so slightly but it was enough for the tip of the Phelian’s blade to slice into her right thigh. Letting out a grunt, Martin stumbled but swung her other leg forward as she fell, knocking the warrior’s feet from under him in the calf-high muddy water.

As the warrior’s back hit the water, Martin lunged forward. Pain exploded from her right knee from a powerful kick by her opponent. Staggering, she fell to one knee and barely had time to block another attack, their swords coming together with a metallic screech.

Martin pushed herself upward and away from the warrior. Limping slightly, she slid to her right as the Phelian moved to the left.

“Good fighter.” He smiled, his eyes still burning dark amber with rage.

‘This guy is better than me,’ realized Martin as she planned her next move. ‘At least with a blade.’ In uncharted territory, her mind raced. Then she remembered training as a cadet when then-Captain Stone had said, “If the enemy is stronger, remove his strength.” She didn’t understand it at the time, but she now knew what she must do. She had to get that sword out of his hand, even if it meant giving up hers. But she would have to get close.

“Come on!” she shouted, and the Phelian rushed toward her.

Martin blocked his first thrust but a quick upward slash of his sword tore into her right arm, leaving a large gash. Gritting her teeth, Martin dropped her sword and grasped the attacker’s upper arm with one hand and his wrist with the other, extending his arm upward as she quickly brought her right boot down toward his exposed knee. Although the warrior shifted his stance to prevent her from destroying his knee, she still had enough force to drive him into the swampy water. Sensing an opportunity, she spun her body underneath the Phelian’s out-stretched arm and turned quickly to force his arm downward as she drove upward with her knee.

The Phelian’s forearm snapped with the sound of a gunshot. The warrior let out a groan and dropped his sword, but to Martin’s surprise he quickly rose and landed a powerful blow to her jaw, knocking her backwards.

Shaking her head to clear the cobwebs and spitting out at least one bloody tooth, Martin again scrambled to her feet. The warrior was standing again, the bones of his forearm jutting from the skin in a jagged, bloody mess. The Phelian grabbed what appeared to be two neuro-injectors from his pocket and, with a growl, drove them into his wrecked arm.

“Son of a bitch,” said Martin aloud in amazement and awe of the warrior’s determination.

She could see the hatred radiate from the Phelian as he pulled a knife from his belt with his good hand and motioned for Martin.

“Not done,” he said.

Martin moved in again and landed a left hand to the Phelian’s jaw but quickly had to pivot to block a thrust at her right side from the warrior’s knife. A bolt of pain pulsed through her back and she instinctively spun, crashing her fist into her opponent’s temple. Stepping back, she placed her hand to her lower back and felt the warmth of her own blood before turning toward the Phelian.

The warrior held his broken arm outward, showing the sharp fractured bones soaked in Martin’s blood.

“You fucking stabbed me with your own broken arm?” cursed Martin in amazement.

The warrior smiled. “Ever-thing weapon.”

“Let’s end this,” Martin snarled.

She sprung toward the Phelian, dropping to the ground and sliding across the muddy surface as she reached her opponent. Grabbing the Phelian’s leg, she lifted his foot into the air as the warrior spun to face her.

Martin pounced as the warrior hit the water, landing on top of her opponent just as he spun onto his back. He thrust toward her side with his knife but she grabbed his left arm with both hands. She felt the pressure of the blade against her hip but held his arm locked in her grasp.

Looking down, she saw the Phelian’s right shoulder pivot as he drove the sharp bones of his broken arm toward her neck. Releasing her grip, she let out a groan as the knife sliced into her hip. But as the Phelian’s blade cut into her flesh, Martin grabbed the broken arm at the elbow and mid-forearm, twisting it downward and driving the jagged bones into the warrior’s neck. She pressed hard, forcing the bones into her enemy’s flesh and then pulled the grizzly makeshift weapon out as blood gushed from the open wound.

Martin rolled off the Phelian onto her knees and let out a primal scream, releasing the tension and pain from the fight. As the scream subsided, she let her head drop toward the ground, exhausted. She’d fought and killed men in hand-to-hand combat before, but it had never been this close. The mixture of fear, adrenaline, and rage coursed through her body. She’d never felt so drained and yet alive before in her life.

After a few heavy breaths, she realized there was still another Phelian to deal with.

She looked upward to see the remaining Phelian’s rifle pointing directly at her. She could tell the younger warrior had no intentions of fighting her—he just wanted her dead. For what seemed like an eternity, Martin locked her gaze on the young warrior. Her emotions swirled inside her. He, in turn, let his yellow eyes absorb her gaze and projected back a hatred so pure, Martin could almost feel it on her skin.

“Now you die,” said the warrior.

Martin closed her eyes and the eerie quiet of the swamp exploded with the sound of gunfire.

***

Martin opened her eyes to see the body of the Phelian half-submerged in the muddy water as the echoes of gunfire faded away.

“You okay, LT?”

Martin turned to her left to see Grenadier Jolly emerge from behind a large tree. As he did, he stumbled and fell to his knees.

She rushed toward the injured Guardsman.

“Thanks,” she said, helping the wounded Jolly lean against the large tree. “How bad are you injured?”

“I’ll be okay,” he grunted.

The grenadier’s body was a mess. Bruised and bloody, the left side of his face was swollen to twice the normal size and his left eye was puffed out and swollen shut. He had a bullet wound to his left shoulder and his right thigh was oozing blood from a large gash.

“Blake?” mumbled Jolly through swollen lips.

“He didn’t make it,” she answered as she applied the last of her meds to Jolly’s wounds.

“Damn it. They just came out of nowhere. I—”

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about that now,” said Martin, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s just get you mobile again.” Martin felt her data pad rumble. “Shit,” she cursed as she looked down to see the time flashing; the cold would be coming soon and they were stuck outside without gear.

“Everything okay?” asked Jolly.

“Yeah,” lied Martin as she racked her brain for a solution. Jolly wouldn’t make the trip back to the base camp and the cold would hit soon anyway. She could leave Jolly and go for help, but she would have to face hours in the cold and the injured Jolly would be left in the elements for almost a day before help would reach him—if Martin didn’t run into any more Phel or Terillian Scout Rangers along the way.

“Lieutenant?” asked Jolly, his voice weak.

“Stay here,” replied Martin, having decided her course. “The Phel probably have meds in their camp, so I’m gonna check it out.”

“But you don’t know how many are left. And with the gunfire, they’re probably ready for you.”

“That doesn’t matter. We need the meds for you—”

“I can hack it, Lieu—”

“Just shut up, Grenadier,” interrupted Martin. “I don’t need them just for you. The captain needs them and if we take any more casualties or run into any more lancecats, others will need them. Corporal Shara went to warn the others, so even if we don’t make it back, the others will be ready.”

“Your family will honor your bravery,” coughed Jolly, his voice faint.

Martin pondered what would be said of her if she died. No doubt a few would praise the bravery and sacrifice of the first female Guardsman—she hated the way every discussion of her service, good or bad, involved her gender. All she’d ever wanted to do was be the best. Not the best female officer—just the best. She also knew others would use her death as an example and an excuse to prevent other women from serving in the Guard. She pushed the thoughts from her mind with a shake of her head. None of that mattered. What mattered was the mission, her men…and Jackson.

“As will yours,” replied Martin. “But how ’bout we just go ahead and live.” She rose to her feet. “The Phel and the Ter families can honor their dead.”

Jolly coughed. “Uu-ah, LT.”

“Let me get some furs from these Phel to keep you warm while I’m gone.”

Martin took the next few minutes gathering ammunition and fur cloaks from the dead Phelian warriors. Jolly would need the warmth and she would need the ammo.

Her arms full of furs, she made her way back to Jolly.

“All right, Grenadier,” she said. “Just cover yourself in—” Martin dropped the furs to the ground and rushed the short distance to Jolly.

Still leaning against the tree, the grenadier’s face was pale and his gaze was locked forward. Martin knelt next to him and placed her hand to his neck to feel for a pulse. He was dead.

“No. Damn it,” she cursed as she struggled to understand what had happened. Jolly was badly injured but nothing was immediately life threatening.

Looking for a cause, she leaned Jolly’s lifeless body forward. She let out a heavy, frustrated sigh as she saw the bullet hole. The lower back of his uniform was soaked with blood and it had also begun to pool around his body. “Liver,” she said, shaking her head.

She placed her hand on the dead Guardsman’s head.

“You will become immortal, your shining glory never forgotten,” she whispered into Jolly’s ear as the piercing sound of the coming cold whistled through the forest. Standing again, rage flooded her senses. She would kill every single Phel on this damned planet or die trying.


Chapter 10

The cold enveloped her as she crawled toward the entrance to the Phel outpost. The furs she’d taken from the dead warriors kept her from freezing, but just barely. Her body screamed for her to jump up and sprint the remaining fifty meters to the entrance to escape the frigid air but her training restrained her. Despite the bone-chilling ache of the cold, Martin meticulously made her way over the tundra. Each shift of her body, each movement of her hands, each slide forward could alert a Phel marksman. She had no idea what communications the Phel had. She didn’t know how many warriors were left or even if they had been alerted by the gunfire. Either way, she needed to get to the outpost. Maybe there would be meds there…definitely warmth. She continued on toward the entrance.

Finally at the edge of the cover, Martin scanned the few meters of open ground between her and the entrance. Directly in front of her lay the body of the sentry on the embankment she’d killed earlier. She inspected the access. No cameras. No thermal sensors. Everything looked clear. She took a slow, contemplative breath. If she’d missed something, she would know it soon.

With an exhale, she rose and rushed toward the embankment.

Her back slammed against the moss-covered concrete of the embankment as she looked back over the tundra for signs of danger. Still nothing.

The quick burst of adrenaline from her sprint gone, the bitter air stung her like hundreds of angry bees as she quickly searched for the mechanism to open the heavy metal door. Finding a heavily oxidized lever in a recess in the concrete wall, she pulled hard. The metallic clanking of the gears was much louder than she expected as the door ratcheted open.

Martin brought her rifle to her shoulder and peered into the entrance. The door continued to rattle open as she stepped inside. “So much for sneaking in,” she said softly to herself.

The vestibule at the entrance was dimly lit, with a ramshackle fluorescent lighting strand hung in the overhead and similar lights leading down a long corridor. The light flickered, evidence of an inconsistent power source.

The moldy air was cold and damp, but it was a warm, welcome reprieve from the icy bite of the outside. Martin shrugged the furs from her body as she slowly moved down the barren corridor. Her vision soon adjusted to the limited light as she continued to creep her way down the passageway. As small droplets of rusty water fell to the damp floor, she scanned the walls. She could make out faded Terillian designators—generations old. More prominent were painted-on script and symbols, most likely Phelian.

Martin soon reached the next barrier. In front of her was a rusty metallic door with the same Phel symbol she had seen in the swamp. Looking upward she saw another faded Terillian sign. It read: Secondary entrance to maintenance area via security point C.

She activated the door and the same clanking rattle echoed off the walls. Martin let out a low grumble and cursed as she shook the look from her face. She wasn’t going to surprise anyone. Martin gripped her rifle and swung her body into the next room.

Her gaze locked onto a young Phelian not two meters from her. His rifle was still slung over his shoulder—he’d clearly thought another Phel was entering the room. He reached for his rifle, but Martin lunged forward, knocking the weapon from his hands. As she did, she let her own rifle fall to her side, yanking her sword from its sheath.

She swung downward with her sword, but the Phel arched his body away from her attack, kicking toward Martin’s legs. Martin shifted her stance in time to block his kick with her right boot. As she did, she brought her sword upward again. This time she found her mark and the young Phelian tumbled backwards, his chest laid wide open.

Martin quickly scanned the area for other threats then looked down toward the dying Phelian. For an instant her eyes met his. He was younger than her—he couldn’t have been more than 16 or 17 Humani years at most. For a few long seconds, she watched him gasp heavily as the last breaths of life left his body.

Her first thought was of regret. Then she remembered Private Blake’s torn body.

Letting her anger push any thoughts of compassion from her conscious, she looked around the room. Two large fossil fuel generators sat idle to her left. In the center of the room was a small, long-abandoned control panel, and to the right was a solid-state power station. The station was connected to a set of transformers that gave off a low hum. Walking over to the station, she looked over the control panel. The faded Terillian labels identified the start, stop, and self-check switches. A red light flashed on and off by the self-check. Martin then looked toward a small digital readout: Partial SCR failure blinked in yellow. ‘No wonder the voltage is jacked up,’ she thought as she glanced up at the dim, flickering lights in the room.

An idea flashed through her head. She quickly recalled checking the Phel bodies back in the swamp. None of them had night-vision gear. Maybe they hadn’t planned on being out that long, but if the condition of the maintenance room was any indication, they probably didn’t have the tech. If she couldn’t sneak up on them, maybe she could at least have the advantage of fighting them in the dark.

Martin pulled the night vision glasses from her vest and slid the thin glasses over her face. Once she killed the lights, the glasses would concentrate the infrared light and also use low-level reflective radar to give a near-daylight picture. She took another moment to familiarize herself with the room and then flipped the stop switch on power station.

The room went dark and her glasses illuminated, but the roar and rattle of one of the fossil fuel generators coughing and then thundering to life filled her senses. “Shit!” she cursed, throwing her glasses to the ground as the lights flashed and then shined bright again. So much for stealth or the cover of darkness. Martin let out a grunt and knelt behind a metal support beam. As the generator rumbled, she peered down her sights at the entrance on the opposite end.

It didn’t take long.

The form of a body stepped into the entrance. Martin’s rifle cracked and the body fell to the ground.

The room then erupted with gunfire as another Phelian rushed through the entrance, his weapon firing.

Martin kept her focus and fired, knocking the warrior backwards, but as he fell three more rushed into the room. She adjusted her fire and saw the last Phelian recoil as a round impacted his chest.

But the other two had disappeared into the maze of equipment.

The vibrations from the roaring generator shook the floor and echoed through her head as Martin moved to her left, scanning her field of fire.

A flash of movement caught her attention and she swung her rifle toward the edge of a large storage tank and fired. Sparks flew from the tank and she saw a rifle drop to the ground. Martin shifted slightly to see if the warrior had been hit when the whizz and metallic clang of bullets ricocheting against the nearby generator drove her to one knee as she swung toward the threat. Her sights centered on the torso of another Phelian and she fired.

As the Phelian dropped to the ground, Martin saw movement in her periphery and rolled backwards as the sword from a third Phelian flashed past her head. Rising back to her feet, she quickly sidestepped and grasped the warrior’s wrist as the Phelian thrust once again. Holding her opponent’s arm extended, Martin swung her elbow backwards, slamming into the warrior’s temple. She then grabbed her pistol as she wrapped her right leg behind the stunned opponent, sweeping his legs and sending him crashing to the floor. As the warrior’s back impacted the ground, Martin fired two rounds into his chest.

Breathing heavily, Martin scanned the room again as the rumbling generator sent vibrations through her body. Holstering her pistol and again bringing her rifle to the ready, she began moving toward the tank used by the previous Phelian for cover. Jutting her torso around the tank, she saw the warrior lying on the ground. The young Phelian was writhing in pain, but his expression shifted from agony to hatred when he noticed Martin.

Some of her rounds had found their target. Blood seeped from a mortal wound to warrior’s chest and his right arm was bleeding profusely. With his mangled, bloody arm, the Phelian reached for a pistol shoved into his waistband. Martin was too close, however, and the warrior was too injured so she quickly knelt and pulled the pistol from the Phel’s body before he could reach it.

The man, if he could be called that, was about the same age as than the other. He returned her gaze, hatred barely winning out over pain for control of his expression. As she watched, his breathing grew more labored and he began to mumble in Phelian.

“Sorry,” she said to the dying Phelian. She meant it, but only for not killing him instantly. Letting out a huff to clear her mind, Martin pushed the thought of the dying teenager from her mind and moved toward the exit of the maintenance area.

Martin stepped into the corridor.

Although the lighting was dim, she could make out several doors adjacent to the long passageway. Trying to get her bearings, she searched for a floor map or room listing on the wall, finally finding a map on the wall to her left. Pulling a light from her vest for a better view, she began running her finger over the map. “Medical…medical….medical,” she murmured as she read the faded Terillian script. “Gotcha,” she declared as her finger landed on the Terillian words for health and healing. The medical facility appeared to be down one level, almost directly underneath her current position. She moved her fingers up to the portion of the map for the floor she was on. Scanning to her left, she saw a stairway. “There we go,” she said as she turned off her light and began moving toward the direction of the stairs according to the map.

Cautiously making her way down the corridor, questions filled Martin’s mind. Had the sound of the generator muted the gunshots? Would there be more warriors waiting for her? There had been a clear difference in the skill and age of the warriors she faced in the maintenance area compared to those outside. Were all of the senior warriors dead? Or were they out on patrol and just coming back to find someone in their home? Or was there a veteran Phelian waiting behind any one of these doors?

‘Focus, Emily,’ she thought to herself as she reached a door with a sign reading Passage to lower levels. “Screw it.”

She threw the door open.

Martin kept her rifle trained downward and to the right as she descended the stairs. Methodically moving down the steps, she realized her heart was pounding. She focused on her breathing to lower her respirations. “What the fuck?” she whispered to herself. She’d been in combat before, so fear wasn’t getting to her. She’d known the first time a bullet whizzed past her head as a cadet on her first mission that combat was her calling.

This was different. Stopping at the vestibule at the bottom of the stairway, she exhaled heavily. She racked her brain to figure out what was making her so uneasy. Then it hit her like a boulder. She’d always had a team with her in combat before. There had been someone to cover her back and provide support if needed. Now she was alone.

“Damn you, Yates,” she cursed quietly, realizing the old bastard had been right the whole time. All those times she’d bitched about her men and wished that they wouldn’t hold her back…they sure would be useful right now.

But that was for another day. Right now she was on her own and the meds that could save Jackson and others might just be a few meters away. Martin instinctively checked her ammo status on her rifle before she placed her hand on the latch for the door. She closed her eyes, inhaled and exhaled forcefully, and pushed the door open.

***

A hail of gunfire forced Martin back into the vestibule.

“Shit!” She pressed her hand against a grazing wound to her right arm. She tried to recall an image of the room, but it had happened to too fast. “Screw it,” she said aloud as she pulled a grenade from her vest and tossed it into passageway.

The blast shook Martin to the bone, but she recovered and burst into the passageway, her rifle at the ready.

She didn’t need her rifle; the grenade had done its job.

The passageway had clearly been converted into makeshift living space. Clothing and other items hung from ropes running high on the walls. Martin saw several blankets and furs laid out along the walls, which were lined with barrels and container boxes. It might be warmer than the deadly cold outside, but the Phel were still living on the edge inside the abandoned outpost.

