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				The Epherium Chronicles: Crucible
By T.D. Wilson

				Book two of The Epherium Chronicles

				January 2155

				Earth Defense Forces Captain James Hood is on the mission of his life. The Cygni solar system is just one space-fold jump away. One more jump and they’ll have reached the fledgling colony that Earth desperately needs if the human race is going to survive. But a plot to derail him has already damaged his ship, threatened the lives of his crew and cost him time. Time the colonists might not have.

				So much depends on him now, but Hood’s confidence is shaken. It’s self-doubt he thought he’d buried, a brutal mind-killer for all military commanders. Yet danger surrounds his team; a brutal insectoid alien race is still out there, intent on eradicating humans, and a greater threat from an unknown, elusive enemy has emerged.

				The forces at work on Cygni are like nothing Hood has trained for, tactically or emotionally. When put to the test, he must choose to either trust the unlikeliest of allies, or run and seal the fate of the Cygni colony forever.

				93,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				If there’s one thing that’s sure to tickle me every time, it’s when I ask for book recommendations via social media, and readers come back to recommend books I’ve edited or published. Most recently, readers have given me recommendations for Saved by the Bride by Fiona Lowe, Wild Ones by Kristine Wyllys and Goddess with a Blade by Lauren Dane. I’m always pleased when this happens and I think our batch of May books will be next on readers’ recommendation lists!

				We’re thrilled to welcome fan favorite Josh Lanyon back to Carina Press with Stranger on the Shore. Journalist Griffin Hadley shrugs off lawyer Pierce Mather’s objections to his investigation of a decades-old kidnapping, but it might not be so easy to shrug off the objections of someone willing to do anything to keep the past buried.

				Bestselling author Stephanie Tyler returns with another sexy, unique story set not too far into our possible post-apocalyptic future. In Salvation, when Luna leaves Defiance to rescue Bish from a rival gang, she doesn’t realize she’s the one who will end up needing saving—both from the gang and from Bish, the man who can’t wait any longer to claim her and make her his. Though this book can be read as a standalone, be sure to check out both Defiance and Redemption as well!

				There’s No Accounting for Cowboys in Leah Braemel’s sexy contemporary cowboy romance. Jake Grady relies on family accountant Paige Reynolds to bring order to his life, when family secrets throw it into chaos. Check out our new reduced-price bundle of Leah’s erotic romance duology, Texas Tangle and Tangled Past, available now.

				And speaking of sexy contemporary romance, the only woman Grand Duke Armand ever desired is her, but not every girl dreams of marrying a prince. Anna doesn’t want prince charming, she loved the man behind the crown. Can they overcome their mistakes and reclaim a love neither forgot? Don’t miss this Going Royal book by Heather Long, Some Like It Scandalous.

				Tamara Morgan joins us with the start to a new contemporary romance series in If I Stay. In this kickoff to a modern-day Downton Abbey series, the nanny to a rich hotelier family must choose between the hard-edged chauffeur who gets her pulse racing and the profligate playboy she’s loved her whole life.

				Another author kicking off a new series is Sheryl Nantus. If you’ve been looking for a unique futuristic romance series to enjoy, In the Black is being described as Firefly meets Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. What’s more unique than a heroine who’s captain of a bordello spaceship?

				Male/male author KC Burn also offers up a futuristic romance this month. Falling in love with an alien exotic dancer forces a prejudiced fleet captain to reevaluate who he is and what he believes in Voodoo ’n’ Vice.

				May is a month packed full of science fiction, fantasy and futuristic books. Cindy Spencer Pape is back with a new book in her Gaslight Chronicles, Dragons & Dirigibles (I love this title!). Airship engineer Melody MacKay is exactly the kind of emancipated woman Victor Arrington wants to keep away from his impressionable niece—that is, until smugglers start trying to kill the girl. Then Victor turns to Melody for help. If you’re new to the Gaslight Chronicles, you can start the series now with a new  reduced-price bundle of the first three books in the series. Available wherever ebooks are sold.

				Author T.D. Wilson returns to Carina Press with book two in his space opera series. In The Epherium Chronicles: Crucible, only one more jump to the new colony in the Cygni star system, but what will Captain James Hood find when he arrives—a thriving colony, dangerous enemies, or will it be in ruins?

				We’re pleased to welcome four authors to Carina Press this month. Debut author April Taylor brings us a tale of fantasy and alternate history. In Court of Conspiracy, book one of The Tudor Enigma, ordered by Anne Boleyn to protect her son, can apothecary and elemancer Luke Ballard overcome the evil sunderer who seeks to kill Henry IX at Hampton Court Palace?

				Also with a debut novel this month is historical paranormal romance author Kari Edgren. Selah Kilbrid would sacrifice everything for her birthright, except the one kiss that could destroy her in Goddess Born.

				For our mystery offering this month, debut author Rosie Claverton brings together an agoraphobic hacker and a streetwise ex-con to hunt down a serial killer in Cardiff. Don’t miss Binary Witness, the first in a new mystery series.

				Last, we’re thrilled to have author Vanessa North join us with her new male/male romance High and Tight. Deeply closeted Navy pilot Adam returns home, planning to convince his longtime lover he’s ready to commit at last, only to find Harris has moved on without him.

				Coming in June: novels from Lynda Aicher, Ava March, Christi Barth, Dana Marie Bell and more, along with a fabulous male/male contemporary romance anthology from three talented authors.

				Here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Editorial Director, Carina Press

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				For my father, whose ongoing battle with Parkinson’s disease inspires us all.

			

		

	
		
			
				Preface

				Everyone has a profound and unique nature to create something. Creativity comes in many forms, but creative writing and expression of one’s vision takes time, practice, perpetual patience and a love for what you’re doing. I have often likened it to golf and Chi Chi Rodriguez’s quote: “Golf is a game of never ending improvement.” I think writing is in that same club. We always look to better ourselves in different facets of our lives. With that said, I wanted to make sure that each story I create, I learn from my previous lessons and take any criticism as what it was intended to be—a guide or nudge in the right direction. Writing this book series has taught me many lessons, but as with most things in life, you have to be true to yourself. Thanks again goes out to my beta readers and most of all to my new editor, Rhonda Helms, who has excelled in pointing out ways to improve this story and my writing style. I am truly blessed to have her as my editor.
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				Chapter One

				EDF Armstrong
Deep Space Route to Cygni
Sunday, January 26
Earth Year 2155

				Captain’s Log, Sunday, January 26, 2155, EDF ARMSTRONG, James Hood commanding. Three days. Probably the longest three days of my career. Three days stuck licking our wounds from a near disaster I didn’t see coming, but through profound actions from our crew, we managed to survive.

				It’s been a little more than a week since we left Mars Station en route to the first of at least two new fledgling colonies. Our trek following the path of the colony ship MAGELLAN to the Cygni system has already seen its fair share of setbacks. An attack on the Epherium Corporation’s temporary office on board—the very company that developed and launched the massive colony ships—has catapulted us into a full-blown conspiracy. It seems one of my officers, Lieutenant Commander Walsh, is involved and the potential assailant. Early on, the evidence centered on our best fighter pilot, Lieutenant Krieg. He was framed for the attack at first but has since been exonerated. Afterward, Walsh, along with the help of some unknown force flying a prototype stealth frigate, managed to move our jump beacon into an asteroid field and caused significant damage to this ship. I believe the entire situation was created to facilitate his escape.

				The motive for this whole sequence of events appears to be linked to two sets of personnel data. The first list contains records of individuals who had been experimented on in development and in actual flight with Epherium’s Embrace sleeper cell technology. Most of their testing was related to brain activity reinforcement and memory or knowledge enhancements, but there is a darker side to their experiments. One of their scientists discovered a way to use the Embrace units to rewrite a person’s entire personality, and even though Epherium shelved that piece, Epherium unearthed it to reprogram convicted criminals aboard the MAGELLAN and the other colony ships. The revelation by Henry McCraken, the head of the Epherium Corporation’s contingent on board this ship, about the use of the technology is troubling enough. According to my chief security officer, Lieutenant Greywalker, some of the criminals were among the worst of their time. If we arrive at Cygni and this personality replacement has failed, we could be in for a very rude reception.

				Our Epherium troubles aside, I’ve kept the crew’s focus on repairs. I know the incident in the asteroid field has cost us valuable time, but our repairs are almost complete. The gunship PERCIVAL took the worst of the damage during the first collision with one of the asteroids, but we’ve managed to get her back to 80 percent operational status. Repair crews had to cut her away from our hull, which has caused considerable delay getting us back under way. Two of her gun arrays were destroyed and she suffered a large hull rupture. The damage to the ship was compounded with the deaths of two of her gunnery crews and the fact that her captain, Will Alford, is still in a coma. While we have more arrays to replace the ones lost on the PERCIVAL, it will take more time to finish installing them. I think it’s more important to reach Cygni now at our current strength and continue repairs there.

				The stealth frigate we encountered has caused quite a stir back at HQ and with the companies involved in its design. Greer Technologies and Epherium have both denied any involvement in the further development of the ship. The original prototype is still in pieces and its parts were distributed between the two companies. There has been no trace of any information leak of the classified design, nor have there been any sightings or intelligence provided outside of our own. All EDF commands have been alerted to be on the lookout for Walsh and this vessel, but I’m positive both will avoid contact with any outposts for some time.

				For now, she’s still out there, but we must press on to Cygni. The delay for repairs has caused us to lose precious time, borrowed as it may be already for the colonists, even the ones with new personalities. I understand the position McCraken was trying to defend for his company, but lifetime-sentenced criminals or not, a death of self cannot be decided with a simple wave of a pen. Due process and all alternatives should have been considered. Now that the program’s existence is known to at least EDF Command, I don’t envy the Epherium executives right now. The problem remaining is how to rectify the matter and not show the EDF as complicit in what transpired.

				* * *

				Captain James Hood walked onto the EDF Armstrong’s Command Deck with renewed energy and could see the same feeling expressed in those around him. Despite the needed hard work to return the ship to full active status, Hood had ordered mandatory rest periods for everyone, including himself. The mysterious ship that lured the Armstrong into the asteroid field wasn’t the only threat. The EDF’s primary enemy, the Cilik’ti, hadn’t been encountered in some time, but Hood’s experience with the dangerous insectoid race had taught him to never underestimate them, nor let his guard down. He wasn’t going to start now.

				Commander Rafael Sanchez, a tall, dark-complexioned man a few years younger than Hood, was already waiting for him at the Command Station.

				“Commander, give me a jump status,” Hood said.

				The Armstrong’s XO turned away from the panel he was monitoring. “Sir, all sections report green and go for jump. We have a lock on the final beacon, and scans around the jump zone are clear,” Sanchez stated. “Countdown to begin on your order.”

				The Armstrong had followed a series of communication relay beacons left in place by the colony ship, Magellan, along its route to Cygni. The beacons were intended to be a communication lifeline for the gigantic ships once they reached their destinations. Wary of the Cilik’ti intercepting the signals, EDF Command had disabled the beacons after the initial signals of safe arrival reached Earth from the Magellan and the Cabot, which was destined for Tau Ceti. Since the Magellan had signaled its arrival two weeks earlier than the Cabot, EDF Command had directed Hood to head to Cygni first.

				The beacons along the Magellan’s flight path were spaced at intervals just inside the Armstrong’s jump range. The EDF had restricted blind jumps into deep space except for designated scout ships. The beacons provided Hood specific jump targets, but that wasn’t all. Despite the loss of direct communication with the colony at Cygni, the Armstrong’s sensor team had configured each beacon’s communication array to act as a short range scanner to detect potential threats.

				The plan had worked without issue until the past jump. The next to last beacon on the road to Cygni had been moved into a nearby asteroid field by an unknown vessel just before the Armstrong jumped. The Armstrong had encountered a mysterious stealth frigate a few days earlier. The elusive ship had maintained her distance in their first encounter, just at the edge of the Armstrong’s scanner range. The Armstrong’s tactical officer, Lieutenant Sienna Aldridge, had attempted to identify the ship before it disappeared. While she hadn’t been able to match it to any known ship type, Lieutenant Aldridge’s analysis of the scan data of the ship proved it wasn’t a Cilik’ti vessel.

				The only first contact with an alien race was a tragedy for Earth. Hood was determined not to have his ship in a situation against another potential adversary without more reliable intelligence. He needed to put distance between the Armstrong and that ship, contact EDF Command and prepare.

				During the past three days, the Armstrong’s communications team had continued to monitor traffic from the colony that was now blocked at the beacon. The messages were clear and in the open. The colonists were well and were trying to contact home. Hood felt for the colonists, but armed with the knowledge that many of the colonists were programmed with new personalities, he couldn’t risk letting the signals reach home. Not yet. If the colonists discovered their lives back home were a lie, what would they do? He could only wonder what kind of spirit-crushing revelation that would be. Would there be any justice he could offer them? Worse, what if the knowledge unraveled their new personalities, causing them to revert or lose their sanity? It would be chaos.

				There was also the possibility that the Cilik’ti would pick up their transmissions.

				Any of those scenarios would doom the colony—a colony vital to Earth’s plans for the future.

				“The order is given, Commander. Let’s get moving.” The words invigorated him and his heart raced with anticipation for the oncoming jump. He was eager to put this asteroid field behind them and get to Cygni. During the past several hours, he had made sure to let those around him see his confidence and strength. He knew from experience that the crew’s morale was a cornerstone to a mission’s success and it all started with him. Even as he sat down at the Command Station, he kept up the facade, but inside he was still a wreck. His confidence lay in pieces on the floor like the shards of a broken mirror. Hood prided himself on being one step ahead of his opponents and he had been duped. Now his ship’s mission was delayed. Worse still, crewmen who were his responsibility had been injured or killed. I should have seen it coming. Those words continued to tear at his thoughts and now the looming specter of self-doubt was once again prodding at his faculties. It was always there, ever since the battle at Pluto Station. But now was not the time to waffle over bad decisions. With a deep breath, he focused his will to brush aside his inner turmoil and prepared himself for the Armstrong’s next jump.

				The Armstrong left the last midpoint beacon behind as she moved away and disappeared with a blue flash. She reappeared in open space close to the beacon left by the Magellan halfway between the orbit of the fourth and fifth planets of the Cygni system. Cygni—they had made it.

				The Armstrong’s engines roared to life. The huge ship vectored inward toward the fourth planet, and fighters began to pour out of her docking bays. The diligent crew members on the Command Deck worked to bring the ship to combat readiness. Echoes of voices from different personnel communicating their station’s status and that of the fighters and gunships filled the air. Hood watched all the excitement from his station in silence. They had performed this same drill for the past several jumps before the asteroid field, but now that they were so close, he was being extra careful. “Aldridge, what do we have on scan?”

				“Early results show no other vessels in the system, and I have a strong lock on the beacon,” the Armstrong’s tactical officer said as she looked up from her terminal and smiled. “I have the Magellan, sir. Location and status coming up now.”

				Images of the fourth planet began to appear on the large screen over Hood’s station. The reddish-brown-tinged planet was one large landmass, but there were pockets of water scattered around the surface, the most common in large lakes. The mere sight of the lakes made his earlier deflated spirit soar. Water. If water’s on that planet in abundance, it’ll make a great colony world. He couldn’t wait to see more of what the planet offered.

				Hood noticed a small signal blip in the upper southern hemisphere just east of a range of mountains. The ID code on the screen matched that of the Magellan. “Lieutenant,” he called out to Aldridge, “I want sensor satellites in a grid around the system, and get me a complete sweep. Once we arrive in orbit, I want the planetary grid online.”

				“Aye, sir. Already on it,” Aldridge replied and even from where he was sitting, Hood could hear the sounds of her fingers typing in new commands on her terminal.

				While the Armstrong continued its approach to the fourth planet, several long cylinders containing the satellites were launched from the aft docking bay. Once the satellites cleared the bay, ultrahigh-speed booster rockets sped them toward their specified locations. It took several minutes for the different elements of the grid to come online. Data from the satellites poured in, and Sanchez and Hood waited in earnest for the analysis.

				Sanchez’s terminal chimed and he glanced over at the alert. “The sensor team just reaffirmed their initial scan with no new contacts or gravimetric anomalies. It looks like we have new data on the rest of the planets in the system.” He opened up a terminal window for each planet. “The fourth planet seems to be the only habitable world without a dome.” Hood watched him scroll through the information on the screen and pause at the atmospheric summary. “The atmosphere is just less than twice as dense as Earth’s, with high levels of oxygen content. Nitrogen levels are about the same, but the CO2 is lower by almost half. The air’s breathable and no masks or suits would be needed.” Sanchez checked one final screen. “Gravity is one point two of Earth. We might feel it when we land, but I don’t think we’ll have a hard adjustment period.”

				“Excellent.” Hood balled his fist and the smile on his face reflected his enthusiasm. “What do we know about the others?”

				“Let’s see. First planet is three-quarters the size of Earth, but it’s a scorched world like Mercury. Seismic scans show the planet is unstable on the surface, lots of volcanic activity and ground quakes.” Sanchez closed that window and switched to the next, showing a planet with a dull gray surface littered with impact craters. “The second one is much like Proxima—a dead world with no atmosphere. The surface seems to have weathered several small meteor storms, but high-level scans show large quantities of rich mineral deposits. Iron, copper and even titanium seem to be in abundance.”

				Hood reviewed the scan report. “We’ll need to flag that one for a deeper mining survey.” His eyes caught sight of the window for the next planet in line and his interest piqued. “Third planet is similar to Mars, but about twice the size.”

				Sanchez nodded. “Atmosphere and surface conditions are almost identical. With its proximity to the Cygni star, this could be a terraforming target. I recommend you put this on the list to investigate further.”

				“Agreed.” Hood knew full well that terraforming would take time, but with Mars as a model, the upside for domed colonies on the surface was still encouraging. “What about the last two planets in the system?”

				“Both are gas giants with size approximate to Saturn. Their orbits are much farther out than the closer four, but these are the only planets other than Cygni 4 with any moons. The fifth planet has four, and there are nine on the last one.”

				Hood pressed a button his terminal and an expanded image of the fourth planet appeared on the monitor above his station. Tall mountains and long, deep valleys filled the landscape. Hood felt his breath get taken away when he saw the first clouds. A long band of clouds in a storm front stretched for hundreds of kilometers just south of the Magellan’s location. It was more than he could have hoped to imagine. A living world, and based on what he’d seen, quite capable of supporting human life. He sat back in his chair and watched the bottom right of the screen continue to scroll with new information. His eyes scanned the data, but just for a few moments. He wanted to revel in the beauty of this new world. Several minutes passed and Hood realized he had been just staring at the screen. He took a quick look around, but no one had noticed. Not even Sanchez. He stood from his seat and leaned closer to his XO. “I’m headed back to my quarters to start working on my first communiqué to command. Keep collecting data. I want to send a burst back home within the hour.”

				Sanchez nodded, and Hood left the Command Station, heading for the elevator lift.

				* * *

				Hood arrived at his quarters, removed his uniform jacket and tried to relax. They had made it to Cygni, but his mission was already more complicated than when it began. He still had to ascertain the colonists’ situation. What Epherium had done was wrong, but there was no changing it now. He sat down in his chair, and the terminal on his desk beeped. “There’s never a moment’s peace, is there?” He sighed and answered the incoming comm channel.

				“Sir,” Maya Greywalker said, “I’ve completed my investigation of Project Sandman.”

				Hood noticed the report was already transferred to his terminal. He opened the file and scanned it. Everything McCraken had told them about the secret Epherium project was true, including the use of criminals on the colony ships. He cringed. What did the Embrace do to his uncle and his friends aboard the Magellan? He didn’t want to think about it, but he couldn’t stop. Did it reprogram them as well? Will they still recognize me? “What about Walsh? Is he the only one on board connected to this?”

				“Yes he was, but there are others from Epherium’s list still in service in different commands. I’ve alerted EDF Command per your orders. Hearing about his involvement in this hasn’t sat very well with the brass. He was a respected officer with a distinguished career.”

				Hood nodded. “I figured as much. Good work, Lieutenant. Is that everything?”

				She shook her head. “I found something else. It seems we weren’t the only target. Just before the attack on the Epherium office, several other Epherium facilities on Earth were hit. All were similar infiltrations. I contacted the investigating officers in each case and had them check for data breaches. Data hacks were confirmed at all the locations, but Epherium isn’t talking about what was taken. They’ve marked it all Corporate Classified.”

				Hood scoffed at her last remark. Epherium was covering their butts as always, but were the attackers after the same data, or did each place hold something different? A new file showed on his terminal, some sort of video. Hood opened it. “What am I looking at, Lieutenant?”

				“It’s external surveillance footage from a camera across the street from the Epherium office that was hit in San Diego. All the Epherium cameras were dead, just like we experienced, but this one had something. You should see it about now.”

				Hood studied the video. One of the main doors to the facility opened, but there wasn’t anyone there. A moment later, the image of person walking away appeared just for a split second, and then it was gone. He rewound the video and watched it again. “What was that?”

				“I believe it to be one of the perpetrators. I shared the video with some experts at Command. The consensus is that it’s some sort of personalized cloaking technology, but it’s far more advanced than anything they’ve seen. The Cilik’ti had deployed some sort of adaptive camouflage for their vehicles during the war. It’s possible this could be a derivative, but it’s only speculation.”