In the center of the passageway lay another young Phelian, a rifle next to his mangled body. And he wasn’t alone. “Damn it,” cursed Martin as she looked at the body of an adolescent male and a young woman. She had seen bodies wrecked by explosions, bullets, and blades many times over, but most had been combatants. As she looked over the dead civilians, she felt an unnerving, unfamiliar growl in her stomach. She knew she was fighting for her life and the lives of her men, but now she was fighting teenagers and killing women and children. She looked away and closed her eyes, pushing away the sight of the dead in front of her and replacing them with the images of her dead men in the shuttle, the deaths of Jolly and Blake, and finally that of Jackson possibly dying without enough medicine. “Focus,” she said, reopening her eyes and moving quickly past the deadly scene.

Martin crept toward the medical facility. With each step she shifted her rifle from right to center and then left as she scanned behind each bin and container stacked between the makeshifts beds, that uneasy feeling still tying her stomach in knots.

There were more beds than the number Phel she’d seen so far. Were the others children, teenagers, or veteran warriors? No option made her stomach churn less than the other.

Almost to the end of the corridor, she caught a flash of a shadow in the light underneath a door to her right. Martin positioned herself on the wall next to the door and pulled another grenade from her vest. She placed her right hand on the handle of the door, her opposite thumb rested under the arming lever of the grenade. Her grip tightened as she prepared to open the door.

She paused.

The thought of the dead civilians rushed into her consciousness again. With a frustrated grunt she released the door and reattached the grenade to her vest. ‘You’re an idiot,’ she thought to herself as she leaned back against the wall and squeezed her rifle tightly. After an anxious breath and a frustrated glance to the ceiling, she flung the door open and spun into the room.

Peering down the barrel of her rifle, she saw a girl—no more than twelve—standing in the center of a small supply room with three smaller children huddled around her. Her finger still on the trigger, Martin’s gaze locked onto the girl. The young Phelian’s eyes were defiant, almost glowing with a bright yellow hue common to the Phel. Her long golden hair was oiled to a sheen and disappeared behind her back. Although the girl’s eyes screamed defiance, Martin could see the proud Phelian’s arms tremble as she pulled the smaller children closer.

“Shit!” cursed Martin. What was she going to do with this?

A flash of motion to her right caught Martin’s attention as a young male clumsily swung a sword toward her. Easily stepping out of the way of the attack, Martin knocked the boy to the ground with a kick to his side. “Don’t move!” she ordered as she pointed her rifle at the youth.

Martin sensed more movement and turned to see the older girl had pulled a knife from her dress and was about to pounce.

“Stop!” she yelled, swinging her rifle from toward the girl. The girl stopped but still gripped the knife.

“Drop it!” ordered Martin as she motioned for the girl and those with her to move toward the boy on the ground. “Move!”

The girl slowly began to move and Martin quickly positioned herself to cover both the girl and the boy while keeping the entrance in view. “Drop the knife!”

Still holding the knife, the girl spoke. Martin could not understand her.

“I guess it’s too much to ask that you would actually speak Humani,” grumbled Martin.

“Uuu-man-ee,” mumbled the girl with a snarl before dropping the knife. As the sound of the blade hitting the ground echoed through the room, the girl punctuated her disdain by spitting at the ground in Martin’s direction.

“You’re a feisty one,” replied Martin with a hint of respect. “If you—”

Martin swung her rifle toward the door and fired as two warriors rushed through the door. The first warrior tumbled forward and fell but provided enough cover for the second to reach Martin. Martin toppled backwards as the warrior crashed into her. As she slid across the floor with the warrior on top of her, Martin pulled a knife from her vest and drove it toward the Phelian’s back. The warrior rolled quickly onto his side and blocked Martin’s attack. Her opponent shifted his weight before delivering a powerful blow to her jaw.

Shaken but still in the fight, she wrapped her left arm behind the Phelian’s shoulder and then forced it under his chin. With her right hand she grasped her opponent’s outstretched arm as she pushed her body outward. Once she was out from under the Phelian, she pulled upward on her opponent’s arm until the resistance gave way with the sound of ligaments snapping.

Now on top of the Phelian’s back, Martin pulled her pistol from her vest and pressed against the back of her opponent’s head. Her finger slid into the trigger guard and—

Martin let out a groan as pain exploded through her back.

Instinctively, she turned and fired her weapon at her attacker before shifting back to the warrior underneath her, placing the barrel against the back of his head and firing.

As the shot echoed through the room, Martin rolled off the warrior’s body and looked back across the room. The three youngest Phel were huddled in the far corner of the room. In front of them stood the boy, looking down on the lifeless body of the oldest girl.

“Fuck!” grunted Martin as the pain in her back and the frustration of killing the young girl washed over her. Martin’s stomach tightened as she looked at vacant stare of the girl’s now-faded yellow eyes.

Then her attention shifted back to the boy.

“No!” she shouted as he reached for one of dead Phelian’s rifles.

The boy ignored her and grabbed the rifle, raising it toward her.

Another shot rang out from Martin’s pistol.

As the boy fell to the ground, Martin let out a howl and threw her pistol across the room. Rolling onto her hands and knees, her stomach contracted and her body spasmed as what little food was in her stomach exited forcefully onto the floor.

This wasn’t what warfare was supposed to be.

Panting, Martin wiped her mouth and stood. Her stomach still clenched like a fist, she took in a deep breath. The pain in her back from the knife wound paled in comparison to the aching of her chest as she looked on the dead boy and girl.

“The mission,” she said aloud to refocus as she picked up her rifle. The mission drove everything, and the Phel, even the boy and girl, were not only in the way of that mission but would have killed her if she hadn’t stopped them. She looked down at the girl, blood pooling from the hole in her neck. Her mind told her she had done what was necessary, but that didn’t relieve the pain in her gut.

Martin shook her head, realizing she’d been staring at the girl. “Move,” she said to herself, reluctantly stepping over the girl’s body toward the door. In the few steps between the dead youth and the exit, the disgust that hung over her transitioned to a spark and then an inferno of rage. She had to complete the mission—and the mission was just. If the Phel hadn’t turned on the Humani in the first place, this wouldn’t have happened. And she wouldn’t be on this damn planet if it wasn’t for the Terillians. She knew it was her mind finding a way to justify what she had just done, but she welcomed the rage; she was used to that emotion.

Martin jutted her head into the passageway to ensure it was clear before stepping into the corridor and closing the door she wished she’d never opened.

Staying on the alert, Martin quickly made her way to the doors leading to the medical bay. She felt her stomach tighten. ‘You have to do this,’ she thought to herself as a rush of doubt hit her. Taking another breath, she let two verses of the Elite Guard Oath echo in her head: ‘I will go close against the enemy, for my will is stronger than his. I will show courage, for it is the one possession that cannot be taken.’’

The knot in her stomach began to loosen as the words of the Oath reinvigorated her. Martin gave the door a shove and stepped into darkness.

Martin flipped the switch on her rifle and the attached light lit her line of fire as she scanned what looked like a sick call waiting room. Long neglected, her light illuminated a light cloud of dust hanging in the musty air.

In the far left corner she saw another door and moved toward it.

Reaching the door, she ran her hand over a dust-covered sign. “Treatment,” she whispered as she translated the Terillian script. Opening the door, the light from her rifle shined down another hallway. ‘More fucking doors,’ she thought, shaking her head.

Martin checked each door as she slowly traversed the hallway. Midway through the galley of rooms, she saw a door with flashes of flickering light visible underneath the gap with the floor. She closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief as she read the sign—MEDICINE AND TREATMENT STORAGE.

A blow from the butt of her rifle broke the lock free and she opened the door.

“Yes,” she declared as she saw shelves stacked with medical supplies.

She grabbed one box and read the Terillian: Injectors—Pain Reducing. “Must be neuro-meds.” Shoving the box into a pocket on her trousers, she searched for her real goal, the filtered nanocells and erythrocyte regeneration meds needed for Jackson. She cursed as she shuffled through the boxes, dropping the ones she didn’t need onto the ground. Her heart began to beat quicker and she felt her stomach clench. “It has to be here.”

She held another box up to her face: 1-4-ETHOXY-3-6-7-DIHYDRO—“What is this shit?” she said aloud, having no idea what the medicine she was holding was. She tossed the box to the ground with a grunt. “Something’s gotta go—Yes!” she declared as her eyes locked on three small boxes marked Lancecat Antidote. She shoved the boxes into her vest and pockets. Finally, she opened a box labeled Clotting Gel and coated the wound on her upper back. Despite the exhaustion and emotion of the last twenty-four hours, a burst of energy rushed over Martin. “Time to get the hell out of here,” she said out loud as she turned and rushed out of the medical bay.

She sprinted down the corridor, slowing as she passed the room where she had killed the young Phel. She looked toward the source of her future nightmares. She had done her duty, but she would never feel proud about had happened in that room—never. With a grunt, she turned away and moved toward the stairway to the upper level.

After leaving the lower level, Martin was able to focus more clearly; the thought of getting the meds to her men now consumed her thoughts. As the she opened the door to the main floor she turned left toward the exit.

She stopped.

Slowly turning back to her right, she saw a room marked Aux Comms. In her rush to get to the medical area, she’d missed the room adjacent to the stairway. Maybe there was some comms gear Sellers could use.

Martin opened the door to a cramped, dark room. The tiny compartment was dank and dusty; she could taste the bitter metallic particles of rust in the air. Crammed into the room on the wall opposite of the door was a communications panel and three monitors. “Son of a bitch,” declared Martin when she saw what could only be an encryption box for electron spin communications. And its power available light was illuminated behind a dirty cover.

Slinging her rifle over her shoulder, Martin brushed two empty plastic containers and a food pack from the controls. After taking in a deep breath, she exhaled heavily, blowing decades of dust from the panel. “There’s no way this thing still work,” she said as she rubbed more grime from the central monitor. “But here goes nothing.” She pressed the master power button. The monitor illuminated with a light yellow hue.

Select communications mode flashed at the top of the screen with open, encryp, and ES encryp below.

“No shit,” said Martin as she selected ES encryp.

Still shocked at finding an electron spin communications panel in working order, she scanned the touchscreen for the right controls. If this worked she could send a direct, almost instantaneous, message to Mt. Castra—that is, if she could figure out the panel, if the Terillian gear could be configured to Humani encryption and unit codes, and if there was enough power in the old generator powering the outpost. Martin pressed the comms menu and the following displayed:

ORIGINATOR: BADGER 27

ADDRESSEE:

STATUS:

MESSAGE:

To her left she saw a scroll down titled Reconfig.

After a glance over her shoulder to make sure it was still clear, Martin hit the application and the words new originator, reset, change valance pattern appeared.

She selected the last option and then punched in the Humani sequence of electron shells used to change the spin of certain electrons in which the message would be encrypted. Next, she selected new originator and BADGER 27 to read BADGER 27-GOLF 2. Martin began typing the details of her situation. Then she stopped.

‘What if I screw this up and it’s intercepted?’

Deleting her message, she started over. First she typed the code for a Humani vessel lost in action. Then she needed a way to let her commander, Major Stone, know she was in command, meaning Jackson was either dead or wounded. Finally, she wanted to warn them of both the Terillians and the Phel. “Got it,” she said aloud as she punched in the final portion of the message and then read it back to herself.

FALLEN EAGLE FALLEN EAGLE DRAXIUS*** GYM CHAMP OIC***CHARLIE MERCS***

After reading it again, Martin nodded. “This probably won’t work anyway.”

Pressing the Accept msg content application, her heart jumped when a large green Press to send light illuminated through a dusty cover on the panel.

“Let this work,” said Martin as she pressed the button.

The monitor flashed:

Preparing to send…Reconfiguring valance Sequence. Encrypting message…Preparing burst package…Powering up pulse signal…Send in 3…2…1…Send.

The room went dark.

“Shit,” cursed Martin. The panel was dead, as was the lighting for the entire outpost. Apparently the power required to send the message had driven the generator off line. “Shit!” repeated Martin as she realized the complete loss of lighting would draw any other warriors to the maintenance area.

“Stupid, stupid,” she berated herself as she sprinted down the passageway to the maintenance area. She’d bumbled her way through the entire outpost, and for good measure she’d made sure every single Phel in the place knew something was wrong by trying to send a message she was pretty sure wouldn’t get out anyway.

She blasted through the maintenance area, sure Phelian warriors were right behind her. Reaching the vestibule leading to the outside, she paused at the pile of furs she’d left when she entered the outpost. She wouldn’t need those, not at her pace. Now that she had the meds, and probably Phel warriors in pursuit, it would be a dead run for the fifteen kilometers to the camp—

The door behind her swung open, and a Phel warrior burst through with his sword in hand.

Martin shifted her torso as the warrior drove his sword toward her chest. Grabbing the back of the Phelian’s hair and shirt, Martin slammed her opponent’s head into the opposite wall and drove him to his knees with a boot to the back of his leg. She reached over her shoulder, snatching her sword from its sheath. In one powerful motion, she withdrew the sword and brought it down against Phelian’s back.

The motion of her body spun her into a second Phelian entering the door. Her focus centered on the muzzle of his rifle, only centimeters from her face. Raising her sword to redirect the muzzle just as the warrior pulled the trigger, pain blasted through her ear from the explosion of noise. She let out a grunt and drove a boot into his midsection. As the Phelian stumbled backwards, she stepped forward and laid her opponent’s chest open with her sword. The Phelian fell to the ground as Martin pulled the door to the maintenance area shut. “Damn it,” she cursed. More would be coming; it was time to go.

Martin sheathed her sword and pulled a grenade from her vest. She deselected NORMAL MODE on the small touchscreen and pressed MOTION ACTIVED. She then selected 3 SEC to delay the motion sensor long enough for her to get clear before arming. Pulling the pin, she placed the grenade on the floor, released the arming lever, and rushed out of the vestibule.

The cold air stung her lungs instantly. Pushing on, she cleared the tundra and rushed into the swampy forest as the muffled sound of an explosion from the Phel outpost caught her ears.


Chapter 11

Martin stopped to quickly check her position on the navigation pad attached to her vest. “Five klicks left,” she said with a slight pant.

Then the cold hit her. Her muscles tightened and she could feel an icy burn over her body as the sweat on her skin began to freeze. “Shit,” she cursed, taking in a cold, painful breath. She needed to move.

But she paused. Something was wrong.

Martin slid her rifle off her shoulder and turned toward the direction from which she’d been running. She dropped to one knee, peering into the darkness of the swamp. As the mist rose from her breathing and her muscles began to shiver from the cold, she slid her finger inside the guard of her rifle.

A flash of metal sparkled in the moonlight and she fired. Her rifle recoiled as the onrushing Phelian toppled to the icy ground. Muzzle flashes erupted from the frigid darkness as bullets flew all around her. Through the wave of gunfire, Martin shifted her aim to the location of one of the flashes and fired again, then at another.

Her body jerked and twisted to the left as a round tore into the flesh of her left shoulder. Losing her grip on her rifle, she grabbed her pistol and spun onto her back and fired, forcing a Phelian a few meters away to dive behind a felled tree. Grunting from the pain in her shoulder, she shifted her field of fire to her right to—

Martin spun back to her left just as a Phelian warrior crashed into her. Her head bounced off the frozen ground, dazing her. Feeling the weight of the enemy on her torso, Martin looked up to see the Phelian warrior raise his sword above his head.

A massive flash of brown and black filled her view as the weight disappeared from her chest.

Martin rolled onto her side to see the war dog Daemon sink its powerful teeth into the Phelian’s neck. Rising to one knee, she quickly scanned for more targets. The crack of a frozen branch drew her attention and she turned toward the noise.

“Hold fire!” came a familiar voice from the darkness.

“Shara?” replied Martin.

“LT?”

Martin’s body relaxed as she let hours of tension flow out of her in a long exhale. “Yes. Who’s with you?”

“Just me…and Daemon,” he added as Martin felt the weight of the war dog rub against her body. “And I’m glad I found you.”

“So am I,” replied Martin, looking over the bodies littering the moonlit swamp. “I’ve got the meds for the captain…we should get back.”

“They’re gone, LT.”

“Gone? What are you talking about?”

“Ters, ma’am. They must have hit the camp while we were out. The place was a wreck.”

The weight of the emotion that had just left her body again landed on her shoulders like a boulder. “No survivors?” she asked, her heart sinking. But she knew the answer—Guardsmen did not surrender. But maybe some had escaped.

“Maybe,” replied Shara. “Our dead were left on the field, but I couldn’t account for everyone.”

“Who?” asked Martin, her emotions almost boiling over.

“I didn’t see Sergeant Yates and Boles or Young, Rose, Daniel, or Sellers.”

“The captain?” she asked, her heart frozen.

“I don’t know, ma’am. The tent he was in was burning. I couldn’t tell. I don’t know about him or Lieutenant Varus.”

‘Fucking Varus,’ she thought. She knew he would have been useless in the fight for the camp.

“Daemon picked up a scent so maybe some were taken prisoner,” added Shara. “But I thought I should try to find you before going after them.”

‘Maybe a few more are still alive. Maybe Jackson is still alive,’ she thought. “Then w-we sh-should—” She was having trouble forming her sentences as the shivering and spasming of her muscles from the cold became more intense. “W-we—” She felt her knees buckle and collapsed to the frozen ground.

“Are you okay, LT?” asked Shara as he supported her

“I-I’m f-fine,” she said, her teeth chattering. “J-just—”

“Shut up, LT,” interrupted Shara as he applied coagulate to her shoulder. “You’re freezing.” He stood and removed his combat vest. “Let’s get you warmed up.”

“I-I’m good, Corporal,” said Martin, forcing herself to her feet again. “I’m not gonna leave you without any gear, it wouldn’t be—”

“You can court-martial me if we live through this,” interjected Shara as he unzipped his environmental gear. “But you’re gonna fucking die if you don’t get warmed up. And I’d rather not be the only Guardsman left on this piece of shit planet.”

She knew Shara was right. The sweat from her run had begun to harden to ice on her skin and her lungs burned from the cold air. But she couldn’t take the protective gear from one of her men and leave him without.

“Don’t worry about me, LT,” said Shara, almost as if he’d read her mind. “I’ll just pull some furs off these Phel.”

“I can just—”

“Damn it, LT. I’ll be fine until we make it back to the camp and I’ll take a suit off one of… one of the others.” He paused, giving her a look of frustration. “So just stop being such an officer and take this suit so you’ll be ready to fight when you need to.”

He was right. She hated it, but he was right.

“Fine, Corporal,” she huffed.

“Thanks,” said Shara as he tossed the suit toward Martin. “I half thought you were gonna be stubborn and freeze to death in front me.”

“At least you wouldn’t have to deal with an officer,” said Martin, shoving her arms through the environmental suit. Her skin burned from the warmth enveloping her, but she welcomed it.

“Officer or not,” said Shara, “I’ll be able to kill more Ters with you than without you. And I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to kill some fucking Ters.”

“Then let’s get back to the camp, see what gear we can salvage, and go hunt some Ters,” replied Martin.

***

The acrid smell of smoke filled Martin’s senses as they approached the camp. Hopefully there would be some sign that someone other than her and Shara had survived. Her rifle at the ready, she carefully checked her footing with each slippery step as the temperature again began to turn warm.

Her head filled with a flood of thoughts. Could she have prevented this from happening? Did some decision she made result in this? If Jackson or others were alive, did they escape or were they prisoners? Did the lancecat poison kill Jackson before the attack occurred?

“You good, LT?” asked Shara over the short-range comms.

“Fine,” answered Martin, shaking her head. Now, more than ever, doubt clouded her once unflappable resolve. ‘Get it together!’ echoed inside her head. “You come in from the left. I’ll go straight in.” Even if she doubted herself, she knew she couldn’t let Shara see it.

“Moving in,” replied Shara.

Breaking into the clearing, Martin saw Daemon circling the camp as the dog looked for danger. Moving forward, she made her way to where the tents had been located. The warmth of the smoldering remnants of the tent where the wounded Jackson had been hours ago and the drip-drip-drip of the melting ice all around her reminded Martin it was time to remove the environmental gear. Removing her vest, Martin sensed movement behind her and spun around.

It was the body of Private Mal. Frozen in the last contorted spasm of death, his lifeless body began to shift as the warm air unfroze the bodies around her. Turning in a slow circle, she saw the swamp vegetation began to sprout again as the bodies of other dead Guardsmen were released from their frozen deaths in a gruesome dance of flora and flesh. ‘They will pay’, she thought to herself, the grotesque scene fueling the already hot fires of hatred for the Terillians.

“It looks like the Ters hit from over there and from both flanks,” said Shara. “And then headed back the same way.”

“I’m guessing at least a company.”

“We should see if Daemon can pick up the scent again,” said Shara as he shoved an environmental suit into his pack. “The sooner we can get after them, the sooner we can—”

“Make them pay,” finished Martin.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Rolling her suit onto the damp ground, Martin turned toward the Humani war dog sitting a few meters away from her. “Daemon, find scent. Jackson, Captain,” she ordered.

The dog leapt forward and quickly began sniffing the ground around Martin. Moving toward the black, smoldering section of the ground where Jackson’s tent had once been, it began sniffing the air. After a powerful shake of its head, it returned to Martin and sat at her feet.

“It’s not picking anything up,” said Shara.

“I know,” said Martin quietly.

“Maybe there’s too much smoke for him to pick up the captain’s scent,” added Shara.

“Maybe.” Martin sighed, looking down toward the war dog. “Daemon, find scent. Yates, Sergeant.”

The war dog ran to edge of the camp, walked in a small circle, and looked back toward Martin.

“He’s got something,” said Shara.

“Daemon, track scent—patrol mode,” ordered Martin, hopeful that Yates had survived and escaped.

The massive dog bounded into the muddy swamp with Martin and Shara close behind.

Daemon stayed on scent and the two Guardsmen trudged through the muck of the swampy forest in search of their comrades. After two hours of tracking, the two came across a raised road in the swamp.

“Daemon, stop,” said Martin into her short-range comms and the war dog, linked to the comms with his embedded communications interface, turned to face her. Martin turned toward Shara and signaled for him to cover her. “Daemon, come,” she said as she began to move toward the road.

With the war dog by her side, Martin soon climbed up the small embankment supporting the road. The road, rising about a meter above the swamp, cut a swath through the tall evergreens dotting the terrain. The ferns and grass that had grown tall on the road were laid flat in circular patterns as far as she could see. “Hover craft,” she said aloud.

Daemon began to whimper slightly, its ears tight and alert but its tail wagging.

“Tanks?” asked Shara as he reached her.

“Light ones, maybe. Or maybe troop transports.”

“Both” came a voice behind Martin.

She spun quickly, ready to fire.

“Yates!” shouted Martin, momentarily losing her composure.

“It would be a shame to get shot by my own LT,” replied the sergeant with a smile as Corporal Sellers emerged from the cover of the swamp behind Yates.

A wave of relief washed over Martin. Something about Yates’s presence lessened the colossal weight of responsibility she’d been carrying. Such was the power of a good NCO. A smile formed on her face as the old sergeant walked up to her. “I might have thought about it a time or two,” joked Martin, trying to hide her relief. “Who else made it?” she added hopefully.

“I don’t know,” answered Yates, shaking his head. “It was a shit-show.”

“What happened?” asked Shara.

“It was a company of Scout Rangers. They hit fast and hard. Markum and the big guns took down a few and we made a good stand but…” Yates paused, a look of disgust and frustration painted on his face.

“What?” asked Shara.

“That flight lieutenant…the First Family guy,” answered Sellers.

Martin felt her anger begin to boil over, even before she knew what had happened. “What did he do?”

“They pushed us back into our secondary defenses. Sergeant Morgan took charge of the inner defenses while I took Sellers and tried to flank them and draw some off. We fought our way out and got on their flank into a position for enfilading fire.”

“Then we saw it,” added Sellers.

“What did you see?” asked Martin.

“A group of Rangers rushed the position and it was hand-to-hand for a minute,” continued Yates.

“One of their elite ones was with them…his face was all painted up and his head was shaved,” added Sellers.

“Damn it,” cursed Martin. She’d heard about the painted-face Scout Rangers but had never seen one before. They were the best of the best the Terillians had to offer.

“The painted one killed Morgan before we opened up on their flank and forced them to retreat,” said Yates.

“Then it happened,” grumbled Sellers.

“What?” asked Martin.

“Fucking First Family—”

“Easy, Corporal. You don’t talk about First Families that way,” warned Yates as he looked into Martin’s eyes. “That First Family piece of shit surrendered his position.”

“And the other’s followed his order?” asked Martin, shocked that Guardsmen would surrender, even under orders.

“No,” grunted Yates. “But he distracted them long enough to allow another rush that overwhelmed them.”

“After that, they pushed us back and we had to make a run for it into the swamp,” said Sellers.

“We circled back and caught their trail and followed them to here,” said Yates. “They had Lieutenant Varus, Sergeant Boles, Daniel, Incerna, and the captain with them.”

“The captain’s alive?” interjected Martin.

“Barely,” continued Yates. “And Boles and Daniel were wounded.”

“Let me guess, not a scratch on Varus?” Martin’s blood boiled. The coward should have died with the crew onboard Draxius. And now he had technically surrendered an Elite Guard unit for the first time in history.

“Not a fucking scratch,” answered Yates. “Now what about you? What’s the status of the old Ter base? Were they Ters there?”

“Not exactly,” replied Martin. “We ran into Phelian warriors.”

“Are you sure?” asked Yates. “They’re supposed to be—”

“Dead,” interrupted Martin. “Well, they’re not.” She paused. “Well, a few more are dead now.”

“How many?”

“Not sure. Shara and I saw three in the swamp where they had tangled with the Ters and where Blake was killed.”

“And Jolly?” asked Sellers.

“Captured. I tracked them down and…” She paused and sighed. “He didn’t make it either.” She paused again as the events of a few hours ago seemed like a long-lost memory. “But he took one with him and I took down…” she mentally counted the Phel she had killed, forcing herself to skip those in that dark room, “…nine or ten.”

“Damn, LT,” said Sellers. “Ten Phel.”

“Most were…a lot of them weren’t that experienced.”

“We’ll have to be on the lookout for them along with the Ters,” said Yates. “This mission keeps getting better.”

“At least I found the meds for the captain—” She stopped mid-sentence, the self-doubt again hitting her as she questioned her decision to scout the abandoned base. “I should have stayed here. There would have been four more of us in the fight.”

“Or four more dead Guardsmen,” said Yates. “It was an entire company of Rangers with a painted-face.” Yates placed his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “And we wouldn’t have known about the Phel.”

Martin nodded her head in acknowledgment of Yates’s comments. But she still blamed herself.

“Now that we’re all caught up,” said Yates, “what’s the plan, LT?”

She had no idea what the plan was. She’d made the command decision to scout the abandoned base and now, less than twenty-four hours later, there were only six of her men left and three were prisoners of the Terillians. She looked at Yates but didn’t answer.

“Shara, Sellers,” barked Yates. “You two scout ahead a few kilometers. Check in every fifteen over short-range and report any contacts. If you can get a good defensive position to set up a base of operations, report in.”

“Uu-ah,” replied the two Guardsmen in unison.

As Sellers and Shara faded into the swamp, Martin felt Yates’s hand on her shoulder.

“You okay, LT?”

“I don’t kn—”

“Stop right there, LT,” interrupted Yates. “You’re better than that. You made the right decisions…and if you didn’t or think you didn’t, then learn from it and do your job.”

So many thoughts were running through her mind. Her anger toward Varus, her frustration and concern over Jackson, her own self-doubt, and the faces of the dead Phel children—they all tossed and tumbled about in her head.

“Lieutenant Martin!” shouted Yates, giving her a good shake.

“Yes,” she replied, forcing herself to focus on the veteran warrior.

“Get your shit together,” said Yates calmly. “Think about the tactical situation. Think about your strengths and weaknesses…and our enemy’s.” He paused.

Martin’s mind began to clear as she focused on Yates’s words and began to evaluate her situation from a tactical, and not emotional, perspective.

“Give me an order, LT,” said Yates.

“Our environmental gear?” she heard herself ask.

“Sellers and I have a suit, so if you and Shara do too then we’re set.”

“Ammo and weapons?”

“Limited ammo, but enough for a few good fights. We have a few kilos of explosive gel and some mines.”

“Track and observe,” she replied. “Since there are only four us, we should be able to find where they took the captain and the others and determine if we can try to free them or set up a plan for hit and run raids depending on their strength.”

“Ua-ah, LT,” replied Yates with a smile. “Let’s catch up to the others.”

***

Martin slowly made her way over the frozen swamp, careful for any loose branch or frozen plant that would cause noise. Martin and her men had followed the tracks for four long days. The limited sleep she’d gotten over that time still seemed to reinvigorate her. Now, word from Shara over the short-range comms that a Terillian outpost was nearby energized her even more. Maybe her chance to free Jackson and her men would come. If not, she could at least exact some revenge.

Nearing Yates’s position, she lowered herself onto the frozen ground and began to crawl the final few meters. Soon she saw Yates, lying prone at the edge of the wooded portion of the swamp. Beyond lay mostly open swampland with only patches of trees.

Sliding into position beside Yates, she brought her rifle to her shoulder and magnified the view through her scope. About 2000 meters away was the Terillian outpost.

She saw the road they’d been following for days turn right and run directly into a Terillian checkpoint. Focusing on the checkpoint, she could make out a light hover tank, resting on the ground, and at least three Scout Rangers at the checkpoint. Scanning further, Martin saw several tents and two hardened structures several stories tall.

“Looks like at least a battalion,” whispered Yates. “Maybe a full regiment.”

Martin’s scope now passed over a motor pool that included at least three more tanks and a dozen transports. Scanning back to the entrance to the outpost, she saw a squad of Terillians heading out for a patrol. “Regular troops?” she said with a glance toward Yates. She’d never seen regular Terillian soldiers in the Dark Zone.

“Where?” he asked.

“By the entrance.”

Martin looked at Yates as he shifted the view of his scope.

“Looks like it,” said Yates, turning his head toward Martin. “This is a big deal if the Rangers are being supported by regulars. But at least that means we’re probably looking at just the company of Rangers and maybe a battalion of regulars.”

“What the fuck is so important on this frozen rock?”

“There,” replied Yates, again looking through his scope. “Out past the structures.”

Martin shifted her view and magnified her scope again, looking toward the horizon and what appeared to be a frozen lake. In the haze, another structure came into view. She adjusted her scope again to full magnification.

“Son of a bitch,” declared Martin.

It was a mining platform. As she watched, a transport appeared in the sky above the massive platform and began floating downward toward the platform.

“It’s gotta be a restricted resource for them to mine it themselves,” said Yates.

“And to have this much firepower in the Dark Zone,” added Martin.

“If the others are still alive and on-planet, they’ll be in one of those big structures.”

“Either way,” whispered Martin. “Now we’ve got targets. Let’s get some rest tonight and start making some mischief tomorrow?”

“Uu-ah,” replied Yates. “We should move back and plan out our next move. They’ll be patrolling the edge of the tree line.”

“Let’s go,” said Martin with a pat on Yates’s back as she began to snake her body back into the cover of the forest.

Once they had slid far enough away from the opening in the forest, Martin and Yates stood and made their way back to Shara and Sellers.

“What’s the skinny?” asked Shara.

“All kinds of good news, Shara,” replied Yates. “A company of Scout Rangers, a battalion of regulars, and armor.”

“You’re shittin’ me?” interjected Sellers.

“Fuckin’ great,” added Shara. “We’re gonna die on this frozen turd of a planet.”

“What did you expect, Shara, retirement?” laughed Yates. “Guardsmen die out here in the nothing…that’s what we do.”

“Well, Sarge, that sucks because I was looking forward to that 10% discount on lunch at the retirement center buffet back on Alpha Humana,” replied Shara, a dry smile forming on his face. “If we both make it, maybe I can wheel your old ass to the buffet with me.”

“I think I’d rather die out here than watch you eat,” replied Yates dryly.

“So what’s the plan?” asked Sellers, getting back to the point at hand.

“They’ll have patrols out so I think we’ll set up rotations with one of us out forward keeping an eye on the outpost, two geared up for defense and support and one sleeping,” said Martin. “We’ll watch the outpost for a day or two to get their operations down so we can find out how to cause the most trouble for them.”

“So watch and rest for two days?” replied Shara.

“And then start fuckin’ with some Ters,” answered Martin.

“Sounds good to me,” interjected Sellers.

“So who racks out first?” asked Shara.

The four Guardsmen stood in a small circle, staring at each other. Although they all needed it, no one wanted to be the first to say it.

“Why don’t you go down first, LT?” recommended Yates. “I’ll go over the layout of the Ter outpost with Sellers and the buffet-hound and then I’ll take the first forward observation.”

“I don’t—”

“Somebody needs to sleep, LT,” interrupted Yates with a look only a senior NCO could give an officer.

“Uu-ah, Sergeant,” replied Martin. She acquiesced, but she wouldn’t sleep; there was too much running through her mind.

Grudgingly resting her rifle against a large frozen fern, Martin lowered herself onto a hard, cold clump of earth a few inches above the frozen swamp water. With the environmental suit protecting her from the frigid air, she began to run an assault scenario in her head. There had to be a way to get into the main structures; she owed it to her men…and Jackson.

The weight of Daemon plopping down next to her jolted Martin.

“What do you think about when you sleep?” she said as she stroked the war dog’s thick fur.

Daemon looked toward her almost as if it understood, and then lowered its massive head against Martin’s shoulder.

She grunted, her shoulder still sore from her earlier injury but welcoming the dog’s contact. “I guess you’re ready for some sleep too.”

Martin rolled onto her side, placing her arm around the massive dog. The warmth of the dog’s fur combined with her environmental suit reminded Martin of the comfort she had once felt as a young girl in her bed, back when her father was a Praetorian and her mother was still her mother.

Her eyes grew heavy and she fell into a deep sleep.

***

Martin looked up to her father.

“You can do this, Em,” the proud Praetorian said with a smile as he handed Martin a pistol.

“Yes, father,” she replied, reluctantly taking the weapon into her hand. She felt his strong hand on her shoulder.

“What is it that makes you Humani?” he asked.

“Adherence to our duty,” she replied, looking down toward the floor.

“What if we don’t like the duty?”

“It does not matter. It is our duty.”

“Very good, Em.” The strong touch of her father’s hand on her cheek forced her to look into his fierce eyes. “Do your duty.”

Martin turned, her father directing her with his hands on her shoulders. Gripping the pistol so tightly she felt the rough surface of the grip indenting her skin, she looked into the eyes of an adolescent girl with slick blond hair.

“But she’s just a kid,” she said, tears rolling down her checks.

“She’s Phel,” replied the stern voice of her father. “And an enemy of the Humani people.”

Her hand began to shake but she tightened the muscles in her arm, forcing it to rise. Looking down the sights of the pistol, her gaze locked with the eyes of the girl. They shined with a hatred that radiated like a star. “Murderer,” the Phel girl spoke in perfect Humani.

***

“LT!”

Martin rose from her dream with a jerk as Shara shook her arm.

“LT, you awake?”

“Yes,” she grumbled, struggling to fight off the fog of sleep. “What is it?”

“Sellers reported a patrol moving in our direction. Looks like mostly regulars. Sergeant Yates wants to see if we can snag a prisoner for intel.”

“Where is he?”

“About five hundred meters to the east. Sellers says the patrol is about two klicks out but coming this way.”

“Let’s go,” ordered Martin, grabbing her rifle. She turned toward Daemon. “Follow, stealth,” she ordered with a pat on the dog’s head.

Shara and Martin, with Daemon at her side, quickly covered the distance to Sergeant Yates.

“What do we have?” asked Martin as she knelt next to Yates.

“Sellers was up forward and saw a patrol of five Ters headed this way. Since there was only five, I thought it might be a good chance for us to take them out and maybe take a prisoner before they can get out a warning.”

“It would be good to find out what’s going on in that outpost,” replied Martin.

“We’re gonna have to be quiet and quick,” added Yates, “but the warming should come before they get here and we can use the swamp for cover.”

“Blades?” asked Shara.

“That should be our first choice,” replied Martin. “We’re not sure how far the sound of gunfire will travel through these swamps, and it could alert other patrols.”

“Either way,” added Yates, “after we take this patrol out, we’ll need to move our camp…they’ll send more out after them.”

Martin’s body grew hot—the temperature shift was starting.

“Do you have the spot?” she asked.

“A few hundred meters up ahead,” answered Yates.

“That small opening. Good choice,” said Martin, stepping out of her environmental suit.

“The water is pretty deep to the left and the trees and underbrush are thick on the right,” continued Yates as he drew lines and circles into the now muddy ground. “How do you want us positioned, LT?”

“Sergeant, you and Shara should be on the edge of the underbrush and I’ll take the deep water,” said Martin. “Daemon will stay close to you, Sergeant.” She paused. “Where’s Sellers?” she asked, looking for the corporal.

“He’s paralleling the patrol and reporting,” answered Yates. “He can fall in behind them to cover their rear if any get out of the trap.”

“Uu-ah…Let’s get into position,” she ordered as she and the others moved out to prepare their ambush.