				Hood sighed. Whoever wanted Epherium’s data wanted it badly and they were taking pretty sophisticated methods to acquire it. “Once again, excellent work, Lieutenant. Have your teams continue their sweeps of the ship. I want to make sure we don’t have any more hidden guests aboard. Hood out.”

				* * *

				It took four short hours for the Armstrong to reach the fourth planet in the Cygni system. Hood ordered the Dreadnaught into high orbit above the Magellan’s location. As the fighters took up screening positions, more satellites left the aft bay and moved to their designated locations around the planet, their multiple sensor arrays angling down at the surface.

				Hood opened a channel at his station. “Major McGregor, mount up. I want you ready to launch in five minutes.”

				The Scottish Marine’s voice bellowed over the comm. “Aye, sir. We’ll be ready.”

				Hood closed the comm channel and stared at the large screen in front of him. The new sensor grid had detected two encampments. The first surrounded the Magellan and images from the satellites showed the colonists had constructed several dwellings. From the look of things, they had used pieces of the ship to reinforce them. It was early morning on this side of the planet and so far there was little activity.

				The second settlement was located two hundred fifty kilometers to the northeast and situated in a rolling valley that emptied into one of the larger lakes in the region. Unlike the first settlement location, the buildings the colonists had constructed were spread out along the walls of the valley and the lake shoreline. Hood zoomed in closer on one of the images and spotted a boat just offshore on the lake.

				Hood laughed. It had been a long time since he’d set foot on an actual boat. EDF naval training focused on the vastness of space now, but many of the basics of command it used were born on the high seas. If all went well, he would have to make time to take a jaunt across one of the lakes.

				“What’s the final count, Raf?” Hood asked his XO. “Have we accounted for all the colonists and crew?”

				Sanchez checked the data on his terminal. “Sensors indicate we’re missing about two hundred and thirty. There’s another small group west of the main encampment, perhaps fifteen of them.” Sanchez expanded the visual of the area west of the mountain range on the larger screen. “The mountains could be masking them, or they might have found some caves. We won’t know more until we get down there.”

				Hood walked over to the Communications Station. “All right, Lieutenant. Let’s wake them up.”

				“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Juanita Wells, the blonde communications officer, responded with an impish smile. Wells opened a channel to the main communications array that was detected in the main encampment. It took almost five minutes, but an underdressed man whose face showed days of an unkempt beard appeared on the main screen over Hood’s station.

				The man rubbed his bloodshot eyes with his hands. “Darn it, Howe, its early, man. What do you want?”

				“Sorry to disturb you, but this isn’t Howe. I’m Captain James Hood of the Earth Defense Force Dreadnaught Armstrong. We’ve come a long way to find you and I need to talk with your ship’s commander.”

				The man produced a blank stare as Hood spoke and after a few moments, his mouth went slack-jawed. He stumbled backward from the communication gear. The only audible sound that came from the man was a muffled “Holy shit!” He turned and ran out of the room, almost knocking over a chair. Seconds later, yelling could be heard in the background, mixed with growing sounds of commotion.

				Hood chuckled. He’d been certain the first communication would make an impact and he was right.

				Ten minutes after the man had left the room, he hustled back into sight with two other men on his heels. The last one to enter, Hood recognized. It was his uncle, Jonathan, the commander of the Magellan. This time it was Hood’s turn to stare in amazement. He felt as if he was staring at an old photo. Jonathan’s muscular build and a full head of dark hair, unblemished by gray, had the mark of a man in his prime. His uncle, who left to lead the Magellan on the ship’s twenty-five-year journey, hadn’t aged a day.

				Jonathan Hood stared at the screen and the left side of his mouth formed into the wry smile the Armstrong’s captain remembered from his youth. “Jimmy, is that you?”

				Many of the Command Deck crewed stared at Hood, who still hadn’t responded. Feeling everyone’s eyes on him, he broke the silence and smiled back at his uncle. “Yes, Uncle Jon. It’s me.” His voice cracked with joy.

				“Well, son, what are you doing all the way out here?”

				“Your beacon let us know you made it, so we had to call out the cavalry to come find you,” Hood joked.

				Jonathan Hood and the other two men with him conferred and nodded in agreement. “We were beginning to wonder about that. We knew the signal went active, but we didn’t get a return from Earth. Hell, we figured we were on our own.”

				“There’s a story behind that one. I want to cover that in person when I get down there, but I need to send my people down first.” He nodded toward Sanchez. “We have food, medical supplies and material to augment you.”

				The news brought delight to the eyes of Jonathan and his men. “We’ll be ready for them when they get here, Jimmy. Magellan base out.”

				Once the communication channel ended, Sanchez opened a new one to the Marines in the docking bay. “Major, you are a go for drop. Operation code is Harmless. I repeat, operation code is Harmless.”

				“Understood, Commander.” Major McGregor’s boisterous voice echoed over the comm channel as he yelled to his men, “All right laddies. Mount up! Dust off in two minutes. We got friendlies to meet.”

				On his terminal’s screen, Hood watched the six Marine assault shuttles leave the rear docking bay and begin their descent toward the planet. Hood wanted to be on the first ship that landed. Now, joy and sadness competed for his attention. When he was growing up, the sheer excitement of seeing his uncle show up at his home after a long absence would last for days. He envisioned himself stepping off that ramp and giving his uncle a huge hug, but he had to follow protocol. McGregor’s team had to go first. There would be time for a reunion once the all clear was given. Of that he was sure.

				* * *

				The shuttles circled the main encampment during their final approach. The atmosphere was thick with deep cloud formations, but the low wind speeds offered little turbulence and a smooth approach for the shuttle pilots.

				Major McGregor gazed out the view port from his shuttle’s cockpit and could see crowds beginning to gather. The light from the Cygni star was bright, but not oppressive, and offered good visibility for the surrounding area. The pilot called out a landing site just east of the main encampment in an open plain. McGregor agreed with the pilot’s choice and ordered his men to prepare to disembark as the shuttle began its landing cycle.

				Regardless of the friendly operational code he was given, McGregor didn’t relax. He treated every mission the same. To do anything else would reduce his vigilance, and that got Marines killed. He clasped his hands together hard. His adrenaline was already flowing. He just needed to harness it and focus on the mission.

				The shuttles set down in a standard cover formation in groups of three. With the shuttle ramps on the interior of the triangle, the Marines’ armored vehicles exited the shuttles first and assumed defensive positions, thus allowing the troops extra protection as they disembarked, and the primary guns of the shuttles could be used to pacify any aggressors.

				Even before the ramp of the shuttle finished lowering to the ground, McGregor raced down the ramp and led his men to secure the landing zone. The rich, sweet air he encountered at the bottom of the ramp gave him additional boost of energy. He couldn’t place the scent, but it reminded him of honeysuckle. He filled his lungs with another deep breath. It wasn’t quite like running in an oxygen tent, but certainly better than the recycled air on board the Armstrong. The crowds from the encampment had already begun to arrive, and McGregor ordered his Marines to fall into companies next to their shuttles.

				Two men moved out from the group and approached McGregor. The one on the right assumed a relaxed attention and saluted. McGregor was almost taken aback. The man bore a surprising resemblance to Captain Hood, if not a few years younger. McGregor returned the salute with a snap of his BDUs.

				“Commander Jonathan Hood,” the man said and offered McGregor his hand.

				McGregor shook it with a firm grip. “Major Arlen McGregor, 4th EDF Marine Expeditionary Combat Regiment. Nice to meet ya, Commander.”

				The second man was a heavyset, not quite bald man with a ruffled comb-over. By McGregor’s estimation, he seemed several years the senior of everyone in the crowd. The man moved next to Commander Hood and offered McGregor his hand, as well. “Dr. Caris Wilder, Major. I’m the colony’s lead researcher. Glad to meet you.” McGregor noticed the man’s palms were sweaty and he was nervous, but under the circumstances McGregor understood.

				McGregor smiled. “My men are going to be unloading supplies for ya in a few minutes.” Despite the friendly greeting, his instincts never let him lose his focus from the mission. He scanned the crowd of several hundred people who had come to welcome them. “We just need to do a routine check of the area first before any more personnel are allowed down to the surface.”

				“We understand,” Jonathan Hood replied. “Let Caris and I give you and your men the full tour. When you’re ready to unload, our people can help.”

				McGregor followed the two men into the main encampment and toward what he surmised to be the main operations building. He instructed his squads to fan out and conduct their sweeps. McGregor knew Hood wanted to get people down here as quickly as possible, but he was doing this by the numbers and nothing was going to happen until he gave his approval. With any luck, this would all be over in a few hours and he would contact the Armstrong to give Hood the news.

				Until then, McGregor guarded himself from giving details or any non-cleared information to the colonists. Hood had given him and the other command staff a short explanation about the Epherium experiments. The whole notion seemed awfully far-fetched, but he trusted Hood’s judgment. Until the higher-ups gave the go-ahead, Hood’s op-sec strategy would remain unchanged. McGregor and the captain had to be certain who they were dealing with—colonists or criminals.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Magellan Colony Base Site
Cygni 4
Sunday, January 26
Earth Year 2155

				Hood walked down the ramp of his shuttle in silent awe. Regardless of his many missions to Proxima over the years, this was the first world outside the home solar system he’d set foot upon, and it was glorious. The euphoria of the moment soon passed, and he glanced at what he guessed to be trees that encircled the landing zone. The trees’ branches were sheathed in a smooth bark and twisted in various angles away from the thicker trunks, but it was the leaves, grass and other plant life that drew Hood’s attention. Their deep brown color, coupled with a slightly reddish hue, was simply uncanny. The same colors permeated the soil and rocks that helped form the mountain behind the huge colony ship only a few hundred meters away. Could Mars have looked like this millions of years ago?

				The air felt thick compared to the normally monitored atmosphere on the Armstrong or the EDF stations, but Hood had no difficulty breathing. Instead, he felt invigorated.

				It had taken Major McGregor close to six hours to complete his sweep of the encampment and allow further landings, which put the hour now long into the afternoon. Many of the other shuttles had already landed and were in the unloading process when Hood’s shuttle touched down, so there weren’t crowds awaiting his arrival. However, one person was waiting for Hood as he stepped off the ramp—his uncle Jonathan.

				Elation surged in Hood’s chest and he felt his heart might burst free in excitement. It had been so long since the Magellan had left Earth. He doubted he would ever see this day. He smiled as he approached his uncle and before he could react, he was engulfed in a giant, welcoming bear hug. He collapsed his arms in the hug and tried to enjoy the moment. “Okay, Uncle Jon,” he moaned. “You’re going to break a rib.”

				Jonathan Hood released his nephew and put his hands on the younger man’s shoulders. “Good Lord, boy. Look at you!” Hood was almost the same height as his uncle, if not a few centimeters taller.

				“It’s good to see you too, Uncle. We have a lot to catching up to do.” Hood stared at his face and took it all in. Everything was the same as he remembered. His uncle’s dark hair, kind eyes and even his powerful grip hadn’t changed. He still couldn’t believe the aging process could be slowed for that long in the sleeper tubes, but here was living proof.

				Behind him, Hood heard a short, “Eh-hemm.”

				“Ah, yes.” Hood turned to his left. “I want to introduce my chief security officer, Lieutenant Maya Greywalker.”

				Maya walked forward in three graceful steps to stand beside Hood, dressed in her light gray security uniform. Her red hair was not tied back as was her norm aboard ship but instead hung loose, resting on her shoulders, and moved with the gentle breeze. Jonathan stepped up to meet her and, like many before, was captivated when her luminescent blue eyes met his.

				Maya was one of three remaining subjects from a genetics experiment conducted by her adopted father, Dr. Julian Greywalker, who’d sought to overcome a fatal nervous system condition called Altain’s Disease. An unfortunate explosion in Dr. Greywalker’s remote lab on Mars had destroyed the facility, killing him and most of his “children.”

				Dr. Greywalker’s experiment had provided Maya and the other children with enhanced abilities, but not every child possessed the same new gifts. She was blessed with enhanced strength and reflexes. Many of her senses were heightened, as well. All the children did have one similar trait—their bright blues eyes were an unmistakable marker, but many people found their unnatural appearance to be unsettling.

				“Pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant,” Jonathan greeted her with a shy smile. Maya’s gaze held him for a moment, but a quick blink broke his stare.

				“Likewise, Commander Hood.” Maya then turned and nodded to her captain.

				Jonathan slung his arm around his nephew’s shoulders and began walking toward the main encampment. “Let me show you around. After we’re done, I want to hear all about this big new ship of yours. From what I hear, it puts my ol’ lady here to shame.”

				* * *

				Hood spent the next two hours surveying the encampment and answering the myriad of questions from his uncle. His mannerisms and approach to understanding something new were the same. Hood was amazed how his uncle was able to adapt to the gap of the past twenty-five years. Not to mention the fact that James was no longer the young boy who used to follow him around.

				Each building of the encampment was dedicated to different research disciplines and also offered additional living spaces for the colonists who chose to stay outside the Magellan. At every stop, Hood’s uncle introduced him and Maya to those inside. The reception was warm in each case and always ended with a desire for news from home. Hood managed to deflect many of the inquiries and promised to update them all that evening, but his mind raced with concern. How deep was the level of information concerning home for the installed personalities of the colonists? Had the Epherium scientists thought that part through well enough, or would it all come down like a house of cards if the details didn’t match? Hood put on his best face at each introduction, and he could sense Maya had the same concerns.

				Jonathan led the group toward the Magellan, and Hood stopped to admire the huge vessel. Its sheer size almost rivaled the mountains that lay behind her and cast a shadow across the encampment, but she was a gentle giant. Her superstructure was by and large intact, minus a few pieces that had been removed to construct some of the buildings, but the Magellan was still as impressive as the first day he’d seen her. The travel across the light-years of space had been kind, but Hood doubted she’d be put back together fast enough if the colonists needed to leave in a hurry. He added a mental note of it to his growing list of defense and evacuation contingencies.

				After the tour was over, Hood, Maya and his uncle joined Caris in the colony’s main operations building, just south of the Magellan’s main boarding ramp. The huge domed building was formed from four separate sections of one of the Magellan’s landing pylons that were fused together and supported by an enormous metal rod which jutted through the center of the dome’s ceiling. On the outside, eight thick metal cables were attached to the rod and spanned outward to large stakes placed deep in the ground for support.

				The colony’s primary mess hall was located in the large open area in the middle of the building and was already in the process of being set up for the evening meal. The Magellan had landed only a month ago, but Hood was amazed at their progress. Hood grabbed a hot cup of coffee and walked over to the large topographical map of the Magellan’s encampments posted on the eastern wall near the side entrance. He took a few sips of the rather strong brew and studied the map. The Cygni sun had begun to set on the horizon, and the coffee warmed him against the cooler temperature outside.

				Even after his first glance of the map, Hood could tell that the colonists had already accomplished so much in preparing a solid infrastructure. Knowing his uncle, he expected nothing less. Hood understood the challenges the colonists faced, and he wanted to revel with them. But there was also the Cilik’ti to consider. If they discovered the colony, Hood was certain they would attack. The thought of having to order the colonists to abandon it all was a bitter pill, but if the situation demanded it, he wouldn’t hesitate.

				Jonathan walked up beside his nephew. “How are your parents, Jimmy?”

				The question caught Hood off guard. He had avoided mentioning the family back home and wanted to wait for the right time to talk about it in private with his uncle. Grief swelled within him. He couldn’t look at his uncle now. It would only remind him of that day. Both of the men continued to stare at the map until Hood broke the silence and answered his uncle’s question. “Dad passed away two years ago.”

				Jonathan gave a solemn nod. “I figured as much. If he was alive, I imagine he’d have a message for me, and you would have passed it along when you landed.” Hood could hear the hushed anguish in his uncle’s voice. “How’d it happen?”

				Hood sipped his coffee and looked down at the base of the map. “Embolism. He was helping their neighbors paint their garage out back. The doctor said he was dead before he fell off the ladder.” Hood choked out a laugh as he remembered the old building. “That old garage had a lot of memories for us kids. We held cookouts, sleepovers and countless other events in that place. When the Jockeys decided to sell the house, the new owners considered tearing it down, but Dad convinced them to keep it.” His voiced cracked and he didn’t think he could hold it back any longer. Hood had shed many a tear over the loss of his father since that day, and new ones began to form in his eyes.

				Jonathan put an arm around his nephew’s shoulder, and his tone was supportive and encouraging. “I always pictured how I might pass on one day, and I’m not surprised to find your dad went doing something to help out a friend. He wouldn’t want it any other way.” Jonathan waited for his words to sink in to his nephew. “I take it your mother is still doing well?”

				Hood batted the tears away with a quick double blink. “Yes, she’s fine. Her sister moved in last summer, and the two of them are always on the go. I’ve tried to get her out to see me at a nearby station, but I could never find a free moment with them.”

				“Humph,” Jonathan snorted. “Your mom is too much like Gina. She’d never keep her foot on the ground for very long if you let her. I’m glad to see she’s active though.” Jonathan stepped between Hood and the map, met his eyes and smiled. “You and your dad are a lot alike, you know that? You’re both smart and always trying to come to save my butt when I’m trouble.”

				Hood laughed at his uncle’s attempt to cheer him up.

				Jonathan pointed to the cup of coffee in Hood’s hands. “That looks good. I think I’ll get me a cup. We can catch up on the family later.”

				Hood joined the others at one of the mess hall’s tables as Caris sat down next to Maya and introduced himself to her. “Lieutenant, it is a great pleasure to meet you. I’m not sure if you know, but I worked in a fellowship that tried to continue your father’s genetic research.” Maya regarded the older man as he spoke. “I was deeply saddened when I first read about the accident on Mars. Your father’s work inspired me to become a scientist. My group never produced results for a cure beyond the theoretical, but I’m happy that some semblance of his work lives on.”

				Hood glanced over as Maya and the colony’s chief researcher continued their conversation about Dr. Greywalker. Maya’s typical guarded demeanor seemed to relax. Seeing her take advantage of the comfortable atmosphere at the camp made him smile. His crew needed some downtime, and Maya was no exception. Hood let the two of them talk in private and turned to his uncle. “So, what was it like setting foot on this world? It had to be incredible. With the military, we’ve had several new exploration protocols, but I forgot to ask what special orders Epherium, or the Earth Exploration Forces, instructed you to follow before you left the ship.”

				Revelation crossed Jonathan’s face. “Speaking of that, James, I need to get the Magellan’s logs to your ship. I want to send them back to Earth as soon as we can, and your ship has far better communications gear. There’s a lot of data the Epherium techs need to review.”

				Hood wanted to review it too. If there was anything in the data related to the effects of the Embrace units, he had to know about it.

				Jonathan grabbed one of his people walking by, explained what he needed and the blond-haired woman ran off toward the offices. He sat back down and looked at his nephew. “Now, where was I? Oh, exploration protocols, right. Well, we had a ton, but you know these guys. They saw this planet like a hunter sees a buck in deer season.” Jonathan chuckled. “It took some tough talk, but I convinced everyone to stay in their environmental suits for the first three days until we could make sure that the planet wasn’t toxic. Once the helmets came off, everyone was running outside.” He pointed back to the Magellan. “After being cooped up in there for that long, I don’t blame them.”

				“Was there anything else you wish you could have brought with you on the trip?”

				Jonathan didn’t hesitate. “Horses. I would’ve brought some horses with us. They would do well in this type of country. I used to ride when I was younger. Before I started my studies at the academy, I thought about owning a few. I even considered starting up a boarding farm.”

				“Dad mentioned that you two used to ride a lot when you were younger. When things get moving on a convoy of ships out here, maybe we could put in a request.” The idea made Hood smile, and he felt confident that once a lifeline to the colony was established, others might want to bring different animals, as well. But he was getting ahead of himself. He needed to build defenses and make sure the other colonists’ personalities were intact before anyone would be able to come to this world.

				Hood glanced upward at the support structure for the domed building, then out the window toward the encampment. From his vantage point, he could see every building as the slope moved down from the mountain to the valley below. “It seems things here are progressing pretty well, but there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. The Magellan personnel list had a complement of five thousand, plus the command crew. Our initial scans showed about two hundred fifty colonists unaccounted for. “What happened?”

				The commander of the Magellan paused at the question. His hands started to tremble and he set down his coffee mug before he spilled any of the steaming liquid. “I was wondering when you were going to get around to that.” He cleared his throat, scanned the room and leaned closer to his nephew. “It’s something we don’t talk about much around here. Many of the researchers have been colleagues for years before they left, and mentioning it hits them kind of hard.” Jonathan sighed and seemed lost, not sure where to start. “After we achieved our final approach into the Cygni system, the Magellan’s computer awoke the command crew and the key research leaders for the colony. When two members of the research team failed to show at the muster station following the awakening process, Jillian and I got concerned and started a full system diagnostic.”

				A feeling of dread came over Hood. “Sleeper chamber failure?”

				“Yeah.” The memory seemed painful to bring back. Jonathan shook his head. “Somehow the chambers in two sections had lost power temporarily, and the backup systems failed. The logs weren’t clear about when it happened, but everyone who investigated it concluded that they didn’t suffer.” Jonathan closed his eyes hard. “It wasn’t a pleasant sight, James. The level of decomposition in those chambers...”

				Hood could tell from the painful grimace on Jonathan’s face that he didn’t want to continue. “That’s all right, Uncle Jon. No need to relive that. We all have experiences we’d like to forget—yours truly included.” Trying to get his uncle’s mind off the issue, Hood surveyed the room and changed the subject. “Where are Jillian and Gina?” A frown crept onto his face after finding no trace of the Magellan’s XO or his uncle’s girlfriend. “I was hoping they’d be here, since they weren’t with you when I touched down.”