In a few minutes they were standing knee-deep in the cold muck at the edge of an opening in the thick growth of trees and ferns.

“We’re here,” said Shara.

“Daemon, conceal and ambush on order,” she ordered to the war dog. As the massive beast moved toward the cover of the forest, she turned toward Yates. “I’ll conceal by the deeper water.”

“They should try to maintain spacing, but this area here will drive them closer together and toward us,” said Yates, pointing to the area where the deeper swamp water ran into a small outcropping of drier land close to the thick forest cover. “They should elongate their line of march here…Shara, you take cover by that tree. That should put you close enough to them. With you there and the LT over here, I’ll conceal by that fern outcropping with Daemon.”

“We’ll have to be quick to take them without firearms. If you do need to go hot, use pistols,” directed Martin.

‘Five minutes out,’ came Sellers voice over the short-range comms.

“Time for some payback,” declared Shara with a smile as he drew his combat knife.

“Be quick, accurate, and deadly,” added Martin, unsheathing her sword and walking to the edge of the dry outcropping.

Stepping off solid ground into waist deep water, Martin sank to mid-calf in the muddy bottom. Slogging her way through the chilly brown water, she worked back toward the outcropping until the frigid water was only knee-deep. ‘Good spot,’ she thought, standing next to a large fern. She shoved her left hand into cold, thick mud, grabbing a handful. First, she rubbed the grime onto her face. Ignoring the smell of methane and filth, she scooped up another handful and ran the dark brown mud through her hair to mute the scarlet red color. As her face grew tight and the mud hardened in her hair, Martin lowered herself into the muck and waited.

In a few moments, the sound of clanging metal and movement of gear alerted Martin that the Terillian patrol was approaching. ‘Loud and sloppy,’ she thought as she heard the Terillians for another minute before they came into view.

The first Terillian came into view just as he stepped off the outcropping into the waist-deep water.

“Shit!” he cursed in Terillian.

“Get back up here,” ordered the sergeant leading them. “We’ll stay up here until we get into the forest. Just don’t get too bunched up and keep your eyes open.”

Lying prone in the cold muck, Martin gripped her sword and controlled her breathing as the Terillian on point walked past her position less than a meter from her. Just a little bit further and trap would be sprung.

“The Scout Rangers took out those Humani,” replied one of the Terillians. “I don’t know why we’re out this far.”

“Keep it down and focus,” ordered the sergeant, turning toward the complaining solider. “Maybe some got away, and don’t forget about whoever hit the patrol to the north. We just need to cover another kilometer and we can head back, so keep your shit together, your mouth shut, and your eyes and ears open.”

The sergeant turned away from the soldier and the patrol began to move again. A few more steps and the last Terillian moved past Martin’s concealed position.

It was time.

Martin sprung from the muddy water. The last Terillian heard her exit the water and turned toward her just in time to receive a powerful slash across his chest. As the soldier screamed and collapsed to the ground, Martin rolled forward and jumped to her feet, driving her sword through the chest of a second soldier. Over the shoulder of her impaled opponent, she saw Shara driving another enemy to the ground, shoving his knife into the Terillian’s neck as the two fell. A flash of fur and a loud scream told Martin that Dameon had taken out another Terillian.

Then it was over.

Martin, concentrating on slowing her breathing after the sudden, violent attack, looked toward Yates position. The sergeant was standing over the last Terillian. Pressing his foot against the Terillian’s chest with his rifle pressed against the enemy’s forehead, Yates looked back toward Martin. “Here’s our canary,” he said with a smile.

“Let’s see if he sings,” replied Martin, walking over to the Terillian.

Staring down at the soldier, she was impressed with the way he held himself given he was a regular. She knelt next to him and placed her face close to his.

“You’re going to answer a few questions for us, Ter,” she said in Terillian.

Still pinned to the ground by Yates’s foot, the Terillian looked back into her eyes. She could tell he was afraid but working hard to hide it. A Scout Ranger wouldn’t talk, at least not in the limited time they had. But maybe a regular might.

“Kill me if you wish,” he replied. “I’ll go to the spirit world with my honor.”

Martin leaned in closer, pulling a knife from her vest and pressing it against the Terillian’s cheek. “We’re not going to kill you,” she whispered.

She wasn’t sure what to do next. Interrogation wasn’t really in a Guardsman’s toolkit, but they did know pain.

She pivoted and drove her knife into the Terillian’s thigh.

The Terillian let out a groan, clinching his teeth.

“How many Terillians are on this planet?” asked Yates, also in Terillian, as he pulled the prisoner to his knees.

“I will sing my death song,” spat the captive as he looked up toward Yates. “You do your worst.”

“Let me help you sing,” replied Martin, grasping the Terillian’s left arm and extended it into the air.

“Do it,” grumbled the Terillian.

He let out a scream as his elbow snapped against the blow from Martin’s knee.

“How many?” grunted Martin in frustration. This wasn’t her forte. She didn’t mind killing Terillians; she didn’t even mind hurting them but this felt…uncomfortable and awkward.

“No,” panted the Terillian. “Never.”

Martin’s body tensed. With a grunt, she drove her foot into the prisoner’s back, knocking him to the ground. Her frustration grew. Glancing at Yates, she let out a long breath. The sergeant, a veteran of countless missions in the Dark Zone, returned her gaze.

“It’s not about hurting him, LT,” said Yates calmly. “The brain can work through pain. It’s about showing them death and letting them decide if they’re really in a hurry to get there.” He reached down and grabbed the Terillian by his hair. “Let’s show you death,” he grunted as he pulled the prisoner toward the muddy water.

The Terillian kicked and tried to resist but Yates drove his foot into his prisoner’s knee. The Terillian fell to the ground as his knee buckled and snapped. Before the Terillian could rise, Yates drew his knife and drove it into the small of the Terillian’s back. The prisoner let out a moan and arched his back as the sergeant’s blade ripped through his lower spine.

“Stop moving,” grunted Yates as he yanked the blade from prisoner’s back.

Martin felt an uneasy twinge in her back as the Terillian fell into the muddy water, helped with a shove from Yates.

Yates jumped from the outcropping into the water with a splash. “Come here,” he said calmly as he pulled the struggling Terillian’s torso out of the water.

“No,” pleaded the prisoner. “I—”

Yates shoved the Terillian’s head into the muddy water.

“He’s not fighting,” declared Shara.

“That’s because he can’t move his fucking legs,” answered Yates, pressing his hand against the back of the Terillian’s head. A few more seconds and Yates pulled the prisoner’s head out of the water and leaned the paralyzed Terillian against a rotted-out tree trunk.

His face caked with thick mud, the captive coughed and spit the dirty water out of his mouth.

“Did you catch your breath, Terillian?” asked Yates.

“I’m not going to—”

“Shut up,” said Yates as he drove his knife into the Terillian’s side.

Martin instinctively stepped forward to stop Yates. Then she stopped; they needed to know about the base and if their comrades were still alive. Her stomach churning from the evil she was watching—and allowing to continue. She stood motionless, letting Yates do what she knew she could not.

The captive let out another moan. He opened his mouth to speak.

“Not yet,” said Yates and he placed his hand over the Terillian’s mouth with one hand and pulled another knife from his vest. “This one’s for your liver,” he said matter-of-factly as he slowly pushed the blade into the Terillian.

She had to force herself to watch, but what else could they do?

The captive began to grunt rhythmically with heavy puffs of air as pain coursed through him with every breath.

“Now, we can talk,” said Yates as he leaned in toward the Terillian, another blade in his hands. “So you know you’re paralyzed. That first blade stickin’ out of your ribs has punctured one of your lungs. That’s why every breath feels…well, you know how it feels. Even though that hurts, it will take a while to kill you.”

“I—”

“I’m not done,” interrupted Yates. “That second knife is stuck in your liver.” He tapped on the lower blade with the knife in his hand and the man let out a groan. “This, when I do pull it out, will be how you bleed to death.”

Martin had never seen Yates like this. She was at the same time disgusted and in awe of the brutal necessity of her sergeant’s actions.

“Just so you understand, Ter. I am going to kill you but you can decide how you go—fast or, well, not so fast. All you have to do is answer three questions. If you do that, I’ll let my LT end it with a quick blow from her sword.” He held his knife in front of the prisoner’s face. “I’m going to give you one chance to answer my questions and if you say no or I think you’re lying to me…I’m going to start cutting.” Yates turned the blade back and forth in the air. “But I’m gonna start down here on your legs where you can’t feel it. That way you can see what I’m gonna do…which is to take this really sharp knife and start removing the skin and then the muscle.” Yates placed his hand, still holding the knife, against the Terillian’s cheek. “Again, you won’t feel it…but you’ll have time to think about what it will feel like when I move up to parts with feeling. And by then, my blade will be dull so I need to put a little more oomph into each slice.” Yates gripped the Terillian’s hair and pulled his head upward. “Do you believe what I am telling you?”

The prisoner nodded his head.

“Good. So, first—and last—time…question number one. Where are the Humani captives?”

“The…co-command structure,” huffed the Terillian. “I heard…” The prisoner stopped to cough up a mouthful of blood. “I heard an officer say…say that they would be taken off-world when the one officer was starting to recover from his injuries.”

“The one injured by the lancecat?” interjected Martin. “The captain?”

“Yes,” coughed the prisoner.

“And your unit’s strength?” asked Yates. “How many—”

The Terillian’s head snapped backwards, slamming into the rotten trunk as the back of his head exploded.

“Sniper!” yelled Shara as he dove for cover.

Martin hit the ground as the whizz of a round passed over her head.

“Where the fuck is Sellers?” yelled Shara. “He’s supposed to be covering our ass.”

“Sellers, come in,” spoke Martin into the comms link. “Sellers?” A round exploded next to Martin’s face, causing her to roll from the outcropping into the mud. “Damn it,” she cursed. “Sergeant, you and Shara cover and I’ll move around his flank.”

As Yates and Shara began firing into the swamp, Martin took in a quick breath, exhaled heavily and leapt to her feet. A sapling exploded next to her face, showering her cheek with tiny splinters as she disappeared into the thick undergrowth.

Her face burning from the peppering of splinters, she raced through the damp forest, leaping over fallen trees and bursting through tall ferns as she paralleled the source of the gunfire. As the sound of gunfire grew muffled by forest, she turned ninety degrees toward the direction of the sniper. Martin sensed something to her left and looked to see Daemon next to her. “Daemon, find Sellers!” she ordered and the dog turned sharply left, disappearing from her view.

Martin pushed her body onward as she came across a small rise in the elevation. At the top of the small rise, she dropped to her behind and slid down a steep incline into the knee-deep swamp below. She rose to one knee, quickly scanning the area with her rifle at the ready. Someone was out there, close.

Moving from right to left, she looked through her scope, searching each hiding place she would have picked if she were the enemy. She scanned passed two evergreens grown together, with vines wrapped around their bark until it disappeared into the canopy.

Nothing. She moved on.

Something made her flash back to the tree.

As the tree came into view, she saw a red and yellow flash. It was the painted face of a Terillian Scout Ranger, the warrior’s rifle pointing toward her. Martin dropped into the water as a salvo of gunfire erupted and bullets flew over her head. “Stupid,” she mouthed, leaning against the base of a tree.

Martin spun to her right and stood with grunt as she brought her rifle to bear on the last location of the Terillian.

Nothing. She scanned around the area and came back to the original location.

Still nothing.

The water rustled behind her and she spun around.

She threw her rifle in front of her body just in time to block the Scout Ranger’s attack. Martin reached for her pistol with her right hand, but a powerful blow to her jaw staggered her as the Terillian ripped the rifle from her hands, tossing it into the muddy water. She recovered quickly, blocking the next swing of her enemy’s tomahawk and driving her foot into his chest.

The Scout Ranger tumbled backwards but continued into a roll and leapt back to his feet. Martin again reached for her pistol, but as she brought it to bear the Ranger’s tomahawk crashed into the weapon with a metallic clang, knocking it from her hand. The momentum of the Terillian, however, caused his right side to be exposed and Martin pounced.

She slammed her boot into the ribs of her opponent followed by another kick to the outer knee of the Ranger. As the Terillian stumbled, she stepped backward, drawing her sword. “Come on,” she shouted in Terillian. “A fucking tomahawk?”

The warrior stood and looked at her. He was the first painted-face warrior she had seen. They were said to be the elite among the already elite Scout Rangers. Red and yellow face paint running diagonally from the back of the warrior’s shaved head to his jawline made his brown eyes look almost black. Despite the fierceness of his look, she could see the surprise in his eyes.

“Not expecting a woman?” she asked.

“You are Hanmani,” he replied. “So you are my enemy.” He spun the tomahawk in a circle around his hand.

“Come on!” she yelled, and the Ranger lunged toward her.

He moved quickly, faster than any other Terillian she’d faced. Martin blocked his attacks but was forced backwards until her back slammed against a tree. She blocked another thrust of the Ranger’s blade, but he drove his knee into her gut, almost lifting her off the ground. Her vision blurred as he shoved her backwards and the back of her head slammed into the hard bark of the tree, causing her sword to fall to the ground. Still dazed, she grabbed for his hand as he wrapped it around her throat and squeezed tightly.

“Not bad,” grunted the Terillian. “But not goo—”

The warrior’s comment was cut short as Martin delivered a quick jab into her opponent’s face and in one movement, gripped the Ranger’s arm with both hands and flipped her body into the air, her legs wrapping around her opponent’s outstretched arm. Twisting her body, she drove her enemy to the ground. As the two slammed into the swamp, Martin arched her back for leverage and pulled on the Terillian’s arm until the pressure released and his elbow snapped backwards. The warrior let out a grunt and kicked his body toward her, landing a boot to the side of Martin’s head.

Dazed, she rolled away from the warrior and quickly pulled her sword from muck. As the Terillian rose to his feet, Martin rushed at him, her sword held above her head.

Looking up as Martin drove her sword toward his head, the Ranger lunged forward. Martin felt her feet leave the ground as her opponent lifted her feet into the air, sending her falling backwards. She hit the water and instantly drove her sword upwards causing her attacker to pivot to the left and fall into the water beside her.

She jumped to her feet, sword in hand.

He was gone.

Martin frantically scanned the swamp for signs of the Ranger. Turning in a full circle, she saw nothing. Still looking for any signs of movement, she trudged through the water and retrieved her rifle and sidearm.

‘LT’ came Yates’s voice over the comms. ‘What’s your status?’

“I’m fine,” she grumbled. “The sniper got—” She released the voice actuator when she saw Yates, Shara, and the war dog emerge from the underbrush. “He…it was one of the painted-faces…he got away.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” replied Yates. “That’s why Sellers was there for cover. We found Daemon with him a hundred meters back. He’s dead.”

“Shit,” cursed Martin. “He must have been trailing the patrol.”

“Hunting…using the regulars as bait,” replied Yates.

“At least we found out the captain and the others are still alive and on-planet,” said Shara.

“But the element of surprise is gone—now word will get back that there are still Guardsmen out here,” said Martin. “We need to get moving. Every Ter on the planet is gonna be up our ass in the next two hours.”


Chapter 12

Martin wiped the sweat from her forehead as she watched the Terillian patrol disappear into the distance. Her stomach ached from hunger and her head pounded from sleep-deprivation. She was sick of the muggy air, her waterlogged feet, and the damn evergreen-muck smell that permeated everything. But it was still better than the cold.

For four days Martin and her remaining men had been on the run and the non-stop avoidance of Terillian regulars and constant concern for Scout Rangers and Phel was beginning to take its toll. They still had a lot of fight in them, but it would be downhill from this point on.

“Clear,” said Martin into the comms link.

“Looks like we don’t have to move for at least a few hours, LT,” said Yates as he sat next to Martin.

“You and Shara get some sleep, I’ll wake you in a few hours,” said Martin.

“LT, I—”

“Don’t want to hear it this time, Sergeant,” interrupted Martin. “That’s an order.”

“Roger, ma’am,” answered Yates as he activated his comms link. “Shara, take two hours.”

‘Roger,’ replied Shara over the circuit.

“You too, Sergeant.”

“In a bit, LT. Just wanna get a few bites in. Sleeping on an almost empty stomach is better than sleeping on a completely empty one,” replied Yates as he pulled a food pack from his pack.

“Fair enough,” said Martin.

She looked off into the distant, not focusing on anything as Yates took a few bites.

“You okay, LT?” asked Yates.

“What? Yeah, Sergeant, I’m fine. Just some long days.”

“Real fuckin’ long,” replied Yates. “But we’re holding on.”

“Holding on isn’t enough,” grumbled Martin. “Our fellow Guardsmen are being held prisoner and we’re just out here running and hiding.”

“We are running and hiding, LT. But we’re doing something else too.”

“What’s that?”

“How far out have we moved in the last few days?”

“We’ve covered thirty kilometers probably, but moved out about ten or twelve from the outpost.”

“And what have the Terillians done?”

“Why do I feel you’re about to educate me on something, Yates?”

“Because that’s my job, LT. What have they been doing?”

“Increasing their patrols and their range.”

“Which does what?”

A smile came to Martin’s face. “Spreads out their defenses and pulls more men from the outpost.”

“There ya go, LT. You were thinking strategically the whole time…you just didn’t know it. Another day or two and I figure we can double back and at least take a shot at getting to our guys.”

“Thanks, Sergeant.”

“For what, LT?”

“Putting up with my shit and still finding a way to teach me.”

“It’s not really that tough to teach you, LT. You’re made for this job. And…” A smile formed on the sergeant’s face. “…I kinda have to put up with your shit. It’s my job.”

“Well, thanks anyway,” said Martin. “But I do have one more question.”

“Shoot.”

“The prisoner, how did—”

“That’s some nasty business,” interrupted Yates.

“I know it was necessary and I—”

“That’s not any business an officer should get involved in if you can help it. But now you know…in case you need to. It’s not pain that makes them talk…you have to get them thinking about what it means to be completely undone. Men try to rationalize interrogation, but there is nothing rational about it, nothing human about it. You have to become mechanical…” He paused. “And when you go there…you…it’s hard to come back.” He paused again. “But even then, half of what they tell you is shit. They just want it to end after they reach the point where they talk.”

“I’m glad we found out the others were alive and I’m glad you were there. But part of it…it just didn’t feel right—”

“It ain’t supposed to feel right, LT. If it starts feeling right…well, it shouldn’t feel right. But what you have to remember is that war isn’t about feeling right. It’s about winning. And winning feels a lot better than losing.”

“The mission always comes first,” seconded Martin.

“Some shit happened while you were out on that recon, didn’t it?” asked Yates.

“Just some shit that was necessary but didn’t feel right,” replied Martin.

“So another glorious day in the Guard?”

“For the Republic and the people,” said Martin.

“Yes,” said Yates, his face sober and fixed. “For the people…you’re absolutely fucking right. Every Ter we kill out here is one that will never have a chance to step foot on Humani soil.”

Martin was fascinated with the difference between Yates and Shara. “Why did you join, Sergeant?”

“That was a long time ago, LT.”

“But why?”

“My family name was shit and I didn’t want to be an agro-worker like my father or my father’s father. I wanted my children to be able to say their father was a hero of the people.”

“You have kids?”

“Two ex-wives.” Yates smiled, but it faded quickly. “But no kids. You actually have to be home for that.”

Martin saw a hint of regret on Yates’s face.

“But now I know it was for the best. I’m serving my people much better without a family to worry about back home. It keeps me straight so that I can train smart-ass junior officers,” he added as the smile returned to his face.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” replied Martin, smiling back. “But as your smart-ass junior officer, I’m ordering you to get some sleep.”

“You’re the boss,” replied Yates as he laid back and rolled onto his side. “Or at least it’s my job to make you think you are. Don’t let me get shot while I’m sleeping.”

“I’ll do my best, Sergeant,” replied Martin dryly, pushing herself up using her rifle.

Yates was asleep by the time Martin stood.

‘The dog deserves a rest too,’ she thought. “Daemon, free-rest,” she ordered. “Keep ’em safe, Martin,” she said aloud to herself.

With Yates and Shara asleep, Martin slung her rifle over her shoulder and began to climb a nearby evergreen.

Making her way up the maze of branches, she soon came to a spot about three meters off the ground that offered a better vantage point. Leaning against the sturdy tree, Martin rested her rifle across her lap and pulled out one of her few remaining food packs. As she scanned the swamp and forest below, her thoughts drifted.

She thought of her struggle just to get into the Guard—of the day Stone selected her:

***

Cadet Martin’s skin tingled and her muscles twitched with anxious excitement as she stood in formation with the rest of her company. Despite the nervous energy consuming her, she stood motionless in the ranks. Three years of studying quantum mechanics, combat tactics, poli-social systems, and putting up with an academy full of misogynistic, privileged, and too-often incompetent male classmates was worth this moment.

“Today,” barked Lieutenant Talon Haxus, Martin’s company training officer, “you will find out your assigned branch training billets.”

She struggled to contain the anticipation racing through her body. There was only one option for her—anything else would mean failure.

“Once selected,” continued Haxu, “you will spend the next year as a cadet officer within your selected branch. Following that year you’ll be assessed and, if you’re good enough, accepted by that branch and earn your commission. If not, you’ll be released to the civilian occupation bureau for assignment within the civilian sector.”

Martin’s mind raced. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ she thought. ‘Just get to it.’ She hung on each word from Haxus.

“You have been assigned to a branch based on your academic aptitude, tactical assessments, psychological assessment, and of course, your family status.”

‘Son of a bitch,’ thought Martin. She’d worked too hard to lose her chance at the Elite Guard to some pompous First Family asshole. She quickly took a mental note of First Family cadets in her company: Cadet Gius, Cadet Vanari, Cadet Tacitus…‘Too many,’ she thought as her previous excitement turned to despair. She glanced up toward the ceiling and took a deep breath as her chest became heavy and she felt her stomach tighten.

“The available billets are as follows.”

She started to feel sick.

“Fifteen cadets will be assigned to Logistics.”

‘Boring,’ she thought to herself.

“Thirty cadets to Aviation.”

‘Hell no.’

“Five to Intelligence.”

‘Idiots.’

“Seven to Medical.”

‘I didn’t join the military to heal people.’

“Twenty to Engineering.”

All she could think of was hours of studying electron spin theory and space-time manipulation and how it made her want to gouge her eyes out.

“Forty to Infantry and Air Assault.”

‘Like kissing your cousin.’

“Six to Staff.”

Martin knew there was no danger in a staff billet; those were only for first sons of First Family.

“Elite Guard…one cadet”

‘Damn it,’ she thought. ‘I’m done.’ Martin struggled to hold back the tears now welling up. She’d proven herself the best cadet in her company—in the whole regiment—and she was going to be cheated out of the only reason she joined the military—to be the first female Elite Guard soldier.

She knew she would get the Infantry or Air Assault, but it was a sad consolation prize. Her father, the dignified but broken former Praetorian Guard, would be proud—but that was his job as her father.

Heartbroken, Martin willed the tear in her eye from falling; she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Instead, she stood with perfect military bearing as Haxus called out each name and their assignment.

“Cadet Emily Martin, 3rd Air Assault.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Hearing it was worse than she thought. Now she would have to wait to see who took her spot. It did not take long.

“Cadet Julius Maxillis, Elite Guard. Congratulations.”

Martin gnashed her teeth inside her mouth and tightened her fists white as she stood at attention. She’d hoped that being the best soldier would be enough, but it wasn’t.

As Haxus continued to read off the names and assignments, Martin heard the door to the assembly room open. Immediately, Haxus came to attention as did the two sergeants behind him.

Unable to turn in ranks, Martin heard footsteps approaching from the rear of the assembly. They grew louder and soon she could see the figures out of the corner of her eye.

Two men walked to the front of the formation.

Next to Lieutenant Haxus stood two Elite Guard officers. Martin felt her heart drop even further. Not only was she never going to be in the Elite Guard, but now it was as if the fates were rubbing it in her face.

Both men were perfect models of a Humani officer, tall and well-muscled. The lieutenant had a shaved head and held a guilty smile as he looked over the cadets. His eyes caught hers and she saw him give her a slow, long look—like so many other men had before—but for some reason she didn’t mind this time. After a second that seemed a week, she turned her gaze away from the lieutenant. In their little unspoken exchange, she had almost forgotten her world had just ended.

The other officer spoke.

“Lieutenant,” he said, “I was reviewing the selections and I see Cadet Maxillis has been selected for my team.”

Martin could feel confidence and authority flow from him. She would never be able to serve for an officer like this in the regular service.

“Yes, Captain Stone,” replied Haxus, still at attention.

The name exploded in Martin’s head like a cannon. Captain Tyler Lucius Stone was already a legend. Twice awarded the Senatorial Valor Medal and publicly acknowledged by the ProConsul for his bravery, he was the future of Alpha Humani’s military. He had just been selected for promotion to major and was also rumored to have caught the eye of the Lady Astra Varus, the beautiful daughter of Senator Dominotra Varus.

“I have reviewed the records and it appears there was a cadet who scored higher in every area except family status,” said Stone as he held out a digital recorder holding the cadet records.

“Well, uh, yes, sir,” stumbled Haxus. “But the assignment committee—”

“—doesn’t have to put their lives in the hands of the cadets they assign me,” interrupted Stone.

“Of course, sir,” replied Haxus. “But the other cadet is—”

“Cadet Martin,” interrupted Stone again.

A bolt of energy shot through her body like lightning.

“Cadet Martin,” Stone repeated. “Step forward.”

Without realizing she’d moved, Martin stepped forward.

“Cadet Emily Martin reporting as ordered, sir,” she snapped.

“Cadet Maxillis, get up here too,” Stone added.

Martin sensed Maxillis quickly join her in front of the formation.

“So,” continued Stone as he stepped in front of Maxillis, stopping centimeters from his face. “The assignment committee is saying you are the best choice for the Guard.”

“Yes, Captain Lucius Stone,” replied the confident Maxillis, “and I, Cadet Julius Maxillis, look forward to learning from you and earning honors for myself and increasing my family’s honor.”

“Hmm,” replied Stone as he nodded his head slightly.

“What about you, Martin?”

She saw Captain Stone turn toward her. This was her chance, but she knew she couldn’t compete against Maxillis’s political influence.

“Sir,” she replied.

“What would you do on my team?”

It was now or never. She didn’t have family status, but she knew she was born to be an Elite Guard officer. She turned toward Stone, looking directly into his eyes. Coming to attention once again, she spoke:

“I will stand strong in the face of danger, for my comrades will do the same.

I will be unafraid of death, for death comes but once and cowardice is forever.

I will go close against the enemy, for my will is stronger than his.

I will show courage, for it is the one possession that cannot be taken.

I will die with pride, for I am fighting for my lineage and my people.

I will face death with joy, for I will become immortal—my shining glory never forgotten.”

She waited for Stone’s response. Over Stone’s shoulder, Martin saw the lieutenant—Jackson, his nametag read—nod his head in acceptance at her recital of the Elite Guard Oath. She had memorized the oath when she was twelve after reading about Stone’s famous ancestor, Colonel Aggripa Lucius Stone, and his exploits during the First Terillian War.

Stone stood silent.

“All I need to do is follow the oath, sir,” she continued. “I was born to be a Guardsman. I will face the enemy, I will take the breath of life from them and gladly give my own for you, Lieutenant Jackson, and any Humani—even for Cadet Maxillis and his First Family elites.”

Her heart pounded inside her chest as she waited for Stone’s response. She’d either impressed him or pissed him off; either way she would at least leave an impression.

Stone remained silent.

Martin stood like an oak. Staring forward at attention, her focus naturally set on Stone’s collar device and the Elite Guard insignia on his chest that she coveted so much.

Stone suddenly turned toward Lieutenant Haxus.

“Change the assignment,” he ordered. “She’s one of us.”

***

The crack and snap of a large tree in the distance drew Martin out of her reminiscence.

In the distance, she saw the top of an evergreen shaking. Then another. The movement of trees began to trace a line toward her location, the shaking trees either falling or bowing outward toward the edges of the lines being drawn in the forest.

“Shit. Armor,” she cursed. She scanned the opening in the swamp to her left. Placing her rifle to her shoulder and peering through the scope, she saw the reflection of metal. Then it disappeared. Suddenly, a Scout Ranger flashed across the opening in the swamp but disappeared before she could get off a shot.

“Damn it,” said Martin aloud as her heart quickened. Shifting her position, she began to shuffle down the limbs of the evergreen.

When she hit the ground, Martin rushed toward her sleeping companions.

“Get up!” she warned. “We’ve got company.”

“Where?” asked Yates, jumping from his sleep with a start.

“Armor to the west and infantry to the south…looks like Rangers.”

“Any other good news?” asked Shara

“There’s probably infantry with that armor.”

“Thanks, LT,” replied Shara, checking his vest.

“We should head southeast and get ahead of the infantry,” said Yates. “It will take—”

The Guardsmens’ attention was drawn skyward as a Terillian transport flashed across the sky to the east.

“Or not,” grumbled Shara.

“They’re zeroing in on us,” said Yates. “They’re either really fucking lucky or—” She paused. “Fucking Varus,” cursed Martin, grasping the communications apparatus running from her ear to her throat.

“What?” asked Shara.

“Our pet First Family member must have given up some—or all—of our comms frequencies or positioning systems passwords.”

“No fucking way,” replied Shara.

“That son-of-a-bitch!” shouted Martin. “Everything goes off!” she ordered as she pulled the digital map from her vest and powered it down.

“I’m off-line,” reported Yates.

“Me too,” added Shara.

Martin’s teeth ground together and her body tensed. She knew Varus was a coward and incompetent, but now he had become a traitor to save his own skin. Stewing in her own pool of anger, she looked down toward Daemon.

“Shit,” she exclaimed, realizing the war dog’s AI could be used as a beacon. “Daemon, override…code…damn it,” she said, struggling to remember the code. “Charlie Victor November Seven Zero Eight Zero Seven.”

Daemon sat and looked up toward Martin.

“Disengage AI. Release…confirm Martin, Emily…” She paused. “Dalia,” she grumbled. “Code word Praetorian,” she added, shutting off all of Daemon’s AI functions.

“We should be moving,” said Yates, waiting for Martin’s order.

Martin recalled the nearby terrain from her time atop the evergreen. “They’re pushing us north into the open swamps.” She paused to think about three Guardsman and one war dog facing Terillian regulars, armor, and Scout Rangers in an open, soggy field. “If we can make a run to the east, we might be able to blast through their lines before they get established and make a run for cover. Further to the east the terrain transitions to mostly forest with a few open areas. If we can get there, we can limit the armor’s impact and still set up some decent fields of fire.”

“There’s probably fifty or more troops on that transport,” said Shara. “We’re gonna have to hit them pretty hard.”

“They should be spread out a bit to cover a wider front until they make contact, so we just need to thread the needle,” replied Yates.

“Let’s move,” ordered Martin, throwing her pack over her shoulder.

Taking point, Martin scanned the forest as she loped through the muck. She and the others continued to move fast, on the lookout for the enemy. After a few kilometers, Martin noticed Daemon stop, his ears rigid and erect as the dog’s senses tightened. Suddenly Daemon’s ears shifted backwards, tight against the massive dog’s head, as he let out a low, deep growl. She went to one knee and warned the others with a hand signal. “Daemon, conceal,” she ordered with a whisper. The war dog lay flat, almost buried in the muddy water, its body taut, ready to explode into action.

Martin’s pulse quickened as she pressed the butt of her rifle to her shoulder. Peering down the barrel, she saw a slight rustle among the evergreens and ferns to her left. Then a snap of a branch echoed in her ear.

Going prone, she centered her rifle on the movement in the underbrush. She took a slow controlled breath to steady herself as a Terillian soldier emerged from the dense growth of ferns and tree limbs. Another emerged to the left of the first soldier, then a third. Her sights centered on the first Terillian, Martin watched in her periphery as two more Terillian regulars came into view. The swamp was silent save the sound of the Terillian regulars slugging through the muddy water.

Martin glanced toward Daemon—the war dog’s body was still tight, like a loaded spring.

It was time. Martin slid her finger inside the trigger guard and slowly squeezed.

The Terillian, no more than eight meters away, tumbled backwards as Martin’s shot tore through the calm of the swamp. Martin saw Daemon flash past her position as the swamp erupted with gunfire.

“Moving!” she shouted, jumping to her feet and rushing forward.

To her right she saw Daemon crash into a Terillian at full speed. Moving past the war dog as it sank its teeth into the enemy soldier, she again dropped to one knee. A glimpse of movement to her right drew her attention and she fired toward a Terillian taking cover behind a large evergreen. “Shift right!” she yelled as Shara rushed past her.

The Terillian stepped from behind the large tree, taking aim at Shara. Martin swung her rifle toward the enemy. Her sights stopped on the Terillian’s chest and she fired, toppling the enemy before he could fire on Shara.

“Moving!” yelled Martin after Shara took cover behind a felled tree. She pushed hard with each stride as she slogged through the swamp, her feet partially sinking with each step. A Terillian jumped from cover to her left but a blast from Yates’s rifle slammed into his torso as she rushed past the dead Terillian and threw herself to the ground as she reached a small outcropping of dry land.

As she scanned the area, she heard Yates yell, “Moving.” He soon took up a position to her right. Within seconds, Shara had taken cover to her left.

“Clear forward!” she shouted.

“Clear right!” added Yates.

“Clear left!” said Shara.

After a deep inhale to catch her breath, Martin again rose to her feet. “Let’s hustle. We might be able to get behind them.”

“Almost done,” replied Yates, activating an anti-personnel mine and rising to his feet. “We’re set.”

“The first clearing should be a hundred meters or so ahead,” said Martin. “We need to get there before them.”


Chapter 13

The hum of turbines and the snapping of limbs and saplings echoed across the field. Looking through the scope of her rifle, Martin scanned the opposite side of the opening two hundred meters away. An evergreen tree shook and then fell forward into the open field.

As the tree slammed into the swamp, sending a muddy wave of water and mist into the air, a Terillian hover tank came to the edge of the forest. It stopped partially hidden in the underbrush with its double-barreled turret swinging from left to right.

She glanced toward Shara. The Guardsman was concealed behind a large fern with his rifle over his shoulder and his hand on a detonator panel.

A second crack shot across the swamp and another tank drifted to the edge of the opening.

Turning back toward the clearing, she watched as Terillian infantry emerged from the undergrowth. ‘Ten…fifteen…twenty-two,’ counted Martin to herself as enemy troops poured from the cover of the forest. “Daemon, hold,” she whispered, not wanting the dog to rush across the open ground when the firing started.

She continued counting. “Thirty,” she mouthed when the last Terillian stepped into the swamp.

Scattered and in staggered waves, the infantry slowly made their way through the clearing.

With the infantry fifty meters into the clearing, the engines of the tanks revved and the two tanks, followed by two personnel carriers drifting over the surface of the swamp.

She glanced to her right to see Yates, resting his rifle over a felled tree. There was no way they could take them all out, but if they could hit the infantry hard and slow down some of the armor they might make another run for the next clearing. Maybe if they could wear them down enough, the regulars might break off to regroup.

Peering through her scope, Martin could clearly see the faces of the lead infantrymen, now only a hundred meters away. The Terillian sergeant at the point of the formation was focused and alert, but completely unaware he would be her first target. Setting her sight on the chest of the Terillian, Martin let her body relax, feeling her heartbeat and taking in a slow breath. She felt the pressure of the trigger against her finger give way and the recoil against her shoulder as the Terillian sergeant disappeared from her scope. Before she selected her next target, debris clouded her vision through the scope as Shara detonated the anti-personnel mines.

The blast wave of five explosions rushed across the clearing, causing Martin to turn her head away as it struck her. Quickly moving her rifle back into firing position, she saw one of the tanks had been too close to the blast. Its internal engine had been damaged, causing it to slam into the muck and sink several feet into the swamp. Unfortunately, the guns were still operational and it began to belch out 20 mm rounds from its twin barrels as the remaining infantry scattered for cover under the fire of Shara and Yates.

“Time to move!” shouted Martin as she rose to one knee. “We—” Martin paused as movement on the left edge of the clearing drew her attention. Bringing her rifle to the firing position, she saw a flash of movement. Adjusting her scope she looked again, to see more movement.

The form came into view.

“Rangers on the left flank!” she shouted. “Fall back!”

“Damn it!” cursed Shara as he shifted his fire toward the Rangers.

“Daemon, retreat-guard,” she ordered and the war dog, stationary for the entire firefight, leapt to its feet. Martin turned back toward the opening, found another target and fired before she turned and exploded into a full sprint. The whizz of the occasional round from a Terillian rifle was suddenly punctuated by the thud of 20 mm rounds impacting around Martin and the others as they raced through the underbrush.

A round impacted an evergreen close to Martin, sending splinters flying in her direction. Peppered on her right side by splinters, she pushed on. “We can’t let those Rangers outflank us!” she yelled toward Yates as rounds flew past them and impacted into the trees and ground around them.

Martin saw Shara spin to his left and fall a few meters in front of her

“Shara’s hit!” she yelled and rushed toward him.

Sliding to the ground next to Shara, Martin grabbed the Guardsman’s shoulder as he was pushing himself up from the mud.