				Hood’s uncle seemed to perk up at the mention of their names. “Well, if you must know, Gina and I were married last week.”

				“Congratulations!” Hood’s outburst drew the attention of Caris and Maya at the next table. The pair ended their conversation and rejoined Hood and his uncle.

				“Thanks, James,” his uncle said, a faint blush appearing on his cheeks. “I really wish Gina was here to meet you, but she convinced Jillian to go with her to a possible paleontological find. It was something one of our rover patrols found while exploring a canyon about one hundred and fifty clicks northwest of here.”

				“More important than the honeymoon?” Hood joked.

				Jonathan’s blush turned bright red now. “Plenty of time for that. Besides, you know those two. Once they have their minds made up, there’s no stopping them.”

				“When do you expect them back?”

				Jonathan stood and walked over to the map. “It’s difficult to say. Our patrol reported fossils in several locations there, and studying them will give us tremendous insight into early life on this world.” He pointed to the location where Jillian and Gina’s expedition had journeyed and circled it with his finger. “The terrain is pretty rough there, even for our rovers.” He traced his finger along the length of the canyon. “The canyon runs deep in some areas and might have been formed by a large river, but initial surveys didn’t produce any trace of it outside the canyon itself. The whole region creates bad interference that messes with our communication and tracking gear. It just gobbles up signals, so our contact has been limited. We did receive a few brief messages from them and everything is fine.” Jonathan walked over to a table to his left, grabbed a small, jagged rock that was lying on top and handed it to Hood. “The geology team has been looking at the mineral samples the initial survey team brought back. There are traces of lead, cadmium and beryllium all over the place. Those are bound to cause problems with communication signals.”

				“Have teams encountered any indigenous threats?” Maya interjected. “The plant life here is nothing like we’ve seen before. If there is animal life, there will be predators.”

				“We’ve just begun our study of this world, and our rover teams have only covered about a twentieth of the surface,” Caris said, enthused with the discussion. “However, our biologists have already cataloged hundreds of new species of animal and plant life. You might have noticed the brownish color of all the plant life. Well, the plants on this world consist of red chlorophyll, not green as we have on Earth.”

				“Red chlorophyll? What’s the difference?” Hood asked.

				“We’re still not clear on that one, Captain. The difference could be due to the reduced amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere or the higher level of gamma radiation the Cygni sun emanates. Either way, it’s a monumental discovery.” Caris stood, and his feet danced with excitement. “Let me get my data, and I can show you what we’ve found.” He returned a few moments later with an older-looking data pad, opened several files and handed it to Hood.

				Hood examined the pictures of the different varieties of plant life. He scrolled through each one and tried to compare them to familiar plants back on Earth. “Can these sustain human life?”

				“Yes!” Caris exclaimed. “They produce oxygen, but they rely more on nitrogen than carbon dioxide, it seems.” He pointed out specific plants on the screen. “We’ve found edible species that can be classed as a vegetable or fruit, but we need to find the best way to cultivate them. The Magellan brought several varieties of seeds to plant, but it’s too late in the season to grow anything, and I’m not sure they would thrive here.” He pointed to a bowl of red-skinned fruits on the nearby table. “Those are my favorite. Back home, I would put them on par with plums.”

				“My apologies for Caris,” Jonathan said, leaning toward Hood. “He’s just excited to share something with someone who hasn’t been living it for the past several weeks. It’s a geek thing, I guess.”

				A twinkle shone in Caris’s eye. “Commander, that is the most truthful and hurtful thing someone has ever said to me. But yes, it is good to finally to explain all this to someone new.” Walking over to the table, he grabbed the bowl of Cygni plums. Caris handed one of the fruits to Hood, but as he turned toward Maya his foot snagged on the leg of the table and he stumbled.

				The four remaining fruits flew straight toward the red-haired security officer. Maya’s reaction seemed effortless as each hand snatched two of the fruits from the air. She examined the reddish-brown-skinned fruits, selected the largest for herself and handed the remaining three toward the now very embarrassed Caris.

				“I’m so sorry, Lieutenant. That was clumsy of me.”

				Maya produced a soft smile and placed the fruits back into the bowl. Caris pulled out one of the plums for himself and sat down next to Maya. He sank his teeth into it, and the two Armstrong officers followed suit. The skin was crisp on the outside, but the sweet pulp was soft and loaded with juice.

				Maya finished her plum, wrapped the remains in a napkin and set it on the table. After handing a second napkin to Hood, who seemed to be having difficulty keeping the fruit’s juice from his uniform, she turned back to Caris. “What about animal life, Dr. Wilder?”

				“Ah yes, we’ve uncovered several new species of insects and some mammals, but no definite sightings of birds or reptiles yet, although I have unconfirmed reports of smaller reptiles at our remote base at the lake. I really hoped to find some sort of amphibious creatures by the streams. But alas, that too has been a disappointment.” On his data pad, Caris accessed the information on the different animals the colonists had encountered for Maya to review. “We’re correlating these new species to our well-known Earth animal classifications. It’ll take months to classify new ones and begin to organize these beautiful creatures, but the sheer investigative science of it all is astounding.”

				Caris pointed to one of the pictures on the data pad. The animal was a small four-legged creature with deep orange fur. It had long claws, presumably for digging, but the most striking feature was its two pairs of eyes. One pair faced front, while the second was positioned on the sides of its head. “Most of the animals we’ve seen, like this one, are small and primarily burrowing, but we have found a few predators. One team reported a species of bear up in the mountains just west of here. I would say bears are the closest relative to these wonderful creatures. This particular breed has several horns protruding from their heads and all the way down their spines,” he explained. “Other than that team’s encounter, nothing has been hostile to us—except the Night Cats.”

				“Night Cats?” Maya asked with a hint of concern.

				“I would describe them as similar to mountain lions back on Earth, but a little bit larger,” Caris stated. “We first encountered them on the second night we spent outside the Magellan, I believe.” He looked over at Jonathan, who agreed. “Thus far, we’ve only seen them at night, but that first contact shook us up.”

				“Three of them snuck into the encampment looking for food,” Jonathan explained. “Two of our people got nicked up pretty good, but we fought them off and managed to kill one.”

				“Yes, remarkable creatures,” Caris stated as he sat back down next to Maya. “The pelts are a deep jet-black that makes them near invisible in the dark, and their eyes don’t reflect light like cats on Earth do, so they’re difficult to spot. Our analysis of the cats found their eyes have a filter, almost like an inner eyelid.”

				“One of our sentries spotted a Night Cat outside the perimeter that was just lying on the side of a trail,” Jonathan added. “From a distance, he thought it was a rock until it ran off. It was just sitting there staring right at him.” He laughed. “His partner said he almost soiled himself.”

				Caris spread out his hand and pointed to different areas on his palm. “You see, their paws have unique pocketed areas that act like mini shock absorbers and let them run over this terrain without making a sound. But their hearing is what’s truly amazing. They have very sophisticated auditory canals, which leads us to believe they hunt by sound more than sight. Even their communication seems to be based on high-pitched calls.”

				Jonathan rolled his eyes, shook his head at Caris, then walked over to one of the desks in an office by the main entrance. He picked up something similar to a large flare gun with a metal tube in the stock and handed it to Maya. “It’s a sonic gun. We tested it the next time the cats came prowling about, and it sent them running fast. It’s loud but effective. Since then, we’ve set up perimeter sensors and small towers to broadcast the same bursts if they get too close.”

				Maya examined the weapon. “Impressive design. I’ve seen similar models with a more focused dispersion that make for an excellent concussive stunner. I can help you convert these to that type. Might be more effective against something like those bears you mentioned.”

				“That’s most generous of you, Lieutenant,” Jonathan said. “I’ll get you in touch with our Armory master, and you can go over the details.”

				Hood pointed back at the map. “We noticed you sent another group to that large lake to the northeast. What have they found?”

				“Harvey, my team lead for that encampment, can give you more info on that than me,” Jonathan said. “It’s got some real promise, so we’ve been moving people there over the past few weeks. Harvey had them construct a boat for exploring and fishing, but initial analysis shows the soil there is the best around for agriculture. This region of the planet hasn’t seen much rain since we’ve been here, and the lake can offer good irrigation. I sent a message to him after your first team arrived, but he was out on a survey run and should be back later tonight. We can go over there at first light and meet up with him if you’re up for it.”

				“What’s his name again?” Maya asked.

				“Harvey Kingston,” Jonathan answered. “He’s one of our physical sciences specialists. He’s a chemist, but he’s a natural at organization. With the colony down two important team leads, I needed someone to step up. He generated a real rapport with his team, so I put him in charge and he hasn’t disappointed.”

				As several of the colonists began to file in to the building for the evening meal, Hood noticed Maya pull out her data pad and pull up the name in the Epherium list.

				“James, I want you and Maya to join me at my table for dinner,” Jonathan insisted. “It’ll be just like back home. After that, you can tell everyone what we’ve missed since we left.”

				“I’d like that, Uncle Jon.” Hood’s mouth formed a broad smile. It did feel almost like home. That made what he had to tell them all the more difficult. Leaving home was hard, but the idea that one might have to leave a new home he or she had traveled over twenty-five years to get to could be too painful to swallow.

				Maya walked up beside Hood as the group moved toward Jonathan’s table and pulled him aside. She handed him her data pad. “We need to talk after your speech to the colonists.”

				Hood scanned the files on the data pad, and his eyes widened in alarm. He snapped his head back toward Maya. “You’re positive?”

				She nodded.

				The file displayed on the top of the data pad contained the information and picture of Dr. Harvey Kingston, molecular chemistry, Ph.D. The file below included the identical picture, but the name and information was that of Frank Descherra, infamous crime lord.

				* * *

				The evening meal consisted of rehydrated food from the Magellan’s stores, but dessert was a parfait topped with different fresh fruits from the local area. The dinner reminded Hood of many of his visits to the mess hall on board the Orion, the ship he commanded before he took over the Armstrong. While they were eating, Hood offered his uncle and the colonists several containers of fresh supplies the Armstrong had carried from Earth. Many of the other colonists overhead Hood’s comment, and the rumors of a taste of home ran over the crowds at the tables like a wave.

				After the meal concluded, Hood interfaced his data pad with the building’s in-house projection system. Jonathan quieted down the anxious crowd and introduced his nephew. As Hood began his talk, his opening visage of the EDF Armstrong caused a brief murmur among the crowd. There had been no warships at the time of their departure. Hood knew it would be an attention-grabber.

				Hood began with a simple and brief overview that underscored the EDF’s desire to reach the worlds the Epherium ships had journeyed to—once their signal was recognized—but he brought them all back to the time when the three great colony ships blasted away toward the stars. Hood skimmed over the next few years after their departure, but knowing it might prove difficult to believe, he was up-front about the initial contact with the Cilik’ti and the resulting invasion. Hood’s description of Earth’s desperate struggle against the invaders left everyone captivated, but the pictures he displayed of several stations in ruin and the valiant battles EDF forces conducted against the Cilik’ti stirred many emotions among the crowd. In truth, the presentation set the stage well for what Hood had to tell them.

				The Cilik’ti presented a clear and present danger, and the threat that the new colonies faced would be dire if the Cilik’ti discovered them. While Hood explained the rest of the details of the Armstrong’s mission, he noticed many in the crowd grew nervous. To curtail their fears, he exhibited an air of confidence and strength at each new point. The members of the Armstrong’s command crew sitting at the head table echoed his sentiments as he tried to paint a picture of a brighter future on this world. He concluded his talk and asked the colonists for questions. Several raised their hands, and Hood selected a young lady from a table to his left.

				“The Cilik’ti, as you call them—do you know where they come from?” she asked.

				Hood shook his head. “No. Their home world is unknown to us.” He started pacing. “Our contact with them to this point has only been in our own system. During the war, our base at Proxima was defended as a listening post, but there were no Cilik’ti movements against us there.” During the decade-long conflict, Hood had hoped for some intelligence that could point Earth in that direction, but there was nothing.

				A man in the back stood and voiced another question over the crowd. “What do we know about them? Have we tried to communicate?”

				Hood had prepared in advance for this sort of question. He selected a new group of images from his data pad and they came into view on the overhead screen. “Our communication with the Cilik’ti has been limited. All attempts to make contact at the beginning and during the war were returned with dead air. It was during the final days that they sent us a message. After years of studying the Cilik’ti we’re not sure if they possess a written language as we know it, but there are different symbols we’ve seen on vehicles and ships. If they’re names or numbers, we just don’t know. The experts back home believe the Cilik’ti use some form of telepathic communication, but that’s still just a theory.”

				Hood changed the image again to show a mature adult Cilik’ti worker. “The Cilik’ti—like us—require oxygen and water to survive, but they can sustain themselves in much thinner atmospheres and their external carapace allows them to operate in space or extreme environments for short periods of time.” He gestured up toward the image on the screen. “Their race consists of at least two different forms. The image above is that of Cilik’ti worker. The other form you’ve already seen is a warrior class. The warriors are the larger of the two and have two longer appendages from their upper torso. The workers have two sets of arms there, but are much smaller and are suited for more menial tasks. Since the Cilik’ti are an advanced race of insect-like creatures, we assumed they might be hive-minded, but their actions are independent and that has since been ruled out.”

				The man thanked Hood for the answer and took his seat. Hood scanned the crowd again and pointed to an older gentleman in the second row of center tables.

				“Why just you? Why not send a fleet of ships to defend us?” the man asked.

				Hood nodded. “Excellent question. Command is still uncertain of the Cilik’ti motives, and a large fleet might have been seen as a provocation. The new Dreadnaughts like the Armstrong are the best ships capable of defending themselves against Cilik’ti aggression.” He called up an image of the Armstrong again. “The Armstrong is the third Dreadnaught to be put into service and there are plans for at least five more. The Shepherd is still under construction and not scheduled to be ready for several months. As a defensive precaution, EDF Command has held our other resources back in strategic locations near our bases until we have completed our mission here.”

				Caris spoke up from behind him and posed a quick question. “What about our families and friends back home? How soon can we contact them?”

				Hood knew where that question was going and headed it off fast. “Due to the sensitive nature of the beacons, all communication traffic has been restricted until it can be determined there’s no perceived threat from the Cilik’ti.” He took a deep breath. “I know many of you are desperate to contact someone back home, but my crew is under the same restriction. Once we’ve verified that the system is secure, we can establish a lifeline of ships and communications back home.”

				The room filled with whispering as the colonists huddled together in several conversations. Hood was about to take a seat when one of the colony’s medical staff, a young blonde nurse, posed another question. “Captain, I noticed the wounds on some of our soldiers in your pictures. They look like something took a bite out of them. Do the Cilik’ti consider us food?”

				“No. Absolutely not,” Hood answered with a firm tone. Being threatened with annihilation was one thing, but if they got the impression they might be devoured as well, it was sure to cause mass panic.

				The nurse pointed toward Major McGregor. “You’re a Marine. Have you seen the Cilik’ti try to eat humans?”

				McGregor’s face was like stone and he pretended not to notice the question, but Hood nodded and encouraged him to answer. “Aye. I’ve seen those things,” McGregor said through gritted teeth. “On Mars especially.”

				The murmuring in the crowd began to intensify, and Hood could see the looks on everyone’s faces. If panic started, they’d have already lost. Hood raised his arms to quell the crowd, but whatever control he had gained was gone.

				Then a loud whistle came from the head table, followed by a thunderous call. “Shut it!”

				Everyone fell silent. Hood turned back to the table and saw Major McGregor standing tall in front of it, his face already turning red.

				“I wasn’t finished!” he bellowed to the crowd. He gazed about the crowd with steel in his eyes until he had captured everyone’s undivided attention. “Captain Hood is correct. The Tikis don’t think we’re food.” He looked down at the nurse who’d asked the question. “Aye, lass. I did see many a terrible thing in my time in war and witnessing that was one of ‘em. Ya see, when we suffer injury, our bodies work to clot and heal, but it takes time. We use our med packs and treatment centers to accelerate the process. A quick tab of our closure gels would disinfect the wound and bind the skin back together. The Tikis do it different. Their bodies can regenerate at a fantastic rate, but they need to consume fresh organic material to fuel it. Burns, gouges and even missing limbs can be healed in a matter of hours.”

				The nurse listened to his every word and smiled at him.

				He returned it, glanced at the table to his left and gestured for the woman to take her seat. “On the rocky battlefields of Mars, there was nothing for ’em to use except the fallen or those near death,” he said in a solemn tone. “The wounded Tikis who were prepared to continue the fight fed on human and Tiki flesh alike to heal their wounds. I vowed then and there not to leave a battlefield with our troops still there to fuel their own, and I never have.”

				The silence in the huge dining area was deafening. McGregor strode back behind the main table and stood behind his chair. “We all saw dark days in those fights, but we overcame. I can promise ya this. If they come here, they’ll regret it.”

				Jonathan Hood stood from his seat and patted the huge Marine on his shoulder. “Thank you, Major,” he whispered, and McGregor gave a curt nod in acceptance. Jonathan walked in front of the table and stood by Hood. “Everyone, I know we’ve got a good deal of information to digest this evening, so I want you all to get some rest and think on it. The Armstrong and these fine Marines are here to protect us, but also to show us how to defend ourselves should the need arise. In the morning, I want volunteers to assemble in the mess to begin reviewing defensive strategies for the colony and basic combat training from Major McGregor’s people. Thank you, everyone.”

				Most of the colonists continued to have smaller conversation at their tables after the meal concluded, but some made their way to the main table to meet with Hood and his staff. Hood spoke to them for a couple of minutes, but there was a growing crowd now around McGregor. Hood admired how he interacted with them. For a man of action and few words, it was those brief words he’d spoken that had ignited a spark and forged a bond with the colonists.

				On the inside, Hood applauded his friend’s success and walked out of the dining hall. He followed the path past the small buildings on the edge of the encampment. On the left side of the path was a large tree. Hood moved under its inviting branches and leaned against its solid trunk. The Cygni sun was just setting on the far horizon, and he watched the sky bathe in a sea of brilliant orange and red colors. He pulled a small twig from the tree and twirled it in his fingers. Hope. Everyone back home is looking for a chance at something new, something better and safer than they have now.

				Hood’s clouded optimism became a lot clearer, but he knew tomorrow always brought new challenges. Reaching this new world was a great success, but keeping it safe, that was a different story. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a figure dart away in the distance. Judging by its size, he was positive it was one of those Night Cats. The animal sprinted to another position outside the camp’s perimeter. He glanced up at one of the sonic towers Jonathan’s people had installed then back to the cat. It knew how close to come before the towers detected it. In a flash, the black cat sprinted off into the distance. It seems we’ve picked up another shadow.

				His wrist comm chimed, and he sighed. His shuttle back to the Armstrong was ready to leave. The ride back would be long, but Hood welcomed the time to think. Tomorrow was a new day, and with what Lieutenant Greywalker had told him about Kingston, it would be very interesting indeed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4
Monday, January 27
Earth Year 2155

				The shuttle ride to the lake camp from the colony’s main encampment was smooth—considering the low altitude the pilot chose—for the majority of the trip. Flying in atmosphere even at four kilometers off the ground could still prove to be bumpy. If the shuttle encountered any turbulence, the passengers didn’t notice.

				Hood sat across from his uncle near one of the starboard view ports, and both managed to take in the beautiful scenery that stretched out below them. The morning sun’s rays evaporated the early fog that permeated the area and provided a great view of the expansive tangled forest and rolling hills along their flight path.

				With the colony restricted to ground rovers for most of their movement, Jonathan welcomed the opportunity to hop into a shuttle again but he admitted he felt lost in the back as a passenger and not at the controls. The Magellan didn’t contain any shuttle craft per se as part of her standard equipment, but the ship was designed to use specific pieces of the hull to construct them, as was done with the large domed building at the main encampment. Jonathan mentioned to Hood that the next phase of the colony’s expansion was to create a new camp five hundred kilometers away, and shuttles would be built to support it.

				The lake was larger than Hood expected, and from the air, he put the size similar to Lake Superior in North America. As the shuttle began its approach to the lakeside encampment, he noted several medium-sized streams that led south away from the lake, but there were no inlets from any other direction. The water was cerulean blue in color and even though it was quite deep, Hood could see several meters into the water from his current vantage point.

				Hood pointed out the water’s color to his uncle. Jonathan explained that the lake was fed by an underwater river. The cycle seemed to keep the lake free of any natural contaminants like algae overgrowth, providing a safe, potable water supply.

				The shuttle rotated as it set down, and Hood got his first glimpse of the boat the colonists had constructed. It was still moored at the nearby dock on the southern shore. The hull was a dark red wood and she spanned twenty-five meters in the length of her keel. In the center of the boat, a single sail mast extended high above the deck. The sail was rolled in a tight bundle on the boom close to its base. Off the stern, two propeller systems extended into the water, and Hood could see what seemed to be a covered engine compartment.

				McGregor’s men had already arrived in the early morning and conducted their security sweeps in preparation of their arrival. As the boarding ramp descended from the shuttle, Hood noticed a familiar face standing at attention at the base of the ramp. It was Sergeant Toronaga, the Marine who’d first demonstrated the Marine All-terrain Armored Combat Exo-suit, MACE unit for short, to him aboard the Armstrong.