“Where are you hit?” she asked.

“I…I don’t know,” answered Shara, breathing heavily.

Martin quickly scanned Shara’s back. “Where—” She paused as she saw a hole in Shara’s pack. She quickly shoved her hand between Shara’s pack and his back. “You’re good,” she exhaled. “Your pack stop—”

A burst from Shara’s rifle interrupted Martin, causing her spin to her left as a Terillian fell to the ground twenty meters away. Another enemy soldier burst through the forest and both Martin and Shara opened fire. “They’re right on us!” shouted Martin. “Grenades!” She pulled a grenade from her vest. “Frags out!” she yelled as she flung the grenade into the forest, followed by Shara and Yates.

“Let’s move!” yelled Yates, turning back toward their escape route.

Martin turned and started to run. As she did, a form to her right caught her attention. “Contact right!” she yelled as she opened fire. “Rangers!”

“We’ve got to beat them to that next clearing!” yelled Yates.

“Go!” shouted Martin, firing again before she turned to join the others.

Martin focused on the ground in front of her as she sprinted through the swamp. Looking for small outcroppings, felled trees, and thick ferns, she used anything solid to get more traction. Her left foot had just splashed into muddy water when a stinging sensation tore through her thigh. She collapsed into the mud with a splash. “Damn it,” she grumbled, pulling herself back to her feet. Martin placed her hand over a small tear in her pants where a Terillian bullet had grazed her flesh before again breaking into a sprint. A few more strides and Martin could see the forest begin to clear to her left. “Stay right!” she ordered, wanting to move along the edge of the clearing instead of out in the open.

“Rangers!” shouted Yates just as the forest to their right and front erupted with gunfire.

Martin instinctively shifted her stride to the left and away from the gunfire. Focusing on the ground again, she burst through the underbrush and was into the open before she realized it. “Shit,” she growled as she continued to run; being in the open was bad.

“We won’t make it across in time!” huffed Yates as he ran alongside Martin.

“Over there, at one o’clock… cover!” replied Martin, pointing toward a tangled nest of evergreens and rocks.

Alternating between kneeling and firing and a running at a dead sprint, the three Guardsmen made their way to the natural redoubt of rock, wood, and mud. Martin, the last to reach the cover, leapt over a moss-covered rock into the muddy water on the other side. Shifting her body, she swung her rifle over the rock and took aim at a Scout Ranger at the edge of the clearing. She fired and the Ranger ducked back into the forest.

“We can hold them off for a little bit from here,” said Yates, shoving another clip into his rifle and pressing the bolt release.

“Until they move around to our rear,” added Shara. “Then they’ll—”

Martin curled her body as 20 mm rounds from a Terillian hover tank slammed into the rock in front of her. “Or until the armor zeroes in on us,” she added.

“What’s the plan, LT?” grunted Shara, his left arm bleeding from a shrapnel wound.

Martin jutted her head above the rock and quickly took cover again. The hover tank was now joined by the two transports and several infantrymen. She knew Scout Rangers were on their left flank and probably moving to attack them from the rear. And they would be picked off easily if they made a run to their right. They were trapped.

As Yates fired a burst into the forest where the Rangers were positioned, Martin looked down toward Daemon. The dog returned her gaze, waiting for an order. “Daemon, defend-close,” she said before looking back toward Shara.

“LT?” he asked again. “What are we going to do?”

She could tell he knew the answer. “Face death with joy, for we will become immortal,” she said with determination. “Our shining glory never forgotten.”

“So much for that free retirement buffet,” replied Shara. “But let’s go out big,” he added with a smile.

“No other way,” replied Yates.

Martin was almost overcome with emotion. It wasn’t fear or apprehension but a paradoxical combination of frustration and pride. She was frustrated she’d failed to keep her men alive and at the same time, proud she would die with them. “Let’s make some noise.”

Martin stood to take aim at her first, and maybe last, target.

A line of metal and fire streaked across the swamp from Martin’s right to left as an anti-tank weapon slammed into the Terillian hover tank, jarring the machine. A second shot followed, boring into the tank with an ear-piercing metallic screech. The tank stopped and a massive explosion consumed the armored vehicle. The burning hulk tilted to one side, burying its gun barrels into the swamp.

Martin spun to her left to see five more gas trails rocket across the clearing as bursts of small arms fire flashed from the edge of the forest. As the Terillian personnel carriers were engulfed in explosions, Martin turned toward the position held by the Scout Rangers. Quickly scanning the edge of the forest, she looked toward Yates. “Where are they?”

“Who the fuck took out those Ters?” asked Shara.

“The Phel?” asked Yates, his jaw tightening at the thought of fighting the warrior class.

“They didn’t have that kind of tech,” replied Martin, turning her rifle toward the edge of the forest where the unexpected fire had originated.

“Then who the hell is—”

“The Guard!” shouted Martin, interrupting Yates when her scope brought the uniforms of her fellow Guardsmen into focus. Her legs weakened and she stumbled slightly as the weight of the last week was suddenly released from her body.

She was halfway across the clearing before she realized it.

Slowing her pace, an uncontrollable smile came to her face when she saw Major Tyler Stone step from behind a group of Guardsmen.

“Seems like you’ve had your hands full down here, Lieutenant Martin,” said Major Stone with a smile.

Her first thought was to run to him and wrap her arms around him. But she wouldn’t do that. “Sir,” she replied. “How did you know—”

“We received some garbled electron spin message. It had an old Terillian sub-structure but was on our frequency. All we could retrieve was Fallen Eagle and gym champ.” He paused as a smile came across his face. “It was a shit message but told us what we needed. The battalion landed yesterday and Mt. Castra and two other frigates chased off two Terillian vessels this morning.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” apologized Martin. “I—”

“The message was perfect, Lieutenant,” interrupted Stone. “There’s clearly Terillian activity here.”

“They’re running a mining operation about twenty kilometers from our current location,” replied Martin.

“That would explain it,” concluded Stone. “What’s your status? Where are the others?”

“It’s bad, sir,” replied Martin. “Draxius went down. Attacked by three Terillian ships. We made it off with most of my platoon and some from Lieutenant Cresius’, but the transport was attacked and we lost…” She paused. “We’ve taken heavy casualties.”

“What’s your strength?”

“You’re looking at it, sir,” she answered, looking toward the ground for a second before continuing. “Except for the prisoners taken when Varus surrendered the camp while I was on a scouting mission.”

“Prisoners?”

“Yes, sir. Captain Jackson and three men.”

“Jackson was taken prisoner?”

“He was injured by a lancecat because I…he was incapacitated.”

“And the others?” asked Stone.

“Lieutenant Varus surrendered them when the base camp was attacked by Scout Rangers.”

“There’s no Varus in the Guard,” replied Stone, clearly confused.

“Yes, sir. The Draxius CO ordered us to take him along…” She paused as she weighed the lives of the brave crew of Draxius and her men against the First Family traitor. Her face grew hot and her hands clenched. “He surrendered and then gave the Ters our fucking comms data.” She let out an involuntary grunt. “When I find him, he’s going to pay—”

“It’s a good thing we shifted to alternate frequencies,” replied Sergeant Major Hays, standing next to Stone.

“Where were you when the camp was attacked?” asked Stone, his expression displaying a hint of anger ready to be unleashed.

“Sir…I was…”

“She went to scout an old Ter base for intel and to look for medicine for our men wounded by the lancecat,” interjected Yates, standing next to Martin. “While the Scout Rangers were attacking us, she was fighting Phelian warriors.”

“What!” exclaimed Stone. “There are no more Phel.”

“No, sir,” shot back Martin before she could stop herself. She wanted to bury herself in the swamp and let it consume her. She looked on, frozen, as Stone shifted his gaze from Yates to her. After a few, agonizing, seconds, he spoke.

“Sergeant Major Hays,” he shouted, still looking at Martin. “Get this place policed up and get the company ready to move out…Lieutenant Martin,” he added, “come with me.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

Walking alongside Major Stone, Martin fought to maintain her bearing. No doubt her career was over. Her thoughts, horrible thoughts, began to explode like gunshots in her head. Everyone would say it was a mistake to have allowed her into the Guard. How would her father live with the shame? Taking heavy breaths, she waited for Stone to stop and tell her exactly how gloriously she had failed. A few meters from the unit, Stone stopped.

He turned so that Martin had to face away from the others.

“Lieutenant Martin—”

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, the hint of tear forming in the corner of her eye.

“For what?”

“Failing, sir. What else? I have failed my platoon, failed you…” She swallowed hard. “Failed our people.” She placed her hand on her sword. She would just give it to him now.

She felt his hand on hers.

“What are you doing, Emily?”

“Sir…I’m…I…”

“Only you would…” Stone shook his head. “Damn it.”

‘How much worse could this get?’ she thought to herself.

“I just—”

“Shut up, Emily,” interjected Stone. “Just listen.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “This is what you have done in the two weeks: You managed to get your men off Draxius before it was destroyed. You successfully confirmed the Terillians were on the planet and located a mining station operating contrary to the Accords. And you used an ancient Terillian communications station to send a message for reinforcements.” He paused. “You have done your job here, Lieutenant.”

“I have?” she huffed. “I only have three men left.”

“You’ve got six, Lieutenant,” replied Stone. “We just have to go get the other three.”

Stone’s hands held her shoulders tightly as he leaned closer. “It’s always hard to lose men, Lieutenant. And you never forget that feeling in your gut when you think of them.” He released her shoulders and stepped back. “But the fact any of them are alive is due in part to you.” His eyes looked into hers. “You, Lieutenant Martin…you did your job.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, exhaling a long, cleansing breath.

“Now about these Phel. How many did you see?”

“The men took out three and I…”

“How many?”

“Ten…” she answered, a spark of pride starting to show until she remembered that horrible room and the children. “Twelve, sir,” she said quietly.

***

Her belly full, her wounds patched, and her spirit renewed, Martin stood at the edge of the small circle of officers surrounding Major Stone. Although she’d never fully believe the praise Stone had given her was warranted, his confidence in her allowed Martin to focus on getting Jackson and her other men back. And make Varus pay for his treachery.

“Lieutenant Martin has provided a digital overlay of the Terillian outpost. Infantry numbers are most likely five to nine hundred. They could still have a few light tanks and definitely some personnel carriers, but with the Terillian escort ships gone our hawks should be able to handle them. The biggest problem will be the company of Scout Rangers. And one of them is a painted-face.”

“How do you know?” asked Lieutenant Desro.

“Lieutenant Martin engaged him,” replied Stone.

Martin saw the officers facing away from her shift their position to look toward her. Not many Guardsmen had come up against a painted-face Ranger and lived.

“Don’t worry, boys,” replied Martin with a smile. “I threw him back so you can get a chance at him.”

“And be careful what you wish for,” cautioned Stone. “The best thing you can do if you see one of these guys is to put as much lead as possible into them.” Stone paused slightly to refocus himself and the group. “Now down to business,” he continued as he pulled out his digital map. “Everyone follow along on screen three.”

Martin pulled her new digital pad, with new encrypted frequencies, from her vest. She selected the correct screen but she didn’t need to look; she had given Stone the information he was about to share with the rest of the battalion’s officers.

“Martin and her team collected some good intel and we have a pretty good picture of the area. The main outpost’s two large buildings are positioned near the center. To the east are several tents that might be used as troop shelters or as supply tents. On the south end of the camp, behind the structures, is a fairly large docking and transport launch complex. It supports a mining platform about two kilometers out into the lake you see further south.”

“Perimeter defenses?” asked Captain Tacitus.

“Lieutenant Martin,” said Stone, opening the floor to her.

“The main entrance will most likely have a squad of regulars. They have heavy gun emplacements at about 500-meter intervals set up for full coverage of the two- to three-hundred meter clearing at most points. They also have several roving sentries as well as forward patrols at the tree line and random deep patrols. But I expect they’ll concentrate around their base now that we’ve let ’em know the Guard’s here in force.”

“Probably so,” continued Stone. “With that in mind, here’s the plan. Alpha Company, I want you positioned to the east. Move in quiet as close as you can get, but no closer than two klicks. Once the shooting starts, go loud and try to draw some Terillians outside of the perimeter. If no one bites, move in and link up with Charlie.”

“Understood, sir,” replied Captain Tacitus.

“Charlie Company,” continued Stone, “will go in right behind the three hawks, hitting the platform. Your goal is to take that platform intact…if you can.”

Martin wondered why the platform needed to be taken instead of destroyed, but Stone must’ve had his reasons.

“4th platoon from Bravo will remain near the ready transports to support if needed. Delta, you’ll take 1st, 2nd, and 3rd platoons and hit ’em head on. You’ll have two hawks supporting you. Take out those transports and any tanks they have left.”

“Uu-ah,” replied Captain Vance, Delta’s company commander.

“That should keep them all pretty busy while Martin and her team move in to get our people out.”

Martin moved toward the center of the circle. “We’ll do a combat drop to the docking platform and enter the first building to start the search. Once we find them, if we need support we’ll call on the rest of Bravo to support and extract.”

“Who’s on your team?” asked Captain Vance.

“My people plus Sergeant Kilgore and 1st Squad from Bravo-3.”

“Are we hitting them tonight?” asked Tacitus.

“We’ll hit them in…” Stone looked toward his digital pad. “Sixteen hours. The Ters will expect us to attack and they will be looking for our transports. If we move on the base by foot through the night, we can be in position just as the cold clears. It’ll be a long night and we’ll need to make sure our forward patrols are out far enough to screen our movement, but we might be able to catch them off guard. Delta 4th platoon will board the transports an hour before the temperature turns. Lieutenant Desro, you’ll have all of Delta’s and part of Charlie’s transports. I want you to move on the old Terillian base where Martin ran into the Phel. It will hopefully make the Ters think we believe they’re operating out of the old base.” He paused. “And while you’re there, see if Martin left any Phel for you.”

Martin’s stomach dropped as she remembered the children she left at the Phel outpost.

“Uu-ah,” replied Desro.

“Everyone understand their roles?” asked Stone.

“Uu-ah,” roared the men in unison.

“Uu-ah,” mouthed Martin, turning away from the group.


Chapter 14

Martin looked over her team as the transport rattled and lifted off the ground. Her wounds and her joints ached and her muscles randomly cramped, but she pushed it from her mind. In a few minutes, she would have the chance to free her men, save Jackson…and kill Varus.

Checking her gear, she heard the battle begin to unfold over the transport’s comms circuit.

‘Charlie Oscar, this is Charlie,’ crackled the report as Martin listened into the speaker in the troop compartment. ‘We’re in position. Bolt 1 and 2 are supersonic in route to primary target. Hawks increasing speed…over target in five minutes.’

‘This is Alpha, contact approximately two klicks out. Engaging,’ boomed Tacitus’s voice over the radio.

‘Perimeter breached forward’ burst through the static, the sounds of gunfire cracking in the background. ‘Advancing on objective.’

Martin’s toes began to dance inside her combat boots. It would soon be her turn. The nervous energy rippled through her muscles.

Looking toward the deck, Martin noticed her hair fall around her face. She was due a haircut when Draxius was lost and it had grown even more over the two weeks. Running her hands through her scarlet hair and pushing it behind her head, she grabbed a lock-clip from her pocket and pinned her hair into a tight ponytail.

‘Charlie over target,’ broke through the comms circuit. ‘Bolt 1 and 2 strafing runs effective…deploying.’

‘We’re up, Lieutenant,’ reported the transport’s pilot to Martin.

“Punch it,” she replied and the transport jumped to supersonic speed. “Three minutes to doors open!” she shouted to her men.

‘Charlie, this is Delta Two, moving toward your left flank.’

‘Roger Delta Two, be advised—two heavy guns three-zero meters from west end of tent structures.’

Martin visualized the landing dock and her path to the structure where she hoped Jackson and the others were being held. She slowly inhaled and exhaled as she listened to the battle she was about to join.

‘Charlie Oscar, this is Charlie, engaging Rangers on our left flank. Request support from Delta.’

‘Delta Two, this is Delta, break off engagement and support Charlie. Delta Three, move left and expand front.’

“Sounds like it’s gettin’ hot down there, LT,” said Sergeant Kilgore.

“And it’s about to get hotter,” replied Martin as the light above her shifted to green. “One minute!” she shouted. “Prepare for combat drop and deployment!”

‘Hold on,’ came the pilot’s voice over the intercom.

Martin pushed the air out of her lungs as the transport dropped to subsonic speed, banked hard, and came to a sudden stop.

‘Dropping!’ warned the pilot and the transport plummeted toward the ground 200 meters below.

Martin’s stomach turned and her body felt weightless momentarily as the transport dropped like a rock toward its landing point. Gripping her rifle, she focused on the hatch.

The transport jerked to a stop and the transport’s hatches flew open.

“Go!” shouted Martin as her harness released and she rushed forward.

The crack of gunfire and the boom of small explosions, combined with the roar of the transports engines, flooded Martin’s senses as she burst out of the troop compartment. As her feet hit the metallic floor of the landing platform, she brought her rifle to the ready and scanned the area as she rushed toward a nearby stack of crates. To her left she saw hawks banking and turning back toward the platform on the lake behind her. To her right she saw Terillian troops rushing toward the location of Charlie Company.

“Charlie, this is Scorpion One,” she said into her comms link as she rushed for cover. “Regulars moving toward you from the west.”

‘Roger, Scorpion One,’ came the reply.

Reaching the containers, Martin looked to see the rest of the team take cover. Looking down she saw Daemon next her. “Search…program set alpha,” she ordered to the war dog, its AI programed to track the scent of Jackson and the other prisoners. “Release.”

The dog burst into a run, directly toward the building twenty meters away.

‘They’re in there,’ thought Martin.

“They left their back door open,” said Shara, taking cover behind a support beam a few meters away.

“Just like the major thought they would,” replied Martin as she activated her comms link. “This is Scorpion One moving forward.”

With the defenders distracted by the heavy fighting around them, Martin and her team rushed toward the entrance of the building. She reached the entrance and turned her back against the wall beside the door as the others took their positions. “Sergeant Ash, team alpha cover the entrance,” she ordered. “Sergeant Kilgore, watch our six after we enter.”

Martin was distracted by Daemon pawing at the door. “Hold on, boy,” she said as she looked back up toward her team. “Yates, Shara, let’s get our guys back.”

“Contact!” shouted Kilgore as he opened fire, toppling a Terillian as he turned the corner of the building.

“Locked!” shouted Shara as he pulled on the door. He looked toward Martin as he reached into his vest.

“Blow it,” ordered Martin.

Shara placed three gel explosive packs on the door and stepped back out of the path of the blast. He flipped a button on a remote. “Armed,” he reported.

“Breaching!” shouted Martin. “Now!” she ordered and a wave of pressure hit her body as the door rocked with an explosion.