				Hood and his uncle walked down the ramp, and the Marine sergeant saluted them. The two officers snapped their own in return. “We completed our sweep, sirs. All is ready for your tour and inspection.”

				“Thank you, Sergeant,” Hood replied. The Marine turned to step in stride with Hood and his uncle as they approached the rest of the colonists who awaited them. Talking to several of the colonists in the group was a stout man with salt-and-pepper short hair. Upon realizing the passengers had exited the shuttle, the man removed his dark sunglasses and walked up to Jonathan.

				Hood studied the man as he approached. The man’s gait was smooth and even. Despite his hardened features, he didn’t have a threatening manner.

				“Jon.” The man greeted the Magellan’s commander with a firm handshake. “So glad you made it out.” He noticed Sergeant Toronaga and pointed his thumb in his direction. “I wish you’d have told me the big guns were coming, I’d have rolled out the red carpet for them.”

				“Sorry, Harvey,” Jonathan said with a laugh. “They needed to come unannounced. Security protocols, you understand.”

				“Not to worry,” Harvey replied with a wink. He took a brief once-over of Hood and extended his hand. “Dr. Harvey Kingston, glad to meet you.”

				Hood had studied Kingston’s file—or rather, Descherra’s—during the trip. Several questions came to mind that he wanted to test Kingston with, just to be sure. But he didn’t know where to start. However, he knew who did. Hood extended his hand, and Kingston gripped it in a firm handshake. “Good to meet you at last, Dr. Kingston. I’m James Hood, captain of the EDF Armstrong.”

				Kingston’s eyebrow rose at hearing his name, gave him another quick once-over and then turned to Jonathan. “Relative of yours, Jon?”

				Jonathan placed his hand on Hood’s shoulder. “He’s my nephew.” There was a slight air of pride in his voice. “All grown up with a command of his own.”

				Hood felt himself flush at his uncle’s words. He heard the rest of the team walk down the boarding ramp and turned to catch sight of Maya. She was at the rear of the group, behind Caris, Major McGregor and three other researchers from the main encampment. Her red hair was tied back in a braid that folded into her security cap. As planned, Maya had shielded herself from Kingston’s sight until the last minute, when Hood introduced her. Now, she stepped in front of Kingston and looked him square in the face. Hood watched as Maya’s eyes gathered each movement, every detail. She’d told Hood her nose could sense his disposition and her ears could detect any change in the pace of his heartbeat.

				Kingston’s initial reaction was a slight flinch backward. Maya was nose to nose with him, but he relaxed, smiled a rather shy grin and offered to shake her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant. Welcome to Cygni Echo Research Base.”

				Maya was passive as she shook his hand. “Thank you, Doctor,” she said, keeping her voice even and emotionless. Hood could tell she was still studying him. Maya had mentioned she’d had several run-ins with Descherra before his arrest and she was sure the real Descherra would recognize her. Hood had no doubt that, in her mind, there was no mistaking him. But if Epherium’s programming had worked, the Descherra she knew was gone.

				Stepping away from Maya, Kingston turned and waved for everyone to follow him toward the lake. About halfway to the lakeshore, Kingston slowed his pace and walked beside Hood, who was still admiring the water. “So, Captain, I got the quick rundown on these aliens you call the Cilik’ti from the Marines. Sound like a nasty bunch.”

				Hood felt a quick burst of anger at the mention of the aliens and scowled. “You have no idea.”

				Kingston described many of the lake’s features to the Armstrong’s captain, but as Hood listened, he looked past Kingston to the other Marines in the group. Operational security was standard command protocol, and every crew member and Marine understood that the details related to the Cilik’ti and the Armstrong’s mission were to come from him. They were not to be leaked or discussed piecemeal. Hood noted the operational protocol breach for later and continued to listen as if Kingston’s revelation hadn’t affected him.

				Kingston gave a detailed overview of the site’s research activities while they walked, and Hood was impressed by the amount of knowledge he conveyed. The research base had managed to catalog several types of plants, many similar to grains that could be grown and harvested. There seemed to be a renewed hope that Earth plants could be adapted to grow here, but would take time. Edible comparisons were being collected and analyzed, but only a handful had been flagged as poisonous to humans.

				Hood could see the boat now and, sensing an opportunity to interject, he pointed in its direction. “How long did it take you to build it? She’s impressive.”

				Kingston stopped and turned back toward the boat. “Thank you. Our team spent about three and a half weeks building her. Once we got her in the water, it’s been smooth sailing ever since.”

				“I saw the lake from overhead,” Hood said as he stepped onto the dock. “The water was pretty clear and I thought I noticed fish. What have you found so far?”

				“My team has brought in several varieties of freshwater fish here and even a few turtles, but the best thing is the underground water spring for the lake. Our tests show it to be an excellent pure water supply that flows down from the mountains to the west,” Kingston explained and led them down the dock toward the boat. He reached the primary boarding ramp and gestured for everyone to board.

				Hood stopped at the stern. There was a name printed in bold yellow letters on the reddish hull. Calypso. After noticing the others had begun to board, Hood walked the length of the craft and examined its construction. The man seems so likeable.

				“Interesting name for her,” Hood told Kingston as he boarded. “Calypso was the nymph in Homer’s Odyssey who held Odysseus on her island and tried to make him her husband.”

				“You’re correct. I enjoy reading about Greek mythology and I always keep a copy of that book around, but it was the famous ocean researcher Jacques Cousteau who gave me the inspiration for her name,” Kingston said with a jovial pat on the side of the boat. Hood joined him on the ramp and walked toward the rest of the group that had congregated near the stern. “The Calypso was his ship back in the twentieth century. Cousteau opened a whole new world of the Earth’s oceans to so many people. I thought we could honor his memory by giving the same name to this vessel.”

				Kingston spent the next hour explaining the latest efforts of the camp’s newest research vessel. The team’s sonar arrays had mapped a third of the lake’s underwater terrain. Caris seemed impressed by the level of progress the research team had made, and Hood pointed out to Kingston’s team that the Armstrong had already set up a broader network of satellites in orbit that could assist them in their work. The news seemed to create an ecstatic buzz among the many teams in the lakeside camp.

				The tour of the boat was what Hood had been waiting for. He got to step onto a real sailboat, and it gave Maya a chance to interview many of the other colonists. Every few minutes, Hood caught quick glimpses of her talking to different people. She’d told him she had memorized each of the profiles from Epherium’s data, both the good and the bad. Her talents continued to impress him, but this time he hoped she didn’t find anything wrong.

				After the tour of the boat concluded, Hood set up another meeting with residents of the remote base similar to the one he’d held at the main encampment. The reaction to the information he presented was more subdued than the previous day, but he noticed many of the attendees went to Kingston for reassurance and not Jonathan or Caris. Charisma was one thing, but maybe having lived away from the other colonists for a few weeks had helped to develop a more trustful bond to Kingston. It was possible, but he needed more of his people’s perspective to be sure.

				Before the meeting, Hood mentioned to Maya and McGregor the discussion he and Kingston had after their arrival, especially the part about his knowledge of the Cilik’ti. Determined to identify the source of the breach, McGregor gathered his men in groups of two outside the main building. While Hood spoke, the Marine commander performed his own investigation.

				As the Cygni sun began to set on the horizon, Hood said his goodbyes to those he’d met at the meeting earlier. Afterward, he tried to quantify the difference of the mind-set of the colonists here versus the ones back at the Magellan. Something was different, just ever so slight, but he couldn’t narrow it down. Everyone was nice—almost too nice. It was unsettling. Hood wondered if Maya sensed it too.

				Hood headed toward the shuttle waiting to take him back to the main encampment. As the others began to board, he noticed Maya standing at the side of the boarding ramp. Her arms were crossed and her face was in a most unflattering scowl.

				Hood yawned and walked over to his red-haired security officer. “Whatsamatter, Lieutenant? You’ve got that ‘I just don’t believe it’ look on your face.”

				Maya’s nostrils flared in frustration. “That’s just it, Captain. I don’t believe it.”

				Hood glanced back at the research base and the boat for a few moments then turned back toward Maya. He needed her to let him know what she thought. He had already seen her punish herself for the deaths of some her security team back on the Armstrong. He required her insight, but not a clouded one. It was vital that she lock away her past bias with Descherra and give him a fair assessment of Kingston.

				“What don’t you believe, Lieutenant?” Hood leaned back against the rail of the boarding ramp. “After the first day at the Magellan site, you gave the colonists a strong report. Today, I saw more of the same thing, except it was a bit too perfect for me.” Hood smiled at his junior officer, hoping to improve her mood. “I don’t know. I’m as skeptical as you, but I’m more inclined to think this whole personality reprogramming might be working.”

				Maya glared at him, her lips quivering in agitation, but she didn’t say anything. During the meeting with the lake camp colonists, Kingston had chosen to sit with the colonists and not up front with the Armstrong and Magellan camp representatives. She never took her eyes off him. She tried to cover by peering over the crowd, but Hood knew better.

				Hood wanted to give her some closure. “Listen, Lieutenant. Descherra is gone. You’re going to have to accept that. What Epherium did, right or wrong, has given these people new lives and in the process, might have helped us all in forging new homes out here.”

				“Believe what you want, sir. I’ve known him for too long. You don’t know the things he’s done,” Maya seethed. Her eyes narrowed and she turned her head away from Hood toward the lake. “I don’t care what Epherium has done. In my opinion, he’s gotten off too easy.” She leveled her bright blue eyes back to Hood’s. “I don’t trust him.”

				“Is that your training or your gut talking, Lieutenant?”

				“Both.”

				Hood’s comm band buzzed and he checked the ID. It was McGregor. “This is Hood.”

				“Captain, it wasn’t us.” McGregor spelled out the details of his investigation into the information leak to Hood and Maya. He had interviewed each Marine and the communications team at the site. “I stand by each Marine’s story. Kingston had to come by it another way.”

				Hood’s mind went over the possibilities, and more doubts about Epherium’s experiment arose. Could dormant personality traits bleed through? The Armstrong communications team had no record of any communications from the main camp to Kingston’s people after their arrival. So how did he know about the Cilik’ti? He needed to talk to his uncle about it, but that meant informing him of the Embrace’s effects. He was in a bad spot, and he didn’t like it one bit.

				Maya started to walk up the shuttle ramp. “Information was the main facet of Descherra’s empire.” Her tone was ripe with I told you so. “He and his people were very adept at digging up information and selling it to interested parties. They didn’t care who they had to step on to acquire it.” She leaned over the railing. “I know you’re impressed with that ship, but there’s one more thing you should consider. There was another vessel that bore the name Calypso.”

				“Really, what was it?”

				“A transport ship that made weekly runs from Jupiter Orbital to the Belt stations,” Maya said, her voice no longer scolding him. But her face showed Hood something new—disgust. “It was Descherra’s floating brothel.”

				* * *

				Major McGregor leaned against a large table in the main storage building of the Magellan encampment and stared at a three-dimensional holographic image of the terrain around the two colony encampments. The Magellan had several imaging tables like this one. The research teams found them useful for noninvasive examinations of the local wildlife and rock formations. Most of the data the colonists had collected that was related to the terrain had come from the Magellan’s initial orbital decent or their rover patrols, but McGregor required more. His plans to defend this colony had to be solid. To make a defense against the Cilik’ti, even a rolling one, required distinct planning. Plus, it was essential to create a few extra options, just in case his plans dissolved and it all went to hell. He’d seen that before and too many young Marines had paid the price.

				The imaging projection system on the table was old compared to the latest EDF standards, but it still provided McGregor a good view of the terrain rendered from the original data. McGregor plugged in a new data card, full of data collected by the Armstrong’s new satellite grid, and waited for the imager to access the new information. It took a few moments for the image to process the data, and soon several new layers of the Cygni terrain map were at his disposal.

				The table’s imager provided a strong light source in the dimly lit building. McGregor could have used the imagers on board the Armstrong, but he wanted to be close to his projected battlefield. Here he could image the terrain and step outside to see it firsthand. Working at night at the encampment ensured he wouldn’t be interrupted with the busy commerce that trafficked the building and his field glasses could give him a visual that could mimic one in daylight.

				McGregor added new layers of terrain to the map and didn’t notice Jonathan Hood enter the room.

				“Good evening, Major.”

				McGregor didn’t respond and kept working on the terrain laid out before him.

				Jonathan waited a moment and then walked over to the imager. “One of my staff told me you were over here, but I’m surprised to see you didn’t head back to the Armstrong with the others, or at least curl up in a bunk somewhere at this time of night.”

				“Nay, Commander.” McGregor said, his eyes still focused on the terrain image. He typed another command on the table’s keypad, and the image shifted as additional layers were added underneath the top level of the terrain. “I’ve got a lot of work to do to make this colony defensible.” Satisfied the images were in place, McGregor turned to face the leader of the Cygni colony. “Commander, I know we plan to train some of your people, but that isn’t enough. My men are an advance force. Until a more permanent detachment arrives and better defenses are put in place, we have to make do if the Tikis come callin’.” He snorted out a quick laugh. “Besides, after Mars, I don’t sleep much anyway.”

				Jonathan smiled at the Marine’s joke. “I’ve learned a fraction of what happened out there from my nephew. Once things slow down, I’d like to get more details if you’re up to sharing,” he said and reviewed the images projected by the table. Jonathan closed his eyes and his voice softened. “Gina and I had friends on Mars. I’m not even sure they’re still alive.”

				“Maybe.” Anguish began to fill McGregor’s heart. He lowered his head and stared at the floor. “Much of what happened there during the invasion is painful to talk about, let alone to explain to someone else.”

				Jonathan studied the image for a moment and then changed the subject. “I’ve been thinking about how we can protect ourselves ever since James’s speech. The mountains here provide us some good protection, but the terrain to the east is more open and I doubt the patchy forest areas are going to cause the Cilik’ti any problems. What do you think, Major?”

				McGregor snapped his head back toward the map and focused in on his primary mission goal. “On Mars, we used trenches and the extensive subterranean caverns to move around and hit them. I think we can use the same here to protect our civies against an assault and buy us time.” He pressed another button, and the top layer of forest and mountains disappeared from the terrain image. “Our satellite seismic imaging captured the outline of a winding set of caves that follow the underground river toward the lake. We know there are cave entrances by that canyon you mentioned to the west, and I believe there are more in the base of that plateau by the lake.” McGregor pointed to several areas along the route between the mountains and the lake. “If we stash supplies and weapons at several key junctions down there, it would give your people some safe havens while any fighting happens on the surface. The caves are deep enough to protect ya from topside life scans and the caverns should make it tougher for the Tikis to reach ya.”

				“How can we make this happen?”

				“What I need is a group of gung ho cave explorers to map the caves and find those safe spots. Ya know anyone who can do it?”

				Jonathan smiled. “I have a crack Geology team. Most of them have spent significant time in the field in caves of some sort. They’re all natural spelunkers and I bet they’d be itching for a chance to get down there.”

				“Good. I need some of my men to go with ’em. There may be things down there like we haven’t seen yet and I don’t want ’em to go unprotected.” McGregor enhanced the cave images closer to the Magellan. “The faster we get moving on this, the better. I recommend your people start surveying the plateau and ya make contact with your people already in that canyon.”

				“We can start that first thing in the morning.” Jonathan stretched and gave a loud yawn. “Major, I’m no expert, but even with setting up defenses, wouldn’t the Cilik’ti just pound us from the air?”

				McGregor grunted. “Not if our flyboys out there do their jobs.” He reset the terrain map and installed a detailed grid pattern that overlaid the entire area. He pointed to three places around the main encampment on the edges of the mountains and along the higher plateau region just north of the lake to the east. “From our intel on the Tikis’ tech, their drones aren’t worth spit in heavy atmospheres like this, but it’s their assault craft we need to watch out for.”

				McGregor could see the worry on Jonathan’s face. “How dangerous are they?”

				“They’re tough and can pound ya hard,” McGregor stressed. “But the Tikis have a weird order to things. They like their armor and any well-defended target will make sure they bring it. And I know how.”

				“What makes you so certain?”

				“I’ve fought the Tikis on Mars and two moons of Saturn, Commander. I know what it takes to beat them.” McGregor changed the scale on the map and added the Magellan and local colonists’ dwellings. He was confident he had the layout correct. He explained that the Cilik’ti would find a safe location to drop their troops and use their powerful assault craft as low-level air cover. He gritted his teeth. Despite his best placement of air defenses, Cilik’ti landers in a large assault would find a way to the surface. He just had to make sure they landed where he wanted them.

				McGregor studied the lightly forested area to the southeast that lay between the two encampments and the two areas of low-sloped hills just to the north. He pointed to the forest. “If we could use our air defenses and force them to land there, we’d have a better chance of hittin’ ’em as they come to us. The terrain’s uneven and it’ll slow down some of their larger equipment.” He circled the two hilly locations. “These other two locations give them easy treks up both camps. If we stack the decks there, we could force ’em to go where we want ’em.”

				Jonathan gave McGregor a skeptical look. “That if seems pretty big, Major.”

				“Aye,” McGregor answered with laugh, “I’m all for a stand-up fight, but this beats having ’em land on top of us. Besides, the first rule of ground combat is to know your ground. The second is to get your adversary to fight on your terms.”

				“I thought the first rule was to get a bigger gun.”

				“Heh,” the Marine joked. “That’s just cheatin’. A bigger gun might just hurt ya more than ’em.” He glanced back at the gridded areas around the forest. “If we do this right, we could make ’em pay for every inch they move to get to us.”

				As they spoke, McGregor noticed a device beside one of the racks on the hall that he hadn’t noticed before. A sign next to it read Mag Lift. He picked up a crate from a nearby cart, placed it on the lift’s pad and pressed a button on the control pad. He watched the crate levitate until the overhead clamp for that particular shelf latched on to the crate and moved it down the row.

				McGregor tapped the edge of the lift’s control pad with his thumb for a few seconds. “Commander, how heavy of an object can these Mag Lifts handle?”

				Jonathan thought about the question for a moment. “I’d say at least four metric tons. We used them to bring down gear off the back loading bay on the Magellan when its ramp buckled, so they’re pretty resilient. Their field generators can focus almost thirty meters before they become too unstable, so they really helped us out. They’re kind of a power hog, but I had them added to the ship since they were lower weight and fewer moving parts than conventional lifts. Why do you ask?”

				“The Tikis have some nifty threat detection gear.” McGregor hit the activation switch on the control pad again and listened to the slight hum it produced. “We tried at least a hundred different ways to plant mines and explosives along their paths, and they managed to find and disable or destroy every single one.” He turned off the pad and went back to the image projected over the table. “Can they be moved and hooked up to portable generators?”

				“Oh yeah,” Jonathan replied. “They’re easy to move and set up. I can have one of my guys show you how to manage them.”

				“I need someone who knows ’em inside and out. I have an idea and it will require some special modifications.” McGregor narrowed his eyes as he stared at the main encampment and envisioned what an all-out assault from the Cilik’ti might entail. He had been hopeful too many times in his encounters with the Cilik’ti on the ground. He needed an edge. The MACE units would help to even the odds, but he only had a limited number. If the Cilik’ti came in force, he was certain he would need every advantage to stop them.

				Jonathan stretched and yawned again. “Well, it’s late and I’m going to turn in. Is there anything else you need my people to help you with?”

				“Materials.” McGregor picked up a small, dark metal plate and handed it to Jonathan. “This is our standard neutronium armor plate. I have plenty on board the Armstrong that will come down tomorrow, but I need materials planet-side to make the high-density concrete for the underlying fortifications.”

				Jonathan handed the heavy plate back to McGregor. “No problem. Get me a list of the essentials, and we can help you find them.” He pointed toward the imaging table. “What fortifications do you think we’ll require?”

				McGregor returned to the table and used the imager controls to add in his fortification plans. Each emplacement had a purpose and an easy egress route to a fallback position in case it was destroyed or the position overrun. The final piece was a large structure that straddled the primary entrance to the main encampment. The building was a fortress in itself and could be assembled in a few days from the supplies on board the Armstrong. McGregor had used these armored command bases during the latter part of the Mars campaign, and their value for protection and armament were superb.

				McGregor inspected his final layout for both encampments and gave his approval. He had one armored fortress and the logical place for it was near the Magellan. If the Cilik’ti hit, the lake camp needed to get underground. Their position was too open for a lasting defense without superior numbers, but he knew the primary target would be the huge colony ship parked near the mountain and not the lake. If he could keep their attention here, the colonists had a chance.

				“Impressive,” Jonathan stated. “Everything James shared with me about these aliens shows them to be determined and superior warriors. I worry about my people, Major. If the Cilik’ti show and start a fight, things could go bad fast. I pray that it won’t come to that, but Lord save us if it does.”

				Jonathan and McGregor stared in silence at the image of the colony and McGregor’s planned fortifications. Neither one spoke until Jonathan stretched his arms over his head and released a long and loud yawn. “It’s getting late. I’m going to turn in. We’ll get on those supplies for you in the morning.” Jonathan waved goodbye, but McGregor didn’t notice.

				McGregor watched the man walk out the door and head down the path away from the building. What are our chances? He’d asked himself that question every morning as the Armstrong traveled out to this new world, and each time he threw it out of his head. “Drivel!” Every day he had to prepare, the colony’s chances improved and even if the Cilik’ti didn’t come, his mission would be a success. He pounded his fist down on the table and gazed upward. Aye, I know I don’t talk to ya much, Lord, and I ain’t apologizing for it. I’ve fought these devils in over a hundred battles and it’s going to take more stones than any Tiki has to knock me off this rock.