Yates stepped forward and sent the door flying open with a powerful kick.

“Let’s move!” ordered Martin, turning and rushing into the building with her rifle at the ready. As she burst through the door, a Terillian soldier, already injured by the blast, swung his rifle toward her from the ground. She fired and three rounds tore into the soldier’s chest, killing him. “Clear!” she shouted as Shara and Yates entered behind her.

Martin quickly examined the room. To her left was a large double door with the Terillian word for administration on a plaque above it. In front of her, just past the body of the Terillian soldier, were two elevators. Looking to her right, she saw long passageway with a series of doors on the left side. The sign for the first door protruded from the wall, reading Access to upper levels.

“The stairs are there,” said Martin.

“Hold on, LT,” interrupted Yates.

“What is it, Sergeant?” asked Martin, anxious to get moving.

“They’ll expect us to take the stairs,” he replied, tilting his head toward the elevators.

‘Because we should,’ she thought. Then she thought about peering around the corner of the stairs above her with each step. The elevator might have its disadvantages, but it was worth a shot.

“Which floor do we—”

“Over here,” interjected Yates, pointing to a directory posted by the elevator. He ran his finger over the Terillian text. “Fourth floor…security, weapons, and detention wing…that looks like the place.”

As a blast from the battle outside shook the building, Martin ran her finger over the directory. “Fifth, floor communications and intel,” she said aloud, turning toward Sergeant Kilgore. “Kilgore, this is Martin, move to fifth floor and check for intel.”

“Roger,” replied Kilgore as he and his men rushed toward the stairway entrance in the long hallway.

“Fuck it,” continued Martin. “The elevator it is.” She punched the button to open the doors.

The doors slid open and Martin, Yates, and Shara leveled their weapons into the elevator.

It was empty.

The three Guardsman stepped into the elevator and turned back toward the door, weapons in hand.

“Let’s go,” said Martin, pressing the illuminated Terillian symbol for the number four.

The door slid shut.

“If you’re too old to take the stairs, Sergeant,” said Shara, looking straight ahead toward the doors, “I could have just carried you.”

“That’d be hard to do with my boot up your ass, Shara,” replied Yates, also still staring at the elevator door.

The elevator pinged as it passed the second floor.

“Shit!” cursed Martin, seeing the light for the third floor flash. She took a defensive stance and readied her weapon.

The elevator stopped at the third floor. Martin dropped to her knee and brought her rifle to her shoulder as Yates and Shara readied themselves.

The door slid open.

Martin looked directly into the eyes of a Terillian officer. Behind him was a squad of regulars. The officer’s eyes opened wide and his mouth gaped as he fumbled for his pistol. Before he could draw his weapon, the metallic percussion of the Guardsmen’s rifles opening fire resonated through the elevator.

As the group of Terillians evaporated under the gunfire, one of them made a run toward the hallway to his right. Martin shifted her aim but saw Daemon leap forward in pursuit of the soldier.

A scream of agony replaced the sound of gunfire as the war dog caught up to his prey.

Martin stepped forward out of the elevator. A wounded Terillian rose from the pile of human wreckage to fire, but a blast from Shara’s rifle slammed the Terillian back onto the floor. Wading into the bodies of Terillians, Martin quickly scanned the passageway.

Daemon’s jaws were latched onto the Terillian’s neck as the massive dog shook its head violently, blood flying in all directions.

Martin looked toward Yates. “So the elevator?” she mused.

“They looked pretty surprised to see us, didn’t they,” replied Yates. “So I—”

The second elevator dinged, drawing Martin’s attention.

Turning toward the elevator, Martin saw a face painted with red and yellow diagonal stripes and a rifle leveled toward her.

“Cover!” she yelled as lead filled the air.

Martin rolled forward and sprung to her feet, rushing the elevator. The Terillian warrior swung his rifle toward Martin, but a quick kick forced his rifle toward the ceiling as it fired.

Martin grabbed her opponent’s rifle as she brought her knee toward his midsection. The Terillian grunted as her knee found its target, but he countered by grabbing her leg before she could get free.

The elevator door dinged again as the doors slid shut with the two warriors inside.

Her hands involved in the struggle for the rifle and her right leg wrapped up by the Terillian’s left arm, Martin brought her forehead down against her opponent’s nose. She heard the pop of the Terillian’s nose breaking but felt her feet leave the ground as the Scout Ranger lifted her into the air. Pain blasted through her spine and the air partially left her lungs as she slammed into the floor.

The Terillian’s counter had been effective but at a cost. His rifle lay at the other end of the elevator. The Ranger reached for the weapon, giving Martin an opportunity. And she knew his right arm was injured from their previous encounter.

She slammed her fist into the Terillian’s jaw with a grunt. As the warrior’s head snapped to the left, Martin twisted her torso and swung her right leg over her opponent’s head and her left underneath his arm and over his back. She pushed down with all of her strength as she forced his left arm flat over her chest. Her legs now locked around her enemy’s upper back, she slid her feet over his shoulder and arched her back to put pressure on his right arm.

The Terillian let out a groan but Martin’s leverage evaporated as her powerful opponent pushed himself onto his side and spun toward her. Knowing she’d lost the advantage, she released her grip and rolled clear. Jumping to her feet, she drew her sword.

The Terillian stood across from her, a metal tomahawk in each hand.

“We get to finish this now,” said the Terillian with a smile.

“That would be great,” replied Martin, “but I don’t have the time—” Martin stopped mid-sentence as she drew her pistol, swinging it toward the Terillian.

The pistol flew from her hand as a tomahawk knocked it free.

Martin brought her sword in front of her face just in time to block the second tomahawk as the Terillian brought it toward her head. She let out a groan as the tomahawk deflected and slid through the flesh on her left thigh. Stumbling backwards, she kicked upward, slamming her right boot into the jaw of the Terillian and dropping the Ranger to his knees.

Her back hit the wall of the elevator and she pushed off to charge her enemy again. Her sword over her head, she swung downward toward her opponent as he tried to stand. A metallic clang echoed through the elevator as her sword contacted one of the Ranger’s tomahawks. Her attack thwarted, Martin’s arms were forced upward as her opponent pushed off the floor and wrapped his arms around her torso. Lifted off the ground, Martin braced herself for the impact of her back against the wall.

She let out a loud exhale as her body smashed against the wall and her sword fell to the ground. Her opponent pressed her against the wall with his left arm as he shifted his weight and drove a tomahawk toward her head. Martin used his pressure to pivot her body, landing a powerful two-foot kick into her enemy’s chest as the tomahawk drove into the wall of the elevator where her head had been.

Hitting the ground, Martin jumped to her feet and rushed the Ranger again. She stepped toward him, swinging her right leg toward his knee. The Terillian blocked her kick and stepped into her attack, again lifting her into the air. Martin grabbed a knife from her belt as she went weightless, her opponent driving her toward the floor. Pain shot through her back again but she remained focused, driving her knife into the Terillian’s upper back.

The Terillian rose to his knees and let out a grunt but quickly slammed his fist against Martin’s jaw.

Dazed, she looked up into his eyes; they burned with rage as he reached for a pistol holstered in his vest.

Martin grabbed her opponent’s hand as it gripped the pistol, preventing him from withdrawing it. Pressing against his vest and pulling down, she let out a groan as a series of punches from his free hand landed against her exposed ribs.

The elevator door dinged, causing Martin to glance toward the opening door as she struggled with the Terillian Scout Ranger.

At the open door stood two wide-eyed Terillian regulars. Returning her focus on her opponent, Martin released her right hand and drove it upward into the Terillian’s throat. The Terillian let out a raspy gasp and his grip on the pistol weakened, allowing Martin to gain control of the weapon.

Pulling the weapon from her enemy’s vest, she swung it toward the open elevator door and fired three rounds, toppling the two regulars as the elevator door closed.

As the third round exited the pistol, her arm was driven toward the floor by the Terillian still on top of her.

The pistol flew from her hand as it slammed into the floor, but she twisted her upper body and delivered a powerful blow to the Terillian’s jaw. Her opponent grunted and drew his left arm back, preparing to drive it toward her face. Martin leaned in and, with a growl, sunk her teeth into the Terillian’s face.

The chalky taste of the Terillian’s face paint mixed with the warmth of his blood as she bit down hard.

The pain from the bite caused the Terillian to lose focus and Martin capitalized, sliding her legs from underneath the enemy and wrapping her left arm around his neck. Sensing the Terillian pushing upward, she drove her knee into his chest followed by two elbows to his back. After the second elbow, she slid her right hand under his chin, locking in her choke hold.

Spreading her legs for leverage, her feet touched the wall of the elevator. As they did, she placed them as high on the wall as she could reach and pushed down, adding more leverage to her hold. Every muscle in her body strained as she pushed down against the Terillian’s body, squeezing with all of the strength in her arms.

Suddenly the air left her lungs as the Terillian pushed through Martin’s hold and landed a blow to her midsection. As her feet slid to the floor, she felt her torso pushed backwards and up by the Terillian. Tightening her body, she crashed into the wall but recoiled and swung toward the Terillian’s face. Her opponent blocked her punch and pain raced through her head and down her spine as his fist drove the back of her head against the wall of the elevator.

He swung again but Martin tilted her head to the right and grasped his arm as it brushed past her face. She drove her left foot into his right side, causing him to drop to his knees.

She twisted her body and let herself fall, wrapping her legs around her opponent’s right arm. Her back hit the floor and she twisted and torqued her body as she pulled hard on the Terillian’s wrist.

Martin shifted her feet and rolled onto her knees to continue her attack. She torqued her waist to drive her fist downward but suddenly felt her body falling toward the ground followed by a blast of pain as her opponent’s boot collided with her temple. She hit the floor, her vision blurred by the blow. Shaking her head, she looked up to see the Terillian rushing toward her with a tomahawk in his hand.

Pressing her hand against the ground to brace herself, the cold metal of the pistol lying on the floor next to her brushed against her hand. Martin grabbed the pistol and swung it toward the attacker. Two shots rang out as Martin sent two bullets into the Terillian’s torso, dropping the warrior to his knees.

The Ranger looked up toward Martin, his face contorted in pain and rage. She placed his head in her sights and pulled the trigger.

Click.

The Terillian rose to his feet as she pulled the trigger again.

Another click.

“Shit,” she cursed as she tossed the pistol aside and dove for her sword. Rolling to her right, Martin gripped her sword and thrust upward from her knees. The Terillian let out a groan as Martin’s sword drove into his abdomen.

Letting out a low groan, the Ranger gripped Martin’s shirt and she felt her body lifted upward. A wave of pain overtook her as her opponent smashed his head into her nose. Through her tunneling vision, Martin saw the Terillian’s arm driving down toward her chest. She didn’t have time to react as the hot, piercing pain of a knife sliding into her upper chest and caused her to let out a cry of agony.

Martin looked into the Terillian’s eyes again, only centimeters from her face. “Fuck you,” she spat as she pulled her sword from her enemy’s stomach with a powerful twist, driving the Ranger to his knees again. Martin stepped back with her right foot and then shifted all of her weight to her left as she snapped her torso toward the Ranger for maximum force as she swung her sword. A cry of rage burst from her as she drove the sword through her enemy’s body, his head falling to the ground.

She stumbled slightly, letting out a grunt as her body hit the wall of the elevator and sent pain shooting through her battered body.

The elevator door dinged and slid open.

Martin slowly pushed away from the wall and stood erect. Panting heavily, her sword extended by her side, she looked up to see Shara.

“LT, are you okay?” asked Shara, lowering his weapon.

“I…” The adrenaline from the fight giving way to pain and fatigue, she collapsed to her knees.

“LT!” shouted Shara as he rushed into the elevator, pushing the door open again as it started to slide shut.

Martin felt Shara’s arms support her and begin to help her to her feet.

“She okay, Shara?” asked Yates, who was a few meters away covering the access to the elevator.

“I…I’m fine,” she grumbled as Shara helped her out of the elevator.

“Is that the painted…damn, LT,” said Shara, seeing the body of the painted-face Ranger.

“Yeah,” huffed Martin.

Aided by Shara, Martin stepped out of the elevator and saw Yates look back toward her.

“You sure you’re good, LT?” he asked.

“Yes, damn it,” she grunted as Shara helped her lean against the wall. “Just get my rifle and get some fucking meds in me and…and I’ll be fine.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Shara. “I’ll get your rifle.”

“That must have been one hell of fight—”

“The meds, Corporal,” she repeated, gripping Shara’s pants’ leg.

“Yes, just a second,” he replied, pulling a neuro-injector from his pack. “Here it comes.” He drove the needle into her left arm.

Her arm twitched with the sharp prick and soon grew warm as the neural inhibitor began to pump through her veins. In a few seconds, the pain was almost bearable. “Now get this damn knife out of me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Shara as he placed one hand on her upper chest and the other on the knife. “Here goes.”

“Mmmm,” grimaced Martin as the Shara drew the blade from her chest. Looking down, she saw blood begin to pump from her chest.

“Hold on, LT,” said Shara as he applied a thick coat of coagulate gel to her wound.

“We good?” asked Yates.

“Good,” said Martin through gritted teeth as she pulled herself to her feet. “What’s the situation?” she asked after a deep breath.

“Kilgore is headed toward the fifth floor and it looks like the detention center is just up there to the left,” answered Yates, pointing toward Daemon. The war dog sat on its haunches by the first door in a long hallway. “He hit on it as soon as we hit the fourth floor.”

“Then let’s get our guys,” she replied, bringing her rifle to the ready.


Chapter 15

Martin stood by the entrance to the detention center gripping her rifle. After the trials of the last few weeks, she wanted—no, needed—to find her men alive. Exhaling forcefully, she looked across to Yates, who was positioned on the other side of the entrance. He responded with a nod. She looked to Shara. The corporal was behind and slightly offset from her position, ready to enter the room. Finally, she glanced down toward Daemon. “Daemon, entry-attack,” she whispered. The huge dog tensed its body, exposing its thick, sharp canines.

Martin held her hand in the air with three fingers extended. Then two. One.

“Go!” she shouted and Yates pulled the door open as she rushed in.

Her sights centered on a Terillian guard taking cover behind a desk and she fired. As the guard tumbled backwards, she saw a flash of fur to her left as Daemon burst into the room followed by a horrific scream as the dog found a victim.

She spun to her left and saw another guard fall, his chest destroyed by a burst from Shara’s rifle.

“Clear left!” shouted Shara.

“Clea—” Martin stopped and sent a round into a guard who had emerged from a door on the opposite end of the small office. “Clear forward!”

“Clear right!” added Yates.

She scanned the area for other threats but there were none.

“Shara, check that last guard,” she ordered, realizing the door he emerged from had a keycard access pad. “They gotta be behind that door.”

“Uu-ah,” replied Shara as he moved to the guard lying in front of the locked door.

“Does he have a keycard?” asked Martin.

“Bingo!” said Shara, holding a card in the air.

“Positions,” ordered Martin and the three prepared to enter the next room.

Her heart pounded. “Open it,” she ordered and burst into a small hallway as the locked door slid open.

The hallway was empty, with transparent walls on each side. “It’s the cells,” she said as she slowly moved down the hallway. At the first set of cells she turned to her left.

Standing at the transparent door was Private Incerna, his arm and shoulder wrapped in medical bindings.

“Got one!” she shouted. “It’s Incerna.” She stepped toward the cell door. “Shara, pass me the keycard.”

Shara tossed the keycard and Martin caught it in her right hand and immediately pressed it against the access panel. The door slid open and Incerna stepped out.

“We knew you guys would come,” he said with a smile. “We knew you wouldn’t give up on us.”

“You guys aren’t getting away from me that easily,” she replied with a smile.

“Daniel is over here!” shouted Yates, a few cells away.

“Where’s Boles?” asked Shara.

“He didn’t make it,” replied Incerna. “He tried to take out a guard and escape but one of those face painted—”

“Damn.” Shara sighed. “But at least that bastard’s not gonna cause any more problems. LT fucked that guy up.”

“Good,” replied Incerna.

Focused, Martin passed the key to Yates as she moved past Daniel’s cell.

Looking left then right, she moved past each set of cells. With each set of empty cells, she grew more anxious. Her pulsed quickened as the number of cells left shrank. She looked right—

Martin let out a heavy breath of relief as she saw Jackson lying in a cell. He was unconscious with a medical stasis unit attached to his body at several points. “We got the captain!” she blurted as she moved toward the door.

It seemed like an eternity for Yates to cover the few meters to Jackson’s cell as she looked through the transparent wall at Jackson.

“Key,” she barked impatiently, her gaze locked on Jackson.

“I’m here,” said Yates as she reached Martin. “Damn, LT.”

“Sorry,” she replied. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.” She opened the cell and rushed in.

Martin knelt next to Jackson. His complexion was pale and his breathing was slow and weak. The stasis unit was providing air through a mask over his face and lines protruded from his arm and neck with monitors on his chest, forehead, and sides. Martin checked Jackson’s pulse. She turned back toward Yates. “He’s alive.”

“Daniel, get over here!” shouted Yates.

“On the way,” replied the medic.

Martin stood and stepped away from Jackson as Daniel began to assess his condition.

“How is he?” she asked anxiously.

“He looks stable, ma’am,” said Daniel. “It looks like they’re keeping him unconscious to keep his respirations and pulse slow…slowing things down so the meds can work…he’s got a fever and…” Daniel slowly rolled Jackson onto his side. “And his back is still pretty tore up.”

“So is he okay?” asked Martin again.

“If we can get him onboard Mt. Castra and with the docs, he should be okay.”

“Then let’s get him out of here,” she replied, activating her comms circuit. “Charlie Oscar, this is Scorpion One. Three packages in hand, request medical team to assist in extract. We’ve got Jackson.”

‘Roger, Scorpion,’ came Stone’s voice over the comms circuit. ‘Alpha One, this is Charlie Oscar. Send a medical team to Scorpion’s position.’

“Where’s Varus?” blurted Martin, her relief at finding Jackson giving way to anger.

“I don’t know, ma’am,” replied Daniel. “After the first round of interrogations, he never came back.”

‘Roger, Charlie Oscar,’ came Captain Tacitus’ voice over the comms circuit. ‘Medical team in route. Also, we have another Humani officer with us, a Flight Lieutenant Varus.’

“Yates, stay here and wait for the medical team,” ordered Martin as she started walking toward the exit.

“Will do, LT,” replied Yates. “Where are you going?”

“To kill a rat,” she said without turning as she pushed open the door to the cell room.

Martin limped through the detention center office and into the hallway. The pain in her chest, thigh, ribs, and head pulsed with each jarring step, but her focus was on revenge. She mechanically strode past the medical team as they rushed into the hallway, making her way to the stairs.