				He shook his head and sighed. But if a prayer’s in order, just watch out for Hood and those flyboys up there. He’s got more respect for ya anyway. And if I’m right, we’re going to need their help to give us cover. He smacked his fist into his open palm. For me, I think I got this one sorted.

				* * *

				Hood shuffled into his quarters, unbuttoned his jacket and slumped into the chair at his desk. The day had been a long one to be sure, but not without a strong list for the colony’s success column. Hood rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, wrestling with the exhaustion, when he noticed a covered plate in the center of his desk.

				Hood leaned closer to the plate and then glanced back toward the open closet next to his bed. Sure enough, his clean and pressed uniform hung on the outside of the closet door, ready for the next day.

				Hood smiled and opened the plate’s cover. Inside he found fresh berries, a cup of yogurt and two large chocolate chip cookies. He snatched one of the cookies, took a bite of the chewy delicious treat and tried to melt into his chair. Mr. Martin doesn’t disappoint.

				Hood was beginning to adjust to having an aide. During his previous commands, personnel and space were so prioritized. His new posting on the Armstrong had gained him a new title, Flag Officer. It was ceremonious, but Admiral Tramp had taken it one step further. It seemed all flag officers required some sort of aide to help with menial tasks, while they focused more on command issues. Hood hadn’t been happy with it at first and he could hear the old man laughing at him in his head, but now he had to admit that the idea of an aide was growing on him.

				Hood was just about to close his eyes when his terminal beeped. It was Lieutenant Wells. He set down the cookie, sat up in his chair and opened the comm channel. “This is Hood. What is it, Lieutenant?”

				Wells’s voice was hesitant. “It’s Mr. McCraken, sir.”

				Hood dropped his head and sighed. “All right. What does he want this time?”

				“He, uh, is still in protective custody, but now that we’ve arrived at Cygni, he’s requesting permission to visit the planet.”

				Hood had forgotten about McCraken and the fact he was still in Greywalker’s brig. Maya had put the Epherium Corporation’s liaison into protective custody ever since the Armstrong’s catastrophic jump into the asteroid field. McCraken had revealed to him and to some of the command staff the secrets behind the Embrace technology and Epherium’s colony ship program. Even with Commander Walsh’s escape in the confusion, Maya believed his life to be in danger. She was adamant that McCraken was still holding back information, despite his objections to the contrary.

				Hood knew Epherium would want to interview the Magellan’s crew, start their project of planetary resource analysis and investigate if their experiment with the colonists had worked. “Very well, Lieutenant. Inform Mr. McCraken he may accompany the medical staff down in the morning. They’re planning to do screens of the colonists and discuss any harmful bacteria or infectious disease information with the colony’s chief of medicine.”

				“Aye, sir. I’ll tell him. He’s also asked to be released to his quarters.”

				Hood smirked. “Negative on that one. There’s still a risk to his safety, so I’m afraid he’s going to have to stay where he is until morning.” Hood reached for the comm button. “Oh, please tell him that while on planet, he’ll be accompanied by a security detail at all times.” Hood’s smirk turned into a grin. “He’ll understand.”

				Wells started to laugh. “Will do, Captain. Good night.”

				Hood closed the channel, picked up his cookie and went over to his bed. He was about to sit down when he noticed the small table that held his current chess game with Lieutenant Aldridge. With all the commotion on board ship, he’d forgotten to make his next move. In this latest match, Hood had chosen to go on the offensive and traded pieces with his tactical officer whenever the chance presented itself. One of his exchanges had proven fruitful and Hood managed to take one of Aldridge’s bishops in addition to a pawn.

				Hood studied the board. He was in a strong position, but Aldridge had managed to stop the bleeding and shore up her defense on one side of the board. The other side appeared open, but as Hood put the next few moves into his head, he could see Aldridge’s deceptive strategy. She let me take that bishop!

				Aldridge’s strategy was a wounded leg maneuver designed to lull him into a sense of security, while she opened the other side of the board for her queen and remaining bishop to exploit. The strategy was simple and ingenious at the same time. Hood moved his queen-side knight toward the middle of the board in a countermove to stall Aldridge’s plans.

				Feeling more comfortable about his current position, Hood sat down and finished the cookie in two bites. As he swallowed the last delicious bits, a thought came to him. Hood leaned forward and examined the board one more time. His tactical officer was learning, all right, and her new strategy gave him an interesting idea. Hood lay back on the bed and played out the new idea in his head.

				Unknown Vessel
Second Moon, Cygni 4
Monday, January 27
Earth Year 2155

				The commander of the vessel activated a terminal next to him, and its light cast an eerie glow on the darkened bridge of the small ship. It was cold inside the ship. He started to feel it through his lined EDF flight suit and now he could even see his breath. He shivered, but there was little else he could do. The ship had been running in a low power mode for hours and minimum life support was essential to concealing its location.

				The long hours of waiting had made him tired. It was something he wasn’t used to. He rubbed his eyes and his cold hands cast away any of the drowsiness. Unwilling to wait any longer, he keyed in a command on the terminal, and a middle-aged man with an advanced receding hairline came into view.

				“Your report is overdue.” The man’s voice sounded like a grave, deep and gravelly.

				“My apologies, great one. We’ve taken position away from the Earth ship on the far side of one the planet’s moons. I didn’t want to risk any communication that might give away our position until our mission was complete.”

				The man on the screen showed no sign that he cared. “What is the status of your operative on the planet? Have you made contact?”

				He grimaced. “Negative, great one. There has been no word from him. I believe he might be lost to us.”

				“Unfortunate, but not all is hinged upon him.” He couldn’t hear any sense of irritation his voice, but he could see it in the man’s eyes. “Move your ship out of the system and await further instructions. Be sure you are not detected. I will not accept failure from you again.”

				“Yes, great one.”

				The communication channel ended and the terminal switched off, returning the hidden ship to darkness.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4
Tuesday, January 28
Earth Year 2155

				Henry McCraken felt naked in a light shirt and lightweight pants as he walked from the shuttle landing site toward the Magellan main encampment. After listening to the stories of the higher humidity on the surface, he was certain his standard suit and tie would be an impediment and had opted for more relaxed attire.

				A heavy rain had covered the camp during the night and the resulting moisture left a thin mist covering the ground. There were still puddles of water along the makeshift road, and McCraken bent down and scooped some of the wet dirt into his hand. The soil was reddish in color, but not thick like clay. He couldn’t wait to see what the colonists had found. They had made it and just as important, he had made it here.

				Behind McCraken, the Armstrong’s medical contingent was already moving with their examination equipment toward the colony’s medical facility. Despite what Hood thought of him, McCraken was interested in the medical conditions of the colonists, and not for the reasons that had just come to light. The effects of the Embrace were important to be sure, but so were the effects of extended space travel and the impact on the colonists who lived outside a protective dome on a distant alien world. What McCraken had told Hood before was true. Humanity needed a new world similar to Earth to expand and it needed one soon.

				But if this world was viable, the EDF would need someone to broker settlements, ferry those seeking a life out here to this new world and get them a strong, fresh start. Epherium’s position on the front lines examining the world’s potential for humanity would bolster its influence back home and make them the choice for anyone who would want to travel to Cygni, or any other colony world. Not to mention, it would no doubt make McCraken a very rich man.

				All that stood in the way were the Cilik’ti. So far, there had been no sightings, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be. The ever-present fear of a new conflict would cripple any efforts at colonization. It was all so close, and one event could tear it all down.

				McCraken kept pace with the medical staff for most of the trip. While he walked, McCraken took in every view of this fascinating planet, but he needed to meet with the Magellan’s command crew and research leads. Regardless of what had happened, there were still important protocols to follow, and he intended to make up for lost time. Upon receiving Hood’s “recommendation,” the Armstrong’s amazon of a security officer placed two plainclothes security guards as his personal escorts. To everyone else, they were his staff, but to McCraken they were his leash. A leash he knew Greywalker would love to keep yanking if she got the chance. The constant shadowing of his movements was unnerving and unnecessary, but McCraken absolutely did not leave their sight.

				He stopped several times to put in some quality face time with the colonists and discuss their current efforts. He addressed them by name—their new names—and took close care to probe questions that would test the knowledge included in their programmed personality. He’d spent a considerable amount of time committing the names and functions of the colonists to memory. The problem was matching those names to a face. It was always a weakness of his, but once he got someone to talk, he was golden.

				It took a full hour for McCraken and his security entourage to reach the large domed building at the base of the Magellan. He put his hands on his hips and stared in awe at the building and the huge colony ship just beyond. It was all too surreal.

				Just inside the building, McCraken recognized Jonathan Hood talking with two other colonists, but before he could move any closer, a familiar voice stopped him in his tracks.

				“Admiring your company’s handiwork, Henry?” Captain Hood asked in a polite and welcoming tone.

				McCraken put on his best smile and turned to face the Armstrong’s captain. “Well, good morning, Captain.” To McCraken’s surprise, the Armstrong’s CO was alone and not in the presence of his security officer or his XO. Both of them were as annoying as their captain and having them here together would only amplify the headaches their presence inflicted upon him. “Yes, I am. It’s remarkable what years of hard work can accomplish.” He gestured toward the Magellan. “She’s a thing of beauty.”

				“For once, Henry, we are in agreement.” Hood studied a couple of the other colonists as they walked past. “Did you instruct the medical team to know what to be wary of in their scans?” Hood whispered so no one else would hear.

				McCraken acknowledged with a single nod. “Yes, I updated their information with the latest brain wave scan data on the colonists and instructed them to take notice of certain markers.” McCraken waved to one of the colonists he met earlier as she walked by. “All in all, they appear to be adapted into their new lives. Far better than what some of them used to be.”

				“That debate is far from over, but yes, they do seem to have assumed what roles your people installed for them. Do you notice anything else?”

				McCraken studied a group of colonists across the road for a moment. “No, should I have?”

				“Look at their faces, even their hands. Compare them to your data before they left. These people haven’t aged a day.”

				“Ah!” McCraken exclaimed. “That was a feature, Captain.”

				Hood crossed his arms in skepticism. “A feature?”

				“Yes. The Embrace had two primary functions. The first and foremost one was to preserve the mental state of the occupant while inside through the use of our stimulus programs, but just as important, it needed to preserve their bodies. The cryogenic process put them in a stasis that slowed the aging process over one thousand times.” McCraken caught sight of Major McGregor and some of the Marines walking up the road and waved to them. “With the aging process slowed down, the colonists could walk out of the chambers feeling as though the trip had taken a few days, not twenty-five years. It would allow them to start their work in their prime, not as middle-aged or later.”

				Hood’s skepticism faded from his face. “I see your point. It’s all just a bit unnerving.” He peered at his uncle. “There’s no record of any rapid cell degeneration after long-term stasis?”

				“No,” McCraken felt confident about that. “All our trials showed no signs of decay, and records from early EEF operations confirmed it based on routine medical exams. As a precaution, I added that to the list of things the medical team needed to check. If there were any effects, they would have set in by now.”

				While he was talking, McCraken noticed a man running from the communication building toward Jonathan Hood at a furious pace. The man seemed animated as he communicated whatever information he possessed. Finally, Jonathan motioned for the man to calm down and they both jogged over to Hood and McCraken.

				“James, we just got a message from Gina. She said their team found something remarkable in the canyon. She’s requested we send a team out to help them.”

				“Did she say what it was?” Hood replied and raised an eyebrow in interest.

				McCraken stayed silent. Experience had taught him that he could learn more by keeping on the sidelines and interjecting when it fit his interests. It was his fly-on-the-wall technique and it had served him well over the years.

				The communications tech was about to speak, but Jonathan held up his hand. “We’re not really sure. Gina claimed to have found some sort of archaeological discovery, but it might or might not be related to the fossils they were studying. The transmission was poor and cut off before we could get any more details.” Jonathan motioned toward the tech. “Jackson here confirmed it was Gina’s voiceprint.”

				McCraken could sense that both the Hood men were thrilled, but he noticed Captain Hood’s mood dampen. He had seen it before on board the Armstrong. It was a look of caution.

				“Commander,” Hood started. McCraken wasn’t sure why Hood called his uncle by his rank, other than to be official. “I know it’s your people, but this colony is under EDF jurisdiction. I want a list of personnel you recommend to go out to the site, but I’m responsible for final approval. When we’re ready, I’ll have two shuttles prepped and we’ll head out there.”

				McGregor joined the group just as Jonathan explained the news. “Captain, I request my boys be given the opportunity to check it out first. It could be dangerous.”

				“Request noted, Major. I want you and a squad to accompany myself and Commander Hood, because we’ll be heading out to that canyon as part of the team.” From the frown on the major’s face, McCraken could tell McGregor was more than uncomfortable with Hood’s decision. He gathered it wasn’t the first time in his career that Hood had used his authority to push the envelope. It was his call after all, and McCraken made sure to take note of it for later.

				The burly Marine’s disapproval faded, he saluted, then led his men in a run back toward the shuttle landing site to prepare. Hood turned back to his uncle. “You’re sure Gina mentioned an archaeological find?”

				“According to my communications officer, she mentioned it twice. The first rover team reported strange rock formations and fossils embedded in the canyon wall, but that was it. This has to be something new,” Jonathan explained, a trace of worry in his voice.

				Hood opened a comm channel to the Armstrong on his wrist comm. Lieutenant Wells’s voice came over the channel. “This is the Armstrong, Captain. Go ahead.”

				Hood checked the time on his comm band. “Lieutenant, I have a situation that might require your language and translation skills. The next shuttle leaves in fifteen minutes. I want you on it.”

				“Aye, sir. On my way,” Wells said with an air of excitement in her voice.

				McCraken was excited too. An archaeological find could mean several things and there were multiple upsides. He was sure Hood wouldn’t let him go out there, at least not yet. There wasn’t even a point in asking. He heard footsteps from behind and his shoulders sank as his security escort moved closer. For now he wasn’t going anywhere, but the sooner he got rid of Greywalker’s goons, the better.

				* * *

				Lieutenant Wells stared out at the clouds that blanketed the countryside below. The clouds were high and thick and reminded her of a mesh of huge cotton balls. The view seemed so serene and relaxing, yet Wells still had to stop her foot from tapping the floor in excitement. Within the confinement of the shuttle, she couldn’t find another outlet. It was just too good to be true—her first trip planet-side and she was already off on a mission.

				Before she’d left the Armstrong, Wells had run into Lieutenant Krieg in the hangar. She hadn’t seen his face since his mission to apprehend Lieutenant Commander Walsh, when he’d fled the Armstrong in the asteroid field a few days earlier. Krieg wished her well, but said he would miss her sexy voice over the comms while she was away. His comment made her blush, but she just smiled back. Krieg was fun, dashing and handsome. All the qualities she admired. But Rook Squadron’s leader was a complex combination. Krieg seemed so full of himself and kind at the same time. Wells shook her head. Didn’t you learn anything at the academy? Fighter pilots are bad for your career, girl.

				Wells put Krieg out of her mind for now and leaned forward to catch a view of the second shuttle trailing just off their rear port quarter. Of the twenty people headed to the canyon, the first shuttle carried herself, Captain Hood, his uncle, Major McGregor and a squad of Marines. The second shuttle carried Caris, the colony’s chief researcher, and a team of geologists. Wells was confused about the need for geologists on an archaeological mission, but McGregor had given her a quick overview of his plan to use the caves for the colony’s defense, and she got the picture.

				“Lieutenant, where did the last scans from the Armstrong place the colonists in the canyon?” Hood asked, startling her. She was so caught up in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed Hood and McGregor had moved to seats right next to her.

				Wells pulled out her data pad and accessed the Armstrong’s scan data. “About two clicks inside the canyon from this end. The canyon snakes around for about twenty clicks and this is the closest way in. It gets pretty steep on the edges, and the width of the canyon varies.”

				“Can we land the shuttles inside it?”

				Wells pulled up the terrain data and shook her head. “Negative. The canyon’s too narrow. At best I would think twenty meters wide at any one point.”

				Hood nodded and moved forward to the pilot’s compartment.

				Wells saw the copilot grab Hood’s attention through open door and point to the shuttle’s heads-up display. “Captain, we picked up on the exploration team’s communication relay. Sensors put it on the edge of the canyon wall near the mouth.”

				“Set us down at the beacon, Ensign. We’ll enter the canyon there.”

				Both pilots acknowledged with a thumbs-up, and Hood went back to join the others.

				The remaining trip lasted about ten minutes and the shuttles descended through the cloud deck to land just east of the sloping canyon entrance. Before he left the shuttle, Hood instructed the pilots to keep in contact with the Armstrong and the mission team at twenty-minute intervals. Major McGregor and Hood agreed that if contact with the mission team was lost and not reestablished after three intervals, the shuttles were to return to the Armstrong and initiate a full rescue operation.

				As the mission team exited the shuttles, one of the Marines jogged out to the beacon, examined it and hurried back. “The beacon is operational, sir, and I’m detecting a good signal,” the comm specialist reported. “If we’re still seeing interference, it’s the gear down in the canyon or the signals are too weak to reach it. The tech is a little outdated, but I could probably hack in and check its logs. It might take me an hour or so, depending on the protocol.”

				“Not necessary,” Hood said. “If we can’t make contact in the next few hours, we’ll return and let you try. For now, let’s get down there.”

				The Marine escort team split the mission personnel into three groups and spaced each ten meters apart. Wells stayed in the front group with Captain Hood and Major McGregor. One of the Marines, a young man Wells thought was just under twenty years of age, sprinted forward to take point. McGregor instructed the remaining Marines to flank the groups on both sides and placed the squad’s leader in the rear.

				The slope of the canyon mouth wasn’t steep until the last ten meters, but no one except Caris seemed to have a problem with footing on the damp canyon rock. His pack was jammed to the point of bursting with supplies, including specimen containers he insisted on bringing along. Caris stumbled twice before he reached the floor of the canyon, but with some help from two of the geology team members, he didn’t fall.

				Wells removed the jacket she’d worn earlier in the morning. The air in the canyon was musty and the temperature was warmer on the canyon floor compared to when they’d first entered. A thick layer of mist hung ten meters over their heads, which shielded their view of the top of the canyon some forty meters above them.

				The walls of the canyon were rich in colors, and Wells traced her hands along the smooth rocks. It reminded her of the landscapes near her family’s home in western Arizona. She wondered how long it had taken for this canyon to form and if there was a river here, where was it now? She remembered that underground rivers were said to permeate the area. She dropped to her knees, closed her eyes and placed her ear to the moist ground, intent on hearing the rushing of water beneath.

				Wells waited for the others in her group to walk around her and held her breath. Nothing. Disappointed, she sighed. As Wells opened her eyes, they drew down on the large dull yellow worm that was about to touch her nose. Startled, she pulled her head back and pulled her knees under her. She gazed at the little creature and it raised its head toward her.

				One of the nearby Marines stepped around her and almost onto the worm. He was stopped midstride by Caris. “Careful!” he yelled. “You’ll step on it.”

				The Marine shook his head and moved out of the way. Caris didn’t even seem to notice. Instead, he set down his burdensome pack next to Wells’s legs and then dropped to his knees next to her.

				Without taking his eyes off the worm, Caris removed one of his specimen containers and a small pair of tongs from a pouch on his pack. He inched closer and examined it. “Well, well.” He turned and smiled at Wells. “My dear, you have made a remarkable find.” Caris reached out and scooped up the three-centimeter-long bug with the tongs. “From the protrusions on its underbelly and small mouth, I’d say we have some sort of larva. Most likely a form of caterpillar.” His hands trembled as he placed the caterpillar in the specimen container and sealed it.

				Wells studied the bug inside the container. The worm stretched out in futility as it tried to climb the side, searching for escape. “Do you think this could morph into a moth or butterfly, Doctor?”

				“It’s possible. We’ll get it back for further study. Keep a close eye and you may spot another one. Ah!” He pointed to the wall behind her. Several more of the caterpillars were moving under a small outcrop. He handed the specimen container in his hand to Wells and started to root another from his pack. Meanwhile, Hood and his uncle walked up beside her to view the caterpillar for themselves.

				“If he keeps this up, we’re never going to get there,” Jonathan said, shaking his head while he watched Caris collect another caterpillar.

				“Let him go,” Hood said with a smile. “Good to see that this trip has some added benefit. We’ll get there soon enough.”

				The next kilometer of their trek through the canyon was more of the same as Caris continued to collect several different versions of the yellow caterpillars, some of which had reached ten centimeters in length. Along the walls of the canyon, low-level ferns were in abundance and it was easy to see that the caterpillars had been feeding on them.

				Caris instructed Wells to search for any remnants of cocoons, but even in the secluded corners of the canyon walls, she could find no traces of them. Perhaps these bugs don’t have a similar metamorphosis state as the ones on Earth.

				On the other hand, the geologists in the last group were racking up the finds. Their handheld scanning and mineral survey gear had unlocked multitudes of precious metals and mineral deposits in the last half kilometer alone.

				Despite the new wildlife, Hood seemed more curious about what the geologists had discovered. Wells watched him meander back to the group of geologists and then followed him. “Any traces of pidium or neutronium?” he asked. She remembered Hood had instructed the Armstrong’s sensor teams to calibrate the geologists’ scanning gear for the two important elements. Pidium, discovered during the first encounter with the Cilik’ti, was a key component of many of the EDF’s power generators, enhanced weapons and their space-fold drives. Its unique properties had been used to amplify many existing designs to levels close to tenfold the original. On the other hand, the metallic mineral, neutronium, could be refined and crafted into super-strong alloys. The metal had been employed in different weapons systems over the years, but its primary application had been armor plating for ships and vehicles, while lighter weight versions were manufactured for Marine body armor.

				Both minerals shared a strange commonality. In more than ten thousand recorded finds, neither mineral had been discovered by itself; they were always together. Small deposits of the minerals were identified on Pluto and several of the moons of Saturn and Jupiter, but the biggest deposits had been unearthed on Mars. To many scientists’ surprise, only trace amounts had been detected on Earth, Venus or even in the mineral-rich asteroid belt.

				One of the geologists who had been studying her scanner adjusted the setting a few times and then turned it off. “Sorry, Captain. Our equipment hasn’t detected any traces. These elements are quite new to us. Perhaps there are specific conditions we need to configure the scanners for to locate potential deposits.” The geologist reactivated her scanner and showed it to Hood. “The good news is that about thirty meters into this wall is a titanium deposit that would make any self-respecting mineral executive jump for joy. It’s the biggest I’ve seen so far on this planet.”

				Hood appeared disappointed and Wells couldn’t understand why. The mission was to determine if this planet was suitable for colonization. Even though those two elements were important to the EDF, they weren’t required for a colony to thrive. She wanted to ask him about it while they walked back to rejoin their group, but Caris came running over and thrust a new specimen he had collected into her face. Seeing the innocent smile on his face that asked if she wanted to help collect more, Wells accepted the jar and joined Caris in his search.

				* * *

				Hood rejoined the first group and noticed the point scout running toward them. “Sir, I’ve located their camp. I count about twenty colonists and no sign of any trouble. Their rover is right around the bend here next to a female colonist.” He pointed to Jonathan. “Sir, I think it’s your wife. I recognized her from the pictures at the Magellan campsite.”

				The good news seemed to give McGregor’s men pause, and the groups moved closer together. As they rounded the bend, Hood found the rover the Marine scout had mentioned just ten meters away. Looking past the rover, Hood caught sight of a raven-haired woman in a tan jumpsuit sitting on a large rock. Hood recognized Gina Atkins’s short hair and lean frame, but she wasn’t Gina Atkins anymore. It was Gina Hood, his aunt, and like his uncle, she appeared the same as the day they’d left Earth twenty-five years ago.

				As the group reached the rover, Gina turned her head and caught sight of them. Her face beamed when she saw Jonathan, but she didn’t speak. Instead Gina pressed her finger to her lips and then gestured for the rest of the group to say where they were. Jonathan made sure everyone understood and stopped to watch Gina.

				Gina grabbed a large leather pouch from her side and opened it. Almost bursting from the inside of the pouch were several of the yellow caterpillars Caris had been collecting in the canyon. Gina stepped off the rock and walked to another brown-and-yellow striped rock about five meters in front of her. Gina poured the caterpillars in a wide pile on the ground next to the rock and then moved back to where she’d been sitting.

				Jonathan appeared confused and he glanced to both Hood and Caris for some idea what was happening, but both just shrugged. Jonathan crept around the rover to get a better look when the brown-and-yellow rock shifted. Then, it moved. The rock moved!

				Hood could hear several of the Marines readying their weapons, but he and McGregor signaled them to stand down. Everyone watched as the rock began to sink beneath the ground and then surged upward. Even in the dim light, Hood could see an opening he assumed was a mouth glide over the caterpillars and then close when the last one entered. As the rock creature moved forward, its mouth sank beneath the shifting ground, and more of the creature rolled upward like a wave.

				Gina stood back up from her seat and crept over to the side of the creature as it moved. Kneeling beside it, she let her hand pass along its back. The creature stopped and shimmied back and forth, almost if her light touch tickled it, like it would a dog or cat. “Good boy, Max. Good. Enjoy your snack,” Gina told it. “I’ll see you later.”

				Hood stood speechless while the remainder of the twenty-meter-long creature disappeared under the ground without making a sound. The two Marines standing beside him approached the rock with caution and inspected the ground where the creature had disappeared.

				“Gina, what in the world? What...what...what was that thing?” Jonathan stammered.

				Gina ran over to her husband and hugged him tight. “Honey, so glad you made it!” She looked up at his still-stunned face and tapped him on the cheek to get his attention. “Jon, are you okay?”

				He didn’t answer.

				Gina scanned the rest of the Marines and then waved at the team of geologists who, like Jonathan, couldn’t believe what they’d just seen. “Caris, who are all these other people?”

				Caris dropped his backpack to the ground. “That, my dear, is as interesting a question as what your husband just asked you.”

				Hood saw the scowl on Gina’s face grow from the lack of answers, but it faded when she noticed him in his uniform. She took a few steps closer to get a better look. Gina’s eyes grew wide when she read his name insignia and shot to his face. “Jimmy?”

				Hood smiled at her. “Hello, Gina. Good to see you again.”

				“Oh my God!” she screamed and almost tackled him, but Hood’s last-second back step braced him and kept them both from falling over. Her thin arms tightened around Hood’s midsection in a gracious hug.

				Hood looked over at his uncle as Gina buried her head in his chest. Hood started to return the hug but Gina pulled back from her nephew and gazed up at his face with eyes filled with tears of joy. “When did you get here? Hell with that. How did you get here?”

				“Big new ship, Gina,” Jonathan explained. “James has told us all about it, but we haven’t been up there to see it yet.”

				“Earth picked up the colony’s beacon, and we came out to check on you. We arrived a few days ago,” Hood said. He motioned toward the spot where the rock creature had vanished. “What’s going on out here?”

				Gina wiped the tears from her eyes, ambled over to her husband’s side and punched him hard in his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me James was here?”

				Jonathan grimaced and rubbed his shoulder. “Honey, we’ve been trying to reach you for days. We just got a new signal from you this morning.”

				Gina appeared confused. “That’s odd. Jillian and I have made regular daily reports back to base. We informed the comms officer of our progress, about Max, everything.” She walked over to the rover, removed the portable comm unit and handed it to Jonathan.

				Hood took the comm unit and then motioned toward McGregor, who pulled his communications specialist aside. “We’ll investigate the comms problem. In the meantime, I’d like to hear what you’ve found. The signal we received this morning said you had something we had to see.” He walked over to where the rock creature had been and scooped up some of the loose dirt in his hands. “What was that thing?”

				Gina grabbed Jonathan’s hand and led him over to where Hood was kneeling. “That thing was Max.”

				Caris joined the group with specimen containers in hand. “From what I saw, Gina, your discovery could be reptilian in nature, but it moved through the ground so easily.” He collected some of the dirt where the creature had passed. “Were you able to get any scans? I have to see the data.”

				“I’ve made several in-depth scans of Max since I found him four days ago, but all my data is back in my bunk. Come on, I’ll take you.”

				Caris and the rest of the group gathered their equipment as Hood and Wells followed Gina and Jonathan toward a narrow section of the canyon that led to the campsite. “If Max could move so freely underground, how did you find him?” Hood asked.

				“Well, I was collecting soil samples just around the bend back there. I’d been digging all morning and sat down on a rock to take a breather.” Gina leaned into Jonathan and chuckled. “Only it wasn’t a rock.”

				“Always knew we’d find alien life of some sort out here,” Jonathan told his nephew. “I just haven’t adjusted to how alien it really is.”

				“I know,” Gina agreed. “After I found him, I was surprised how much Max wasn’t afraid of me. I noticed him a few more times that same day just cresting the surface of the ground watching me. Once, I saw him eating some of those yellow caterpillars, so I gathered some of them as a little gift and he came right up to me. Those bugs are all over this canyon, so this must be a hunting ground for him.”

				“Max?” Jonathan asked with a frown.

				Gina rolled her eyes. “Max was my cat back on Earth before we left. I entrusted him to my parents the day before our launch. But now, after spending a few days out here with my new friend, I gave him the name. It’s a good fit, I think.”

				“Never liked that cat,” Jonathan grumbled.

				“No,” Gina corrected him, “he didn’t like you. The name stays.”

				“Fine.”

				Hood cleared his throat to hide his laughter at his aunt and uncle. “Well, it does seem friendly. How does it move like that?” he asked. “Is it similar to a worm?”

				“Max’s biology is incredible. I don’t understand everything yet, but he’s not a mammal or a reptile. Knowing the people back at the main camp, the final determination will come after serious debate, but for now I’ve classified him as a land whale.”

				“A land whale?” Hood skepticism had returned.

				“Yes. I believe that’s a fair classification,” Gina explained. “One of Caris’s friends is a marine biologist who taught some of my postdoctoral classes. A great deal of Max’s characteristics can be mapped to those of whales back on Earth. For instance, he uses sound waves to detect food and communicate, much like whale song.” Gina turned around to check on Caris, who was now jogging with his pack to catch up to them. He had to stop to catch his breath, but he waved them on. “I know I’m not one of the research team leads, but I think Caris will be rather impressed with what data I’ve collected regarding Max.”

				The camp was just coming into view when Hood noticed Gina twist around him and wave at Lieutenant Wells. “Hello,” she introduced herself. “Gina Hood. Nice to meet you.”

				Hood stopped and let the two women come together.

				“Likewise,” Wells said. “Lieutenant Juanita Wells. I’m the Armstrong’s communications officer.”

				Gina perused the mission team. “What’s a comm officer doing with this group?”

				Hood was about to answer, but Wells beat him to it. “I would love to say they’re all escorting me, but Captain Hood requested I come along,” she began. “I’m a linguistics and dead language expert. Your husband told us the site has a potential archaeological find, so they asked me to come along and see if I could help.” She moved closer to Gina. “I’m actually kind of bummed your big discovery is an animal. I was looking forward to finding some lost civilization or sentient life sign.”

				Hood noticed the confused look on Gina’s face after Wells’s explanation. She moved in front of Hood and his uncle and held her hands up in front of their chests to stop them from walking any farther. “Max is remarkable. But he wasn’t what we signaled you about. What Jillian discovered in the caves up here is far more important.” Gina’s face flushed. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I’ll let Jillian show you. You won’t believe your eyes.”

				Gina called to some of the camp members ahead. Several came rushing out toward the group and provided everyone with a warm greeting. Gina introduced the members from the Armstrong to her team, and everyone moved into the campsite that was shaded by a large outcropping of the canyon wall overhead.

				Two of the camp research team helped Caris with his pack, which he almost dropped, along with all of his collected specimens. “Gina, where’s Commander Howard? I’m surprised she didn’t come out to meet us.”

				One of the camp’s team members, a rather portly man with a scraggly beard, spoke up. “Oh, she’s still in the caves. I’ll let her know you’re here.” The man jogged out of the camp and pulled back a large fern, revealing a portion of a wide cave mouth in the canyon wall. He moved around the fern and disappeared inside.

				A few moments later, the man returned, followed by Jillian. As she appeared, Hood felt his heart start to race. Jillian’s long strawberry blonde hair was tied back in a flowing ponytail and she wore the same tan jumpsuit as Gina’s, except that wasn’t how he saw her. To Hood, she had on the loose flight jacket, T-shirt and jeans she wore back on Earth. His hands started to shake. He was nervous and he was sweating. He could feel it start to form on his forehead and inside his uniform. The woman he’d crushed on as a boy, the model he compared all the other love interests in his life, was coming toward him. She was the same as he remembered. It was as if she’d never left.

				Jillian stopped a few feet from Hood, snapped to attention and saluted. “Lieutenant Commander Jillian Howard reporting, Captain.”

				Hood stood dumbfounded for a moment until he realized Jillian had recognized his uniform rank insignia. He stiffened to attention and saluted her back. He tried to talk and almost choked, but he salvaged a hoarse greeting. “Good to see you again, Commander.”

				“Sir?” Jillian responded, her thick Alabama accent a little uncertain. It was something Hood had missed over the years. “Do I know you?”

				With a big grin on his face, Jonathan walked over to his XO, put his arm over her shoulder and whispered to her. Jillian’s eyes went wide. She turned to his face and whispered back. He nodded in response.

				“Well,” Jillian said, now much more relaxed, and put her hands on her hips. “All this time around Hoods and I can’t even recognize one. I must be losing it.” She smiled and walked over to Hood.

				As Jillian stared into his eyes, Hood could see the whole role reversal. Back on Earth, he’d been the one staring up at her. She was taller than Gina, but Hood now towered over her by seven centimeters.

				“Yep, you sure do look like your daddy, all right,” Jillian said, satisfied. “But it’s those eyes that are the giveaway. Hi, Jimmy,” she said. “Nice to see you again.” She settled into a hug around his chest and Hood hugged her back, almost too tight. Her hair pressed against his face and, even after spending all this time out at this remote camp, it still smelled like honey.

				Jillian released her grip and dragged Hood by the arm over to his uncle. “Come on and sit down. I want to catch up on what’s been going on since we left.” She pulled out a few chairs from the small mess tent and set them next to the unlit fire pit in the center of the camp.

				Hood’s concern for the mission faded and he pulled over one of the chairs and sat down. Many of the other members of his mission team, some tired from the long walk, followed suit and relaxed as some of the camp’s team passed out water and coffee.

				Hood and his uncle took turns explaining the Armstrong’s mission to Jillian, Gina and the rest of the camp. Regarding the past twenty-five years, Hood glossed over them, including the war, and focused on the EDF’s needs for getting to the colonies.

				Jillian turned to Jonathan. “I guess we missed all the excitement,” she said, then stood. “But we’ve had some of our own lately.”

				“So we’ve heard,” Jonathan said. He patted his wife’s hand. “I was astounded on just what Gina discovered, but she says there’s something else. I know the fossils the rover team reported are important, but your last message mentioned an archaeological discovery. If there was a civilization here before, we need to know all we can.”

				“The fossils were well preserved and this entire area has deep surface erosion. Well, that’s how my team has explained it to me,” Jillian began. “It made our job a lot easier to find and catalog them. The erosion created several humanlike patterns in the canyon walls just beyond our camp. They are beautiful, but most are all naturally formed, not man-or alien-made, I’m afraid.” One of Jillian’s team handed Jonathan a data pad filled with images the team had collected, as she continued speaking, “There’s one image in the stone that has us puzzled. One of our teams found it in a wide crevice while tracing a sediment line looking for new fossils. The formation is raised above the normal surface of the rock and not created by erosion or weathering.” She pointed out some of the lines on the stone image. “The patterns are strange and complex, but what was more unusual were the low levels of radiation we detected from it.” Jillian spun away from her chair and placed her hands on her hips. Her look of concern spoke volumes. “I don’t understand—we communicated that back to base camp three days ago.”

				“We’re still investigating,” Hood interjected as his uncle scrolled through the rest of the pictures on the data pad and returned to the stone image. Hood tried to keep calm and not let his concern alarm anyone. He needed time to assess the communications issue and determine if there was any kind of threat from this new find. Hood examined the image and tapped his finger on the screen. “In the meantime, I’d like to see this stone image firsthand.” He pointed to Wells, who was still fiddling with her data pad. “Lieutenant Wells here is a brilliant linguist, but one of her specialties is code breaking. If there’s some sort of code or puzzle in the image, I think she might be the person to crack it.” He stood and walked over to Jillian. “I’m curious though. You said you discovered the image three days ago and your people had already collected plenty of data but were clueless to the image’s meaning or origin. This team’s operation could have been moved back to the Magellan and a remote sensor left behind to monitor it for any changes. Why did you stay out here?”

				Jillian raised her hands and gestured toward the group of tents and tarps that made up their remote camp. “Well, we were about to pack up when Martha found the cave.”

				A young blonde woman stood from her chair behind Jillian and waved. “To be more accurate, I fell into it.”

				Jillian shook her head at Jonathan. “We scanned the entire length of the canyon.” She kicked a small piece of wood into the fire pit. “We never saw it. The cave mouth was covered in brush and we couldn’t get a scanner reading on it. Hell, we still can’t.”

				Hood borrowed the data pad from his uncle and handed it to Wells, who started to examine the image. “What can you tell me about it, Lieutenant?”

				The image contained several markings, each small and well-defined. Some of the markings repeated and were scattered across the face of the image. He watched her fingers trace the markings that flowed in one area from left to right, then in another from top to bottom, but he couldn’t see a distinct pattern.

				Wells shook her head. “If the markings are a language, I need some sort of reference, pictures or more examples of the writing to get started. The symbols could hold meaning, or they may be a form of alphabet. I need to see it up close.”

				“We can take you to it, Lieutenant,” Gina said. “It’s not far from here, but there aren’t any other markings around it.”

				Wells frowned, but Hood noticed a look of inspiration replace it. “Commander Howard! What exactly did you find in that cave?”

				Jillian started to walk toward the cave mouth and waved at the rest of the group. “It’s too much to explain, so I’m going to have to show you.” The Cygni sun had moved to the west as the afternoon progressed, shrouding the cave in deep shade. She leaned into the brush covering the entrance and yelled something inside.

				Wells moved closer to Jillian, but Jillian stepped back and joined her at the edge of the shade. The brush over the cave parted, and something large shifted out of the cave mouth.

				Jillian smiled as the figure moved closer and she ushered everyone else closer, as well. As it edged out of the shade, Hood could see it was tall, over a meter taller than him. A rock rolled out of the shade and brushed Wells’s foot. When Hood looked down at the rock, he caught a glimpse of one of the figure’s legs stepping into the sunlight, and then another—six in all. The form’s body was long, just short of four meters, and the legs supported much of the lower half, while four smaller arms were visible on its upper torso. Its head was triangular and the two rows of red-faceted eyes down the sides of its face were unmistakable. The figure stared right at Wells.

				Fear gripped him and he saw Wells’s face pale before she screamed. Standing before her was a Cilik’ti.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Time slowed to a mere standstill and Hood’s vision faded to black and white as the seconds crept by like minutes. No one from the Armstrong moved—of all things, a Cilik’ti, a member of the alien scourge that had taken so many human lives during their conflict, was on the planet.

				The Cilik’ti stood motionless as well, except for its head, which slowly scanned the humans in front of it and then settled on Hood. Its three pairs of eyes locked on to his face in a perpetual stare.

				Hood felt the weight of its gaze and tried to get to Wells, who still was closest to the six-legged alien, but he couldn’t force his legs to move. Jillian stood behind Wells, still smiling, unaware of the danger she was in. This was the remarkable discovery Jillian had insisted they be shown. During the next few moments, Hood’s mind flashed with visions of a full invasion of this world and the mangled bodies of all the colonists littering the planet. Jillian’s discovery could only be an omen, an omen of doom.

				It was McGregor’s roar of a battle cry that set time fluid again, and many of the Marines motioned for the colonists to take cover while they scrambled for position around the alien.

				“Stand fast!” Hood yelled to McGregor and the Marines beside him.

				McGregor halted his charge forward and stared at Hood in shock. “Sir? Are ya blind, man? You know what that is?”

				Many of the Marines continued to move forward, their assault rifles readied, taking careful aim at the Cilik’ti, but no one fired. The Cilik’ti cringed backward from the Marines into the shade but stopped short of the cave.

				“I said stand fast!” Hood repeated. All the Marines froze but didn’t lower their weapons. He couldn’t risk a stray shot hitting Jillian or Wells.

				Jillian ran forward and placed herself between the Cilik’ti and the Marines. “Lower your weapons!” she shouted. “Kree isn’t dangerous. He’s a friend.”

				Great. She gave it a name. But this wasn’t just some animal you fed and made your friend. This was a Cilik’ti, and friend wasn’t a word he would choose to describe it.

				“Jillian,” Hood said in a calm voice as he motioned for her to come over toward him and away from the Cilik’ti. “We need to get everyone out of here. There might be more in the area. It’s not safe.”

				Defiant, Jillian shook her head and held up her hands to block anyone trying to get to the Cilik’ti, and more of her team of colonists moved to join her. The Marines tried to pull Jillian’s team away. “No, it’s all right,” she shouted in protest. “I know this is first contact, but we’ve already walked through our protocols. Kree’s assured me...”

				Hood was about to interrupt her but stopped as she continued to defend the Cilik’ti. Jillian hadn’t named the Cilik’ti; she’d learned its name. She’d spoken with it. No human had ever had direct communication with these aliens and here on this distant world, a woman who’d been out of touch with Earth for over twenty-five years had found a way.

				The daunting and inevitable questions pounded into Hood’s brain in a flash. What had she learned about the Cilik’ti? But perhaps more important, what had it learned about humans?

				“Everyone stop!” he commanded.

				The Marines let go of the colonists at his command and backed off. Hood’s eyes found the Cilik’ti even in the dark shade. It was no longer retreating and it made no attempt to reenter the cave.

				McGregor was at his side. “Sir, we’ve got to get ’em out of here. There’s bound to be more of ‘em. The Tikis would never send just one. We need to alert the other camps.”

				McGregor’s words fell on Hood like lead weights. His worst nightmare for this world had come true and he gritted his teeth in frustration. He nodded in acknowledgement of McGregor’s request and walked toward Jillian and her team. He could feel anger swell within him. It didn’t happen often, but seeing Jillian—his Jillian—stand there and defend a Cilik’ti...it was almost too much for him to bear.