She opened the door to the stairway. “Shit,” she cursed.

The stairway had collapsed, probably from the blast of a grenade. Shutting the door, she turned toward the elevators. Martin made her way to the elevator flat as other Guardsmen moved past her toward the position of Jackson and the others. Reaching the elevators, she pressed the down symbol and placed her hand on her sword as she waited for the elevator to arrive.

As she waited, Sergeant Kilgore stepped beside her.

“Hey, LT,” he said. “We found a shitload of intel on the fifth floor.”

“Great,” she replied flatly.

The elevator door dinged and slid open to expose the broken, bloody, and decapitated body of the Terillian Scout Ranger she had fought moments ago.

“Shit!” declared Kilgore. “What the fuck happened to him?”

“Must’ve picked the wrong floor,” she replied as she stepped over the warrior’s body into the elevator. “But at least he wasn’t a fucking traitor.”

“Where are you going?” asked a confused Kilgore.

Martin turned to face Kilgore and pressed the symbol for the first floor. As she did, Daemon trotted into the elevator with her. “I’m going to kill a fucking traitor,” she replied, looking up toward Kilgore as the door slid shut.

***

Martin, with Daemon at her side, stepped from the building to the roar of transports and alphas flying overhead, occasionally punctuated by a burst of small arms fire as the battle began to wind down. Looking across the open ground, she saw a group of officers standing at the edge of the transport landing near the lake.

A few more steps and the officers came into view.

It was Captain Tacitus and Major Stone along with another officer and some enlisted men. Focusing closely on the group, she saw Lieutenant Varus step into view from behind Tacitus.

She gripped her rifle tightly and picked up her pace.

Vengeance was in sight.

A burst of gunfire erupted and Martin watched Stone, Tacitus, and the others dive for cover behind container boxes and pilings of metal and ore as one of the Guardsmen fell to the ground. Looking to her right, she saw a large electrical utility box and knelt behind it for cover. “Daemon! Cover!” she shouted and the war dog moved behind the utility box with her.

She saw Stone and the others begin to return fire toward a damaged utility building and wrecked Terillian hover tank. Martin swung her rifle toward the source of the enemy fire but couldn’t find a target from her position. Preparing to move to her right flank, she looked through her scope to get one last view of Stone and the others’ position.

Martin saw Tacitus, Stone, and two other Guardsmen returning fire. “Where are you?” she said aloud, scanning for Varus. Shifting her view further to her left, she saw Varus hiding behind a container several meters behind Stone and the others. “Fucking coward,” she said, sliding her finger over trigger.

But she wanted him to see her face when she killed him. She lowered her rifle with a sigh and prepared to move.

Something caught Martin’s attention and she raised her rifle again. Scanning past Varus to the left, she saw a Scout Ranger moving into position behind Varus. She shifted back to Varus, still cowering behind the container.

A smile came to her face as the thought of a Ranger driving his blade into Varus’ skull. “No,” she mouthed as she realized even she couldn’t allow that. Besides, Varus didn’t deserve to be killed by a Ranger.

She slowly shifted her view toward the Ranger, centering her sights on the Terillians head as he raised his rifle to take aim at Varus.

Suddenly, Daemon burst from his position toward the Ranger.

“No!” shouted Martin, turning to look at Daemon as it rushed into the open.

Martin swung her rifle toward the Ranger again and fired as she saw a burst erupt from his rifle. The Ranger fell and Martin looked toward Daemon.

The war dog lay motionless in the open ground between Martin and the dead Scout Ranger.

“No!” she shouted as she let her back slam into the metallic housing of the utility box. “Why did you do that?” she said out loud, wondering why a Humani war dog would rush an armed enemy in the open unless—

“Fucking First Families,” she cursed, remembering that war dogs were compelled to protect First Family members above all others according to the hierarchy embedded in their AI. The brave war dog had sacrificed itself for Lieutenant Sequentis Varus. She slammed her fist into the ground, her eyes welling up with tears.

She pressed her back against the utility box, gripping her rifle, and smacked the back of her head against the metal housing. “Focus,” she told herself, tears now flowing down her cheeks. First the Rangers, then the traitor.

Martin rose from her position and rushed toward a pile of metal scrap to her right. As she reached the metal piling, she swung her rifle to the right and dropped a Terillian regular as he rushed from behind the main building. Turning quickly toward her left, she stepped forward to see the two Scout Rangers using the damaged hover tank for cover turn their weapons toward her. Bullets whizzed past her as she methodically took aim and fired. The two Rangers fell and she quickly moved to take cover behind the tank.

From behind the tank, Martin could see Stone and the others’ position. “Alpha One, Scorpion One. I’m on your right flank. Tank is clear.”

‘Roger, Scorpion,’ came Tacitus’s voice. ‘Contacts are to your 2 o’clock.’

“Roger,” she replied, peeking around the back of the tank. She twisted away from a hail of bullets ricocheting off the tank. “Shit.” Another quick glance over the tank brought a second wave of bullets.

The Scout Rangers were positioned ten meters away in the remnants of a utility building. They had chosen their ambush point well; a bomb-hole provided cover from Stone’s position, and a partial wall and debris covered them from Martin’s position.

Resting her back against the warm metal of the damaged tank, she inhaled slowly. “Fuck it,” she puffed as she grabbed a grenade from her vest and flung it toward the Rangers’ position.

As the grenade detonated, she burst from the cover of the tank in a full sprint toward the enemy positon. The dirt and debris from the blast was still drifting to the ground as Martin leapt onto the partially collapsed wall and dove into the Terillian position.

Her feet hit the ground and she fired point-blank into the chest of a Ranger. Spinning to her right, she saw a wounded Terillian swing a pistol in her direction. She fired a burst, knocking the enemy soldier back to the ground.

Martin’s left leg gave way as the sharp pain of a bullet tearing into her hamstring caused her to fall to one knee. Letting out a grunt, she swung her rifle to her rear. Looking up at her was another Ranger. His left leg blown apart and his stomach torn open by grenade, the Ranger held a pistol in his shaking hand. She pulled the trigger again and the pistol fell to the ground.

She scanned the area. Including the three Rangers she had killed, six Terillians lay dead around her.

The threat removed, she fell to her other knee and let out a groan. Her entire body felt like a raw nerve.

She reached for a neuro-injector but remembered Shara had injected one early; two would make her too disoriented for what was coming next. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself to her feet. “Alpha One, this is Scorpion One. Targets removed. I’m coming out.”

Martin emerged from the carnage she’d created and began limping toward Stone and the others. As she grew closer, the pain in her leg and the rest of her body gave way to the warmth of anger as she focused on her goal.

“Good job, Lieutenant,” said Tacitus as she reached the others. “That was—”

“Yeah,” replied Martin, dropping her rifle and drawing her sword as she walked past Tacitus and Stone.

Her gaze fixed on Varus’s last position, she saw him stand and walk toward the others.

When he saw her he stopped.

“Lieutenant Martin,” he said, his voice broken. “I thought—”

Varus was cut short as Martin landed a powerful blow to his jaw, knocking him to the ground. He attempted to rise but Martin drove him back into the ground with her boot. Standing over him, she ignored the pain and blood from her wounded hamstring as she pressed the tip of her sword against his neck.

“Lieutenant!” shouted Stone as he and Tacitus rushed toward Martin.

“Fucking traitor!” she yelled, rage overwhelming her. “Time to die.”

Martin raised her sword above her head.

Suddenly she stumbled to her left as Stone shoved her away from Varus.

“Lieutenant Martin!” he shouted. “Stand down!”

“She tried to kill me!” blurted Varus as he scrambled to his feet. “Everyone saw it.” He stepped behind Tacitus. “I want her charged.”

“Me? You fucking traitor!” yelled Martin, stepping toward Varus again.

“Lieutenant!” shouted Stone, stepping between Martin and Varus.

“But he betrayed us, sir!”

“Lies!” retorted Varus from behind Tacitus. “I want this animal in chains!”

“Animal?” Martin’s blood boiled but she would not defy Stone. “I’ve told you what he’s done. How can—”

“And you Lieutenant Varus,” interrupted Stone, “what about these accusations?”

“Lies,” said Varus. “Lies spat from the mouth of a commoner to damage the honor of the First Families. She has disrespected me on several occasions and now has tried to kill me.” He paused. “That is what happens when you place commoners—and a woman—in a position of authority.”

Martin’s flesh felt as if it was boiling. “You bastard!” she snarled as she stepped forward again, only to be pushed back Stone.

“Damn it, Emily! Shut up!” he ordered.

“See!” said Varus, pointing toward Martin. “She’s a savage.”

“Silence!” shouted Stone to Varus. “These charges are—”

“She lies,” interrupted Varus.

“Lieutenant Varus.” Stone spoke calmy as he stepped close to him. “Despite my last name, do not forget I am a member of a First Family and your superior officer. Do not interrupt me again.”

Varus stood silent.

“Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” replied Varus.

Stone stepped closer to Varus, his voice dangerously quiet. “What was that?”

“Yes…sir.”

“Good,” said Stone. He stepped back.

“Major Stone,” said Varus, “you know the Varus family will not stand for these outlandish accusations.”

Martin guffawed, only to receive a quick, stern glance from Stone.

“I didn’t say anything, sir,” she replied.

“Nor will they allow one of their members to be threatened by a commoner,” added Varus.

“Fuck you!” snapped Martin.

“That is enough!” shouted Stone. “Lieutenant Martin, you will not threaten or speak another disparaging word of Flight Lieutenant Varus while we are on this mission.”

Martin’s heart fell into her stomach. “But, sir—”

“Is that understood, Lieutenant?”

Her head spun and her stomach churned. Was Stone going to let Varus get away with treason? Was he no better than the rest of them? “Sir?” she asked, her arms extended to her side as she looked into his eyes.

Stone returned her gaze and then turned back toward Varus. “I am well aware of the Varus family’s influence, Lieutenant…” He paused. “…since I am soon to be a member of that family. That is why I doubt your father, or for that matter your uncle, Senator Varus, would care to have the honor of one of their own openly questioned in the Forum.”

“It will never reach the Forum,” replied Varus.

Martin’s stomach was in knots. Was he going to get away with this?

“It will if the charges are supported by another First Family member and a battalion commander of the Elite Guard,” said Stone.

“You would not betray your future family,” said Varus anxiously.

“Betray!” yelled Stone, the power of his voice sending a tingle down Martin’s spine. He grabbed Varus, pulling him close. “Listen, you little shit,” he spoke through his teeth before he regained his composure, releasing Varus and stepping back. “This is what’s going to happen. Lieutenant Martin will not harm you and when we return to Alpha Humana, you will resign your commission and take a position in another branch of the government.”

“Sir, I cannot—”

“You will,” interjected Stone. “I don’t care what you do, but you will never wear a Humani military uniform again.” He stepped close Varus again. “If you do not, then you will answer for your cowardice and treachery—or maybe I will let Lieutenant Martin handle the problem.”

Varus looked toward Martin.

A smile came to Martin’s face. “As you wish, sir,” she said, holding her sword tightly.

“What will it be, Lieutenant?” asked Stone.

“So be it,” mumbled Varus, turning back toward Stone.

“Good,” replied Stone. “Captain Tacitus, leave the mop-up to your platoon commanders and accompany Lieutenant Varus back to Mt. Castra.”

“Yes, sir,” replied a confused but compliant Tacitus.

“Flight Lieutenant Varus, once you are on Mt. Castra, you will remain in your quarters until we return to Alpha Humana.”

“Yes, sir,” grumbled Varus.

“This way, Lieutenant,” said Tacitus as he pointed toward a nearby transport.

“Bye,” said Martin with a smile as she raised her middle finger.

Varus looked toward Martin and then Stone. After a pause he turned and joined Tacitus.

“Not one of your finer moments, Lieutenant Martin,” said Stone as he stood next to her.

“Sir, I—”

“Even if the little prick had it coming.”


Chapter 16

Martin stood on the landing platform by the lake with Yates, Shara, and Daniel—the remnants of two Elite Guard platoons. In the two days following what would be called in Elite Guard records as the Battle for Golf 2, the surrounding area had been cleared of any Terillian resistance. Martin knew some Scout Rangers most likely escaped; they were too good for a few not to have slipped away. Most of them would succumb to the cold, starvation, or maybe the Phel if any of them were left.

“You about ready to get off this rock, Lieutenant?”

Stone’s voice startled Martin from her thoughts, and she turned to salute her commander.

“Yes, sir,” she replied as Yates and the others entered the transport. “Any word on the Phel position.”

“Desro and his men scoured the base for the better part of a day,” answered Stone. “There were signs the base had been inhabited, and signs of a fight, but no Phel. None alive or dead.”

“They must have abandoned the base with all of ours’ and the Terillians’ activity,” mused Martin. “They were there…and at least a few were still alive.” Her thoughts flashed back toward the horrible moment in the dark room. “Mostly kids, I’m guessing,” she added, her voice cracking slightly.

“Rough couple of weeks?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, trying not to think about the hell she and her men had been through. She looked down toward the platform.

“You know, I thought about letting you do it.”

“Sir?”

“Killing Varus.”

Martin’s head shot up and her mouth gaped.

“Not for long, mind you,” continued Stone. “Don’t get me wrong, he deserves it. And we both know he’ll never really pay for what he did.”

“Then why didn’t—”

“Because you’re too important,” said Stone, looking directly into her eyes. “If you killed him, justice might have been served, but you would have been imprisoned for life at best. And you’re worth a hundred—a thousand Sequentis Varuses to our people…and to me.” He looked around the soon-to-be-abandoned Terillian base. “All of the men who fought and died here, they are all worth more to me than him.”

“But, sir—”

“If I’d let you kill him, I would have robbed our people of a good leader. And that would have been the real crime.” He looked back toward her. “He knows the Varus patriarchs will make him disappear to some desolate post before openly having to defend a charge of cowardice and treason. You’ll never see him in uniform again.”

He’d never been this open with her before and she couldn’t help herself. “Why are they like that?”

“What do you mean?”

“The First Families. I…I mean no disrespect, Sir. But—” She paused, realizing she’d gone too far. “Never mind, sir. I’m sorry for—”

“We’re not perfect, Emily…none of us. And while it has fallen on the First Families to lead, sometimes the benefits of leadership and power also corrupt. But there is no alternative other than chaos,” continued Stone. “Do you remember the histories and what they say about the wars that tore our civilization apart before the Xen helped us rebuild?”

Martin nodded. She knew the violent and tragic history of her people well.

“They established this form of government and guided the First Families so that order could be restored and maintained.”

“You’re right, of course, sir,” she replied, sorry she had spoken. “I really didn’t—”

“But we need to be better leaders,” he interrupted, his gaze looking off into the distance. “Sequentis Varus is the worst of us, worse than the lowest commoner. The First Families must be better, we must try harder…if not, we do not deserve to lead.”

“I will follow you to the death, sir,” blurted Martin. “But not because of your family name.”

Stone looked back toward Martin.

“We’ll let’s hope you never have to,” he said with a smile.

Martin’s attention shifted to a transport landing about twenty meters away. It wasn’t military, but it was heavily armored. The transports engines began to wind down and a cargo door opened.

Emerging from the open door was a squad of heavily armed men, none of them wearing Humani uniforms.

“Mercs?” said Martin, looking back toward Stone. “What are mercs doing here?”

“Well,” replied Stone. “Turns out the Terillians were mining Durumite ore. The stuff that gets combined with the metal alloys in our ship’s hulls to withstand the high forces of jumps.”

“Hmm,” replied Martin. She knew Durumite was one of the rarest elements in the known galaxy and instrumental to the building of warships. “But why—” She paused as she suddenly understood the situation. “The Association.”

“Probably,” replied Stone. “Since maintaining military forces here and carrying out major mining operations in the Dark Zone is against the Accords, the Senate must have informed the Association so that they can take over mining operations. I’m guessing that is their security team.”

“The Association.” Martin laughed. “They’ll mine this place and then sell it to both us and the Ters at double the cost than if we just took it ourselves.”

“But now we’ll be in line with the Accords.”

Martin laughed again. “Politics. No concern for a Guardsmen, right, sir?”

“Not for the smart ones,” replied Stone with a smile.

“Then I guess I’m screwed,” said Martin as she turned to watch the group of mercenaries walk past her and Stone. Well-trained and well-paid, they were cold-blooded killers—each and every one. They fought for the highest bidder, without a cause or conscience other than their wallets. They had no honor. And she hated them.

One of the mercenaries, a tall, powerful-looking man with a heavy black beard, stopped in front of Martin. He slowly looked her over.

“Damn, boys,” he said, still staring at Martin. “That right there makes me want to join the Guard.” He stepped toward her. “Wanna discipline a bad soldier, general?”

“Fuck off, merc,” replied Martin with a smile and a middle finger. “Go fucking sack a village and rape some goats for a few credits.”

The man’s expression shifted from lechery to anger as he stared down toward Martin. She returned his gaze, never thinking of backing down.

“I think you might need to be taught how to treat a man,” said the mercenary. “Maybe it’s time—”

The mercenary’s proposition was interrupted as she crashed her boot into his knee. The massive man fell to his knees as Martin drew her sword and swung it downward, stopping just before slicing into his neck.

“Let me know when you see a man,” replied Martin, her blade pressing slightly against the man’s neck. “Maybe it’s time you got the fuck back in your little sewing circle and left me alone,” she said with a smile.

The mercenary looked up toward her, his face a mixture of pain, embarrassment, and anger.

“Fine,” he grumbled.

“Good,” said Martin as she stepped back, giving the mercenary room to stand.

The mercenary stood, again staring at Martin for a second before looking toward Stone and then back to her.

“You’d better hope I don’t run into you again, Humani bitch. Next time, we’re gonna dance, you and I.”

“It’s a date, sweetie,” said Martin. “But for now…move the fuck on.”

“Fucking Guard,” mumbled the mercenary as he turned to join the others walking toward the main structure of the Terillian base.

“You really need to work on your people skills,” said Stone.

“Yes, sir. But as long as I’m good with this,” replied Martin, sliding her sword into its sheath, “I’ll be just fine.”

“Well, nobody can ever call you boring,” said Stone, shaking his head.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way, sir,” said Martin as she stepped into the transport. She turned back toward Stone. “Besides, boring sucks.” She grinned. “See you on Mt. Castra.”

“See you there, Lieutenant. Between the painted-face Ranger and the Phel, we still have a lot to talk about.”

“Yes, sir,” said Martin, turning toward the troop compartment.

Once inside, Martin moved through the transport to the troop compartment and took a seat across from Corporal Shara.

“You good, LT?” he asked.

“Couldn’t be better,” she replied. “Another glorious day in the Guard.”
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