				Jillian seemed relieved as the Marines moved back. “James, thank you. I know this is an awkward situation. Finding sentient life out here was always part of our mission, but you have to understand—”

				“No, Jillian,” Hood growled. “It’s you who doesn’t understand.” He pointed at the Cilik’ti, his hand shaking. “You have no idea what you’ve found. That...that is a Cilik’ti. The same aliens tried to wipe us all out. They slaughtered hundreds of thousands of our people, blasted our outposts to dust and all without warning or provocation. Most of us have lost friends and family to these monsters.” His eyes met hers and his voice grew sullen. “Your brother was among them.”

				Hood’s anger softened and guilt filled the void it left in his heart. He realized what he’d just done, but it was too late. This was one of the subjects Hood had planned to bring up to Jillian in private, when he could prepare her for the blow. Instead, in his attempt to snap her out of whatever hold that monster had over her, he’d smacked her over the head with it like a hammer.

				Jillian’s face was ashen. Hood remembered her younger brother Terry had enlisted in the EEF a few weeks before she’d left. Hood had met him early on during the war when he was the electronic warfare officer on the cruiser Kronos. The Kronos was lost with all hands at the battle of Hyperion just at the edge of Saturn’s rings. The EDF forces won the battle, but only after Hood’s fleet of fifteen cruisers managed to flank the Cilik’ti forces and pin them in Saturn’s gravity well.

				Hood’s revelation staggered her and she struggled to keep standing. He knew they’d been close and he didn’t doubt he’d feel the same right now if it was his sister who’d died. She shut her eyes, and he could see tears start to flow. What have I done?

				Finally, she took a deep breath and turned back toward the cave. “Kree,” she said, her voice cracking. “Is it all true?”

				The Cilik’ti walked out of the shade, and Hood was able to take full measure of it. Its pale blue carapace was smooth and was accented by long, bright red streaks down its back and legs. In one of its small arms, Hood noticed a short rod with a ball on the end of it. It didn’t look like any Cilik’ti weapon he was familiar with. As it moved closer to Jillian, the ball on the end of the rod began to glow.

				A high-pitched voice emanated from the rod. “Yes, Commander Howard. What Captain Hood has said is true.” The voice from the rod was even and easy to comprehend but, for the most part, very monotonic. The Cilik’ti worker walked up beside the trembling Jillian, who backed away from it. It stopped and faced Hood. “This one’s name is Kree Ota N’lan and as you have said, Captain Hood, this one is Cilik’ti.”

				Hood heard a thud behind him. Not wanting to take his eyes off the Cilik’ti, he tried to ignore it, but both Jillian and the Cilik’ti leaned to the left to peer around him. Finally, Hood turned around to see what had happened. What he found made him shake his head. Caris had fainted.

				* * *

				Raf Sanchez flipped through the latest readiness drill data as he sat at the Command Station aboard the Armstrong. Everything was in order, but the training of new gunnery crews for the ones lost on the Percival was a long process. The tracking systems were faster paced on the smaller ship, and even some of the better gunners on the Armstrong struggled with the simulations. The gunners on the Armistead class gunships were the best in the fleet in pulse weapon tracking, and for good reason. The task of keeping small craft like fighters and Cilik’ti drones off the big ships was critical in battle, and the turret-packed Armistead gunships were the best in the business. If the new crews struggled through the simulations, real combat would be a whole different story.

				Sanchez closed the reports and switched his screen to the current satellite view over the Magellan landing site. The view was impressive from his vantage point. It would be more impressive if I was down there. The last rotation was supposed to put him planet-side instead of the captain, but McCraken’s request to travel to the planet altered the plan.

				Sanchez didn’t worry. He knew his chance would come. However, his level of concern for Captain Hood was high. Hood’s brazenness to go down to that canyon before it had been secured was beyond risky, but Sanchez knew Hood would make time to discuss that decision later. For now, Sanchez was content to oversee the final repairs from the asteroid collisions and find ways to annoy Mr. Whitaker in Engineering. It was nothing personal, per se, but Sanchez, while trying to make some level of rapport with the chief engineer, always seemed to be interrupting him. It turned out that Whitaker didn’t like unscheduled interruptions.

				Trying to defuse some of the new tension, Sanchez stopped by the Engineering section at different times during the day and evening, but the result was still the same. It was as if Whitaker never slept.

				However, each time Whitaker’s grumbling ended, Sanchez managed to get more insight on the brilliance the head of Engineering brought to the table. The Armstrong’s systems were state-of-the-art EDF technology, but ever since they’d left Earth, Whitaker had performed step-by-step improvements to each system. The increase in performance and efficiency was noticeable to anyone involved.

				Sanchez’s console buzzed with a new comm request. It was the Communications Station. “This is Sanchez.”

				“Sir,” the young ensign filling in for Wells began, “I’ve got the captain on the line. He wants to talk with you in private.”

				“All right, Ensign. Forward it to my quarters and I’ll take it there.” He jogged toward the exit and signaled for Aldridge to take the conn.

				Sanchez arrived at his quarters a few minutes later, swung into his chair behind his short desk and opened the comm channel. As Hood’s face came into view, he could tell Hood was aboard one of the shuttles. “Captain, this channel’s secure. What did you find down there?”

				Hood’s face grew pensive. “I don’t have time to do this easy, so here it is. The Cilik’ti are here, Raf.” The words hit Sanchez like a stiff slap in face. “The group of colonists in the canyon found a Cilik’ti worker a few days ago and, as remarkable as it sounds, they’ve managed to find a way to talk to it.”

				Talk to it? Sanchez couldn’t believe what he heard and stared at the terminal almost dumbfounded.

				“Evidently, it had been hiding out in the caves in the canyon. I’ve had McGregor’s boys check the rest of the caves and the surrounding area, but we haven’t found any more,” Hood said. “It says it’s alone, but the major and I both agree it can’t be trusted. The Cilik’ti never send lone scouts.”

				“I’ll have more troops sent down to your location to help.” Raf paused for a moment to think. “If it’s already in custody, where do you plan to secure it?”

				Hood response was quick and to the point. “It’s staying right here, Commander. We can’t take it back to the Magellan or the other site. That will just cause a panic, and there’s no way I’m letting that thing on my ship.” Hood glanced behind him toward the shuttle’s exit and then returned to the terminal screen. “We’re going to interrogate it here.” His voice took on a harsh tone Sanchez hadn’t heard from his CO. “Find out what it knows.”

				“Should we alert the other colonists?”

				“No, not yet. I’m having Major McGregor coordinate with his people first. I need the colony’s defenses finished, and that kind of announcement will only incite fear.” Hood sighed. “I want you to send a message to Admiral Tramp and tell him everything I’ve told you. I’ll follow it up with one of my own when I get back to the ship.”

				Sanchez didn’t like where this was going. He had to say something, but if he was too up-front, he might be considered insubordinate. “You’re sure you don’t want to send it yourself, sir? If the Cilik’ti are on planet, that’s no place for you. I can have—”

				“I understand your concern,” Hood interrupted his XO. “Not to worry, I have a few questions I want answered, then I’m heading back.” A Marine entered the shuttle from behind Hood and handed him a data pad. Hood studied the screen and then connected it to his terminal. “Raf, I’m sending you a data file. I need you to get it to Lieutenant Greywalker for analysis.”

				“What’s on it?”

				“I had the Marines here run a check on the colonists’ comm gear. There’s something else other than the canyon interfering with their signals, and I want to know what it is.” He sat down and leaned closer to the terminal’s camera. He looked tired, and Sanchez could see the weariness in his eyes. “There’s something besides the Cilik’ti going on down here. If anyone can run it to ground, it’s Maya.”

				“Will do, Captain.” His terminal beeped as the file transmission completed. “When do you want to bring in the rest of the senior staff on the new Cilik’ti development?”

				“Call a meeting for 0800 tomorrow, and I’ll lay it all out then. In the meantime, continue readiness drills and our sensor sweeps of the system. Have them focus on polar cap regions of the nearby planets. The gravitational forces might mask signatures, and I don’t want any enemy ships sneaking up on us.”

				“We’ll be ready if they try, Captain.”

				Hood smiled at Sanchez’s last comment. “I know we will, Raf. See you in a few hours. Hood out.”

				Sanchez sat in silence for a few moments and organized his thoughts. Hood had turned the tables on him and now he felt lost. Normally he was the impulsive one and yet here was his CO putting himself in a high-risk situation.

				He didn’t like it, but he understood why Hood wanted to be down there. Sanchez had some point-blank questions to ask that bug, as well. So the Cilik’ti had shown themselves. But why only one? Just as important, why now?

				Realizing precious seconds were ticking away, he contacted the Command Deck and ordered three more squads of Marines down to the canyon to assist. Aldridge didn’t ask for an explanation, and he didn’t offer one.

				Sanchez was just about to start his message to Admiral Tramp when he remembered the file Hood had sent. He opened the data file and the information inside was scattered, but he was able make out communication logs mixed with signal IDs and strengths. If this wasn’t related to the Cilik’ti, then what else was going on?

				Then he remembered McCraken was on planet. If anything screwy was going on down there, he was sure that weasel was involved. Sanchez sent out a quick text message to Greywalker’s comm band that told her to meet him here. The Cilik’ti were bad enough, but now there was more trouble. Not to mention an unknown stealth ship was still out there working with someone who really wanted to stick it to Epherium, and they didn’t seem to care who got hurt in the process. Hood was right. Sanchez had gotten to know Maya since she’d come on board. They needed her help to sort out this problem while they handled the Cilik’ti.

				Sanchez turned on the terminal’s recording system and began his message to Admiral Tramp. It was his first report back to EDF Command since he’d joined the Armstrong, but he hated to start it off with bad news.

				* * *

				Hood pulled back the brush at the cave mouth and peered inside. The Cilik’ti was off to the right, several meters inside the cave. It was just standing there. Four Marines surrounded the alien, but it didn’t seem to notice them or that Hood was staring right at it. He doubted it could see him, since McGregor’s men had stationed several light stands in the small opening where the Cilik’ti stood. The intense light forced him to squint, even from his vantage point. He wasn’t sure if it made the Cilik’ti feel more uncomfortable. Intel reports had concluded that high-intensity light might be a weakness, but unlike many theories about the Cilik’ti, it was untested.

				Sitting on a chair in front of the Cilik’ti was Jillian. She was bent over, and Hood could see her eyes were closed. Her bony elbows appeared as if they would pierce her jumpsuit and stab into her thighs, and her chin rested in her hands. She was deflated, spent.

				McGregor tapped him on the shoulder. “Captain, we finished our perimeter sweeps. There’s no sign of any additional Tikis in the area. I had my boys place comm jammers all along the canyon, but your comm officer says she doubts they’ll work. Something about the Tikis using mental telepathy or something and our gear can’t pick it up, let alone prevent it.”

				Hood’s gaze never left the Cilik’ti. “Good work, Major. I want to keep a tight lid on this situation if we can. Lieutenant Wells is most likely correct. If the Cilik’ti use telepathy to communicate, there’s little we can do to stop it.” He stepped inside the cave, and McGregor followed him.

				Hood walked toward Jillian and stopped between her and the Cilik’ti. The lights heated the cave interior, and Hood could feel himself begin to sweat in his uniform. But it wasn’t just the lights. The confined space made him uneasy. Even though he’d lived in the close quarters of spacecraft for years, he had always felt at ease. Encased in a metal can in space with view ports seemed fine, but in the cave, the walls started to shift.

				As a boy, Hood had struggled with claustrophobia. His father had always pressed the need to keep active and often took him and his friends to a cluster of small caves near the family home. His dad, who’d admitted he, too, had issues with confined spaces, had his son try different techniques to overcome his fear, or at least lessen the effects.

				Hood recalled one of his dad’s tricks. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, but it wasn’t enough. Ironically, any anxiety he’d expected about being in the room with the Cilik’ti was swallowed by his new dilemma. The effect was getting worse, and he had to move and do it fast. He could feel his stomach begin to churn now as the walls started to close in. Desperate, he started to pace back and forth. Shifting his focus to getting information from the alien eased the sensation, and his situation improved the more he walked. The Cilik’ti, on the other hand, showed no ill effects from the lights or the cave and merely tilted its head as it followed his movements. He’d gotten its attention. At least there was that.

				“What are you doing on this planet?” he said, the words nearly blasting from his mouth.

				The rod in the Cilik’ti’s hand glowed again. “Learning, Captain Hood,” the high-pitched voice echoed in the cave.

				“Learning, huh,” Hood mocked and the speed of his pacing increased. “How many of you are there in this system? What is the composition of your forces?”

				The Cilik’ti didn’t respond.

				“I know you can understand me.” He turned his back to the Cilik’ti. The alien still said nothing. He wheeled to face it again. “I want answers!”

				The Cilik’ti recoiled for a moment, and Hood started his pacing again. “Answers. Yes. This one only seeks to understand. As for the things you ask, this one cannot provide that which is not known.”

				Hood stopped. “Understand what? What about humans don’t you understand that you didn’t already find out during your invasion?” He shook his head. “And how do you know my name? Until now, we didn’t even know we could communicate with you.”

				“You are James Hood,” the Cilik’ti began. “Captain, Earth Defense Force cruiser Orion.” The Cilik’ti paused for a moment. “Your name is both respected and cursed among the Shi. This one is honored to meet with you.”

				Hood mind hovered over what the Cilik’ti had said. It still referred to him as the captain of the Orion, not the Armstrong. Whatever intelligence the Cilik’ti worker had, it didn’t seem to be recent, and he wanted to make sure it stayed that way.

				Hood doubted he could get any mineable military intelligence from the Cilik’ti and focused on his last question. “You still didn’t answer about how you can communicate with us. The invasion lasted for years, and nothing. Not until it was over and that brief message sent to a relay station. No voice or picture, just text. So why now?” He pointed to the rod. “I take it that’s your solution.”

				The Cilik’ti held up the rod. “The Hal’ta N’lan commanded that this one learn to understand you and overcome the barriers between our people. This translation device was this one’s best hope. It has allowed this one to listen, to understand. When the other Shi first encountered your people, they spoke, but you could not hear. The Shi mistook the situation and the result was...” The Cilik’ti seemed pressed to find the correct word. “Tragic.”

				Hood closed his eyes. He could see the ships of his fleets blasted apart and the fires consuming them. The tortured screams of the helpless men and women he couldn’t save fueled his resolve. “The brutal slaughter of hundreds of thousands of people isn’t tragic. It’s barbaric.”

				The Cilik’ti seemed almost shaken by Hood’s comments. It glanced at Jillian, then back at Hood. “This one, as well as this one’s entire Shi, grieves for the loss of life on both sides. The events that transpired that day when our two peoples met set many horrible plans into motion.”

				“Captain,” Wells said from her quiet corner inside the cave. She was sitting cross-legged, using her data pad to record the interrogation. “If I may, I would like to ask something.”

				Hood nodded. It seemed more obvious to him that he wasn’t going to get anything from this Cilik’ti worker and, like it or not, he wasn’t about to use force to get it, unless there was no other option.

				“Kree,” Wells began. “That is your name, correct?”

				“Yes,” the Cilik’ti answered as its faceted eyes fell on the Armstrong’s communications officer.

				“You’ve mentioned some things about your people that I want to understand. You spoke of your Hal’ta and Shi. I have a vague picture of what I think they represent, but I would like you to explain them better for me.”

				The Cilik’ti worker bowed its head toward Wells. “Yes. This is what this one had hoped to do. Allow you to understand.” Kree turned back at Hood. “This one believes it will answer your questions as well, Captain.”

				“Very well,” Hood said, still bristling. “Let’s hear it.”

				Kree lowered his body on the cave floor in a somewhat relaxed position. “Do you have a stellar map of this galaxy, Lieutenant Wells?”

				Wells stood and walked over to Kree. After typing a few commands on her data pad, she spun it around and brought it closer for Kree to see.

				Kree examined the map. The location of Earth and Cygni were noted by two flashing green dots in the sea of stars in the vast makeup of the Milky Way galaxy. With one of his small arms, he pointed to a region on the far side of the galaxy’s core. “Enhance this area please.”

				Wells expanded the region Kree had singled out and showed it Kree and then to Hood. “This one’s people lived on a harsh but vibrant world. We were bound to it in harmony. The Shi were united toward the betterment of our people, and we thrived for millennia,” Kree explained. “Each Shi was blessed with purpose and will. The Shi used both gifts to seek out new advances and challenge the stars.”

				Wells broke in. “Kree. The Shi seems to be an important pillar in your society. Are they races or leadership?”

				“Each member of a Shi bears its mark.” Kree traced one of its arms down the long red stripe on the back of his leg. He then raised his head to the ceiling for a moment before he continued. “The Shi have existed for eons in the archives of this one’s people, and this one does not know how to explain them to you. But from what this one has learned from Commander Howard, the closest human correlation would be tribe or clan. This one’s Shi is N’lan and, before the Great Sundering, N’lan was second among the twenty.”

				Jillian opened her eyes and stood. Her face seemed more relaxed now and she walked up next to Hood. “Before you arrived, Kree was beginning to tell me of a tragic calamity that occurred—the Great Sundering.”

				“Yes, Commander Howard,” Kree continued. “The Great Sundering separated us from J’tan, our home world, and scattered us to the stars.” Kree’s arms started to fall almost in sadness. “This one is sorry. J’tan, our Sacred Gift, was never seen by this one’s eyes, and explaining it to you is difficult.”

				“What happened?” Jillian asked softly.

				“The star that shone on our world had begun to change. Every few solar cycles, it would release an energy pulse, far less powerful than larger pulsars in the galaxy, but enough that it would damage our world and the other planets in our solar system.” With one of his front legs, he drew an outline of the five-planet system in the dirt of the cave floor. “At first, the effects were short disruptions of our technology, but each year as the level increased, the effects began to unravel our atmosphere. In a desperate attempt to stop the damage, the Shi council instructed our greatest scientists to reverse the star’s perceived degradation and return it to normal.” A great sigh came from the rod. “But power of that magnitude is too difficult to control.”

				“They accelerated the process by accident, didn’t they,” Hood added. Hood could barely admit it to himself, but he started to feel sympathy. Earth had almost chosen the same path in attempting to alter its sun.

				“Yes. Our great plan to save our world only hastened its doom.” Kree wiped out the drawing on the floor with a fast swipe of his leg. “Our star began an unrecoverable degeneration that led to a supernova event. When it was over, nothing remained of our cherished world and those surrounding it.”

				Jillian left Hood’s side and approached Kree. She had no fear, even after her loss of innocence to what Kree was. She sat beside him and drew the picture again in dirt.

				Kree watched her recreate the diagram as he continued. “Fortunately, our people had time to leave our world, to venture for the stars and escape annihilation. The Shi council organized a complete evacuation of our home system, and each Shi went in search of a new home to call their own. And like you, we believed we might be alone in this great universe.”

				“Your people encountered other beings on those worlds, didn’t they?” Wells asked, anxious to hear Kree’s answer.

				Kree bowed its head toward Wells. “Yes, Lieutenant. One Shi did—the lost Shi.” Kree extended the rod toward Hood.

				Unsure of the gesture, Hood didn’t move, but Kree carefully placed the rod in his hand and Hood grasped it with nervous fingers.

				The rod glowed again as Kree’s voice spoke. “This one’s people do not speak as you do. Members of the Shis speak to one another by thought, but it was not always as it is now.”

				Hood studied the rod. It was smooth and cool to the touch. When Kree spoke through it, Hood felt as if something tingled in his spine. He handed the device to Jillian, but he wanted to throw it away, far away, and shatter it. The Cilik’ti had made this, the very same monsters that wreaked so much death and destruction. But Kree’s almost innocent demeanor stopped him. He needed to know more and if it meant using this Cilik’ti and this new communication device to do it, he was willing to take the risk.

				“So you do speak telepathically,” Wells added, completely fascinated. “But if you can use telepathy to communicate, shouldn’t you be able to hear my thoughts? You said your people spoke, but we didn’t hear. Perhaps your telepathy is limited to your own kind.”

				“Yes, it is true that you could not hear us and we could not understand you as well,” Kree replied. “However, when your great ship arrived on this world, the Hal’ta ordered this one to learn. Upon arrival, this one was able to hear those who had landed. It was difficult at first. Images and feelings were all that could be sensed, but after long periods of concentration, surface thoughts could be understood.” Kree offered one if its hands to Jillian. The alien helped her to her feet, and she handed him the communication device.

				The high-pitched voice from the device continued as Kree turned his attention back to Hood. “In these caves, this one waited and watched before discovery. Since then, this one has spent hours learning and listening to the thoughts of Commander Howard and her friends. But you, Captain Hood, this one cannot hear. Nor can this one hear those who have traveled with you on your ship.”

				Hood thought about what the Cilik’ti said for a few moments then motioned for McGregor to join him outside. As they exited the brush-covered entrance, Hood pulled him away from the camp. “This is going to sound crazy, Major, but I believe that Cilik’ti.”

				“Are ya barkin’ mad, sir?” McGregor protested. “Don’t tell me that Tiki’s gone and brainwashed ya?”

				Hood made a quick check of the cave entrance. No one had followed them out. “No, Major. But I think I understand what’s going on. During their voyage here, the colonists all had their brain patterns modified, some completely recreated for the new personalities.”

				“Yeah, I’m with ya on that, but what does it have to do with the Tiki?”

				“The Cilik’ti couldn’t read our thoughts or communicate telepathically with us before, so what if whatever Epherium did to these people unlocked something?” Hood was still trying to piece it together in his head. “It said it couldn’t read any of us and that would make sense since we haven’t spent time in Epherium’s Embrace units.”

				“Ya believe what it said, but I don’t. The only way I can be sure it’s not sortin’ through my noggin is to squish him.” McGregor gestured toward the cave. “So what do ya want to do now, Captain?”

				Hood knew he wasn’t the most skilled at interrogation and his results thus far were less than fruitful. However, Wells and Jillian seemed to make progress, but at a different level. Perhaps this Cilik’ti was telling the truth, and any information they could gather would be welcome. He absolutely didn’t want to cause any physical harm to the Cilik’ti. If there were any Cilik’ti nearby, Kree’s telepathy would alert them in an instant. Hood led McGregor over to the campsite. “For now, I need something to drink.”

				McGregor eyes lit up at Hood’s offer, but his elation faded. “Bugger. I left my bottle back on the ship.”

				Hood chuckled. “Coffee will do just fine, Major. Save the good stuff for later, when it counts.”

				Hood and McGregor continued to discuss what they’d learned, or rather had failed to learn thus far, from the Cilik’ti over the next hour. Hood made sure to check in on the Cilik’ti a few times. Wells sustained her line of questions, but there seemed to be no big breakthrough on the intelligence front. After his last visit to the cave, he refilled his coffee and joined McGregor near the camp. “I wonder if the door swings both ways and our people can read what it’s thinking?” Hood asked the Marine major. “It could prove to be very valuable in dealing with them, but we’ll need to run tests.”

				“My men escorted the medical team down to the planet this morning. Most of that gear was for brain wave scans, wasn’t it?” McGregor said as he turned his head back and forth, watching for any colonists who got too close.

				“They have a lot of work to do on the colonists now, and getting them out here unnoticed might be tricky.” Hood closed his eyes and shook his head. “I hate to say it, but I think we’re going to need McCraken’s help on this one. He’s got the most knowledge of anyone out here on the Embrace and its effects.” Hood stood and started to walk back to the cave. He needed to get a better status from Wells.

				“This sounds like throwing a gas bottle into a bonfire, Captain,” the Marine major said with a sour tone. He poured his coffee into the campfire, and it hissed and popped. The big Marine followed Hood to the cave. “It won’t be long before it blows up in our faces.”

				“I know, Major,” Hood said as he reentered the cave. “But what choice do we have?”

				Inside the cave, Wells continued her barrage of questions. Hood wanted to go back to his original line of questions on location and strength, but he let her continue. She seemed to have formed a connection with the Cilik’ti and while it wasn’t the best intelligence, she was getting it to talk.

				“Kree, you mentioned before about the lost Shi,” Wells asked while reviewing her notes. “What can you tell me about them?”

				“This one has studied the Ku’lan Shi for many cycles. Much of what this one’s people generally speak of the Ku’lan is based on rumor and myth, but the archives of this one’s Shi have several references.” Kree watched Hood and McGregor walk over to where the rest of the people were listening and waited for them to sit down before he continued. “As this one said before, this one’s people believed we were alone in this universe. The Ku’lan were the first of this one’s people to encounter an alien species.”

				Jillian walked over and glanced at Wells’s data pad. “What happened to them?”

				“The planetary system the Ku’lan scouted was quiet, and only one planet was suitable for their Hal’ta. It was upon this world they encountered the Nelfarren,” Kree said with a slight uneasiness that caused the translation device to hiss as the end of each word. After he finished speaking, his legs almost buckled.

				Concerned, Jillian moved closer to the Cilik’ti. “Are you all right?”

				The alien recovered its balance and nodded some assurance to Jillian. “This one is fine and there is no cause for concern, Commander Howard. Recalling the images of what the Nelfarren caused was very stressing.”

				“Huh,” McGregor uttered with contempt. “I live with images all the time from what your people did to us on Mars and the moons of Saturn. I’d say ya could live with a little pain!” He stood, but Hood intercepted the Marine before he could step closer, put his hands on the large man’s chest and shook his head. McGregor growled, but after a few moments the anger on his face faded and he sat back down.

				Kree remained unfazed, despite McGregor’s outburst. “You misunderstand, Major. The Nelfarren weren’t just responsible for the destruction of an entire Shi. They’re in most part indirectly responsible for what transpired between our two peoples.”

				“I don’t understand.” Wells stretched her legs. “You said the Ku’lan were destroyed hundreds of years ago. How could the Nelfarren be responsible for what happened during the Cilik’ti invasion?”

				“Before the Nelfarren, this one’s people had achieved a peaceful coexistence and we had embraced a sense of oneness between all the Shi. The Nelfarren used the Ku’lan and turned them into weapons against the other Shi,” Kree explained. “Many of the Shi refused to fight against their brothers. The N’lan were among those who refused. However, the Chi’tan, the first among the Shi, rallied support from several others and led a campaign to eliminate the threat. The resulting conflict fractured the council and decimated the Ku’lan.” Kree lowered his head. “Ever since that campaign, the Chi’tan and their allies have aggressively sought out new worlds to inhabit, especially those rich in Ulat’tim.”

				“Ulat’tim?” Wells asked. “Is it some sort of natural resource?”

				“Ulat’tim is a sacred element that was in glorious abundance on J’tan,” Kree explained. “On J’tan and ever since the Great Sundering, the Hal’ta of the Shi were the leaders, the elite. But they are also the parents of the Shi from which all offspring come. Ulat’tim is used in many different forms in our society and technology, but for the Hal’ta, Ulat’tim enhances birth rate and survivability among the young. In many cases, it improves the rate that new Hal’ta are conceived.”

				Hood pointed at the device Kree held. “Did you use this Ulat’tim to create that translator?” He walked over to one of the supply packs the Marines had brought into the cave and pulled out a scanner.

				“Yes, Captain Hood,” Kree said as Hood began a scan of the device. “Even a small amount can be used to do great things, but it is rare among worlds and the Chi’tan have explored new systems many times for it. They have taken deposits and subsequently, whole worlds by force. It was this search that brought them to your planetary system.”

				“But why attack us? If we knew about the mineral, we could have found a way to share it with you,” Jillian said. “I’m sure we could—”

				“Pidium,” Hood interrupted. He held the scanner in front of him so everyone could see. The element analysis flashed on its screen. “That’s what we call your Ulat’tim.” He tossed the scanner over to McGregor. “We first encountered the mineral on the Cilik’ti ship that attacked Pluto Station, but that’s what they were doing, wasn’t it? They were looking for that element and found it there, underneath the station.”

				“Yes. The scout ship discovered a deposit on that small ice world and chose to extract it. Chi’tan scouts were often given strict orders to evaluate any alien species for potential threats and wait for instructions from their Hal’ta,” Kree explained. “Initial communication was attempted and scans made, but there was no reply from the station. An inability to at least read the intentions of species we have encountered had been considered impossible, except by Nelfarren interference. The scouts reported their finding as a possible Nelfarren situation, and an attack and retrieve order was given. Given the level of technology and defenses of the station, the Chi’tan Hal’ta believed the scout ship could overcome any opposition on the station, retrieve a sample of the Ulat’tim and leave before they were discovered.”

				“The scout ship had plenty of time to leave if it had wanted,” Hood added. “Why did it stick around to fight?”

				“This one is unsure of the Chi’tan scout’s motivations, but it was some time before the Hal’ta of the Chi’tan learned of its destruction by human hands,” answered the alien. He walked over to one of the standing lights and raised his head to almost bask in the light it offered. “The Chi’tan called a Shi council meeting to rally support for an assault on your system and a full-scale quest for any of the Ulat’tim present on its worlds. They presented the council with information that humans were under the influence of the Nelfarren. If the Nelfarren could assert their dominion over humanity, they could be used as a weapon against the Shi, just like the Ku’lan. The Chi’tan also claimed humans had captured one of their warriors and interrogated him. The Chi’tan and their allies argued that all the Shi were in danger until this threat could be eliminated.”

				Kree left the light and walked over to Wells. He studied her as she continued to write notes on her data pad. Wells peered upward and returned his curious stare with a halfhearted smile, looking a little uncomfortable with the alien being this close to her. “The N’lan and many of the Shi on the council saw through the Chi’tan deception and refused to support them, but without evidence they could not openly oppose any action taken by the Chi’tan and their supporters.”

				Hood couldn’t help it; he started pacing again. “So your leaders knew what they had planned and still refused to stop it?”

				“Yes, Captain Hood,” Kree acknowledged. Regret echoed in the words that issued from the translator device, but Hood didn’t soften. The echoes of the fallen still calling to him in his head wouldn’t let him. “The Shi are bound by honor, and any one Shi cannot disgrace another without proof, especially the Chi’tan. In all its previous transgressions against other worlds, the Chi’tan had acted with honor, and hostilities were generated from those whom they encountered. With your people, Captain Hood, it is this one’s belief that the Chi’tan have falsified the actions of the scout ship to protect their honor. Their explanation of the incident allowed them due cause to conquer any world in your system with an adequate supply of Ulat’tim.”

				“Adequate enough to support a home for a Shi’s Hal’ta? A place where they could thrive?” Jillian asked, joining Kree at Wells’s side.

				“Yes, Commander Howard. The fourth planet in your system was deemed suitable for a new home for the Bri’lan Shi, one of the allies of the Chi’tan. The atmosphere and levels of Ulat’tim detected made this world the obvious choice for a thriving Shi home world. The Bri’lan had not been able to establish a long-term home for their Shi since the Sundering and had migrated from world to world using up any of the Ulat’tim they found in order to survive.”

				“Earth has almost no pidium resources at all. Mars was their target all along,” Hood said and stopped his pacing. “That’s why we encountered the mother ship there. Their leadership must have deemed that we were beaten and had come to inspect their new home world.”

				Kree’s voice translator flared again. “That is correct, Captain Hood. Many of the forces you encountered in your battles were from the Bri’lan Shi. It was their Hal’ta that was decimated in your world’s surprise attack on their transports headed to that planet.” Kree’s pace was slow as he walked back to his original spot in the bright lights, the tips of his legs clicking on the cave’s stone floor. “The few Bri’lan Hal’ta survivors ordered their forces to abandon their campaign and leave your system, leaving the remaining Chi’tan unsupported. The Chi’tan allies had already grown weary of the war with the humans. The latest setback to the Bri’lan proved to the rest of them that a prolonged conflict could be dire. Without the support of the other Shi, the Chi’tan had no choice but to leave your system.” Kree lowered his head for a moment then turned back toward Hood and the others. “But make no mistake. The ire of the Chi’tan is not something to underestimate. The N’lan believe in the right for all beings to thrive in this universe, but we have seen what the Chi’tan and those who follow them are capable of. Crossing the Chi’tan again, Captain, may be disastrous for both our peoples.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4 Orbit
Wednesday, January 29
Earth Year 2155

				“Admiral Grant and I are in complete agreement with you on this one, James. We don’t always see eye to eye on these things, but you made the right call bringing in McCraken on the discovery of that Cilik’ti worker. McCraken may be an ass, but he knows that technology. Maybe he can help discover how these things talk and how we can tap into it.” Admiral Tramp cracked a smile. “I just wish I could have seen him in person when you gave him the news. I bet that weasel pissed his pants.

				“But seriously, we’ve got to bring in more assets to glean all the intelligence we can from that Cilik’ti. I understand what you’ve said about it being part of some group of Cilik’ti who are not our enemy, but there are plenty of them out there who are. We need to know more about them and if they plan to start something. Don’t get me wrong. All this stuff about Shi and Hal’ta, as you call it, is good to know, but it’s vital we learn more ground-level tactical information to support you and those colonists.

				“Admiral Grant has people in Spec-Ops division looking into their best interrogation techniques, but they’re unsure if they’ll work. We’ve never had a live Cilik’ti in custody before, not even during the war, so we’re treading new ground here. The news of a Cilik’ti on planet has really sent the head honchos into a tizzy. Against Admiral Grant’s direct advice, the chancellor was prepared to announce Cygni as a viable world for colonization next week in a live broadcast. All of that is on hold until we hear from you. And trust me, those guys are sitting on pins and needles right now.

				“Listen, James, I’m working on some fleet support for you if things get hot out there. With our forces put in active defense zones and protecting key supply convoys against possible attack, there isn’t much available. And I agree with you—we don’t want to come in heavy now and give any of the Cilik’ti, be they so-called friend or foe, a reason to get twitchy. I’ll keep you informed of what I can come up with, but it’s going to take time to get any reinforcements en route.

				“On a different note, Command has made some quiet but stiff inquiries around some of the major corporations involved in that stealth frigate design. Nobody is talking. And if everyone’s playing CYA games, then that’s not a good sign. That ship is a major piece of hardware. If someone has managed to take that prototype and make it operational, it’s going to mean trouble.

				“Keep your wits, James, and stay frosty out there. Message delay estimated at forty-five minutes. Tramp out.”

				* * *

				Hood’s morning coffee felt warm and inviting with each sip. While he sat in his chair at the Command Station, Admiral Tramp’s words from his message only an hour previous still echoed in his mind. Earth was getting desperate. If the chancellor was willing to announce the viability of Cygni to the masses, he already had a clear timetable in mind to counter the growing dissent about the lack of new worlds to colonize. Humanity’s own bickering over nationality, religion and countless other differences was coming to a head. If viable worlds for colonization and a safe method to get people to them weren’t found soon, any small spark could light the powder keg and plunge Earth into chaos. People didn’t want to live in domes on worlds with a hostile environment on their doorstep. They wanted to walk outside and breathe clean air. They wanted a chance at real life, not something artificial. Not a test-tube community that could never grow and thrive on its own.

				The politicians back home had to be scrambling to find a stopgap to all the infighting. Backdoor deals and shady compromises would be rampant for sure. Hood thanked God he didn’t have the skills to be a politician. He wouldn’t do it no matter how many times they asked. After another sip of his coffee, he changed his focus to Wells’s latest update from the planet. Wells had stayed planet-side with Jillian, and from her report this morning, she’d continued her same line of questioning throughout the night. From his first cursory read, he could tell the Cilik’ti worker had been more than helpful in explaining facts related to Cilik’ti culture and society, but as expected, Kree had refused to deliver details of any additional Cilik’ti presence or strength in or near the Cygni system.

				Hood was surprised Wells had taken it upon herself to ask Kree if an audience could be granted between the EDF leadership and the Hal’ta of his Shi. Going that far out on a limb in such a brief time since she’d begun questioning Kree was one thing, but the fact that the Cilik’ti didn’t immediately say no offered some hope. Wells mentioned that Kree often stopped moving and went quiet for a few moments during some of the interview. After her question about an audience with the leaders of the N’lan, the pause had been longer, but when Kree responded, he told her humans had not yet earned the right to speak to the Hal’ta of the N’lan.

				It was her opinion that the Hal’ta were in communication with Kree and that any attempts to forcibly coerce information from him would bring repercussions against the colony and even Earth, as well. That level of constant contact also explained the lack of Cilik’ti prisoners during the war. Some fought to the death, but those who were captured just collapsed. Almost as if something had flipped a switch and turned them off. Caution was paramount. The Cilik’ti was an asset and one he didn’t intend to lose.

				Still, the full extent of the Cilik’ti telepathic communication had to be explored. Kree mentioned that with concentration he could listen to Jillian and the other colonists, but why couldn’t he speak to them telepathically?

				“Another reason to understand the effects of the Embrace on the colonists,” Hood mused.

				McCraken might not be a scientist, but he knew the technology and, for all intents and purposes, was the one most knowledgeable of the Embrace systems on board. But Hood wasn’t about to let him go about this alone. After Admiral Tramp’s message had come through, he’d ordered Dr. Patton down to the surface, along with a small team that had already run tests on the colonists. If they could find a link between the alterations made by the Embrace and Cilik’ti telepathy, it might provide Earth with a means to avoid any additional conflict with the Cilik’ti. It might just be the key to preserving this world for human colonization. According to Kree, a lack of communication had been the catalyst to start the Cilik’ti conflict, and he needed to take it away. Hood had put a strong amount of trust in McCraken to assist Dr. Patton, and he hoped he didn’t regret it.

				* * *

				Sanchez stepped out of his steam shower and quickly dried himself. His run after lunch felt good, and he hoped to be able to head planet-side during his rotation tomorrow. As he began to dress, his terminal chimed.

				Sliding on a shirt and his uniform pants, he sat down at his desk and checked the call. It was Greywalker. He opened the channel, and Maya’s face came into view on the terminal screen. “This is Sanchez, Lieutenant.”

				“Sir, please meet me in Engineering,” she said, her voice light but serious. “I’ve got some information I want to review with you about those signal patterns.”

				That was fast. He reached to the side of his desk and grabbed his uniform jacket. “I’ll be there in ten, Lieutenant. See you there.”

				Sanchez closed the channel and walked out the door. After entering the elevator lift, he caught a glimpse of himself in the smooth reflective metal of the lift’s frame and realized he had forgotten to comb his hair. Not wanting to waste time heading back to his quarters, he hand-combed his short, thick hair into something less of a disheveled mess, buttoned up his uniform and waited for the doors to open onto the Engineering deck.

				Sanchez walked out as the doors hissed open. Maya was there waiting for him, carrying a security satchel. The chief engineer, Mr. Whitaker, was with her. Sanchez was surprised to see Whitaker here. But from what he’d learned about Maya, he was positive she would use all available resources in an investigation. “Lieutenant,” Sanchez said as he nodded toward Maya, “what have you found?”

				“Walk this way,” she instructed and motioned for him and Whitaker to follow. “It’s best if we discuss this in an area more private.” Maya led the two men down one of the Engineering deck hallways to a Security Station door. She typed in a code on the exterior keypad, and the door opened to a dark room.

				Sanchez and Whitaker followed Maya inside, and she closed the door behind them. Maya called for the lights, but they were slow to engage. After waiting for a few moments for the light to bathe the room in a soft glow, Sanchez could see the room was sparse and held no furniture, except the security terminal on the far wall.

				“This Security Station hasn’t been activated yet, so it should be safe to talk here,” Maya said. She opened her satchel and removed the comm unit retrieved from the canyon camp’s rover, plus her data pad. “As you may know, Commander, I do have some skill in communication surveillance and analysis, but Helms was my best man.” She held up the comm unit. “What I found here was far beyond my expertise. I decided it would be prudent to bring in Mr. Whitaker.”

				“You did the right thing,” Sanchez said, reassuring her. Whitaker was their best technical asset and if he couldn’t figure out how it worked, no one could.

				She handed the comm unit to Whitaker and activated her data pad. “When you first mentioned the scrambled signals from the canyon team’s communication gear, I did a quick spectrum analysis of the communication wave patterns. Most of the signals did see some distortion from the canyon walls, but that should have been handled by the communications repeater they placed on the outside of the canyon.” She showed the results of her analysis to Sanchez. “Lieutenant Commander Howard mentioned she and her team gave full daily reports of their activities to the main camp. The reports weren’t just sent, but communicated over the channel to a person who interacted with them. I’ve seen this situation before.” Maya pointed to the comm unit in Whitaker’s hands. “Open it.”

				Whitaker removed the loose screw on the side of the comm unit and opened it to expose the internal circuitry.

				Sanchez inspected the comm unit. “What I am looking for?”

				Whitaker pointed to a small, almost unnoticeable chip attached to the back of the main comm interface board. “This is your culprit, Commander, and quite an ingenious one at that. Took me over an hour to find it and I believe that is a failing on my part.”

				“Is it some sort of scrambler chip?” Sanchez asked.

				“Not exactly. A few years ago, I uncovered an operation by a pirate group who hacked an EDF mining outpost’s communication grid,” Maya explained. “The pirates managed to plant similar devices such as this during maintenance periods and used them to learn shipping times, manifests and security or EDF military rotations in the area.”

				“This device,” Whitaker added, “samples all traffic based on certain preprogrammed patterns. If it detects a match, it imbeds two signals into the outgoing comm traffic.” He went into an almost teaching mode. “One is a null that squelches the outgoing traffic at the next relay point, and the second is an encrypted redirect that sends that comm signal to another location on an unmonitored frequency.”

				“So wouldn’t a loss of communication be seen as an error and be reported?”

				“Normally yes, but the null places the relay into a test mode for a short time and the error is ignored.”

				Maya leaned against the door. “That’s how the pirates not only intercepted important information, but were able to keep up the illusion that all operations were normal and even reroute potential threats to their operation.”

				“Lieutenant Greywalker had the Marine detachment examine the comm relay at the canyon and they discovered the second device,” Whitaker stated with a flurry of excitement.

				The man’s almost exuberant attitude to the issue made Sanchez a bit angry. “We’ve got a security breach on our hands and you seem amused, Mr. Whitaker. Why?”

				“Not amused, Commander. I’m fascinated,” he explained. “The devices Lieutenant Greywalker talked about were based on current comm technology built for high-gain bursts that could maintain communication even after a space-fold jump.” He pointed to the schematic of the device on Maya’s data pad. “These were made from technology that was present over twenty-five years ago, well before our discovery of space-fold drives. Whoever created this little wonder was light-years ahead in their understanding of comm technology. I’m amazed it even worked without crashing the colonists’ comm systems. The signal that managed to get through to the colony from the canyon only succeeded because the device in the relay station had begun to malfunction due to a faulty power relay.”

				Sanchez started to get worried. “Do we know where the signals were redirected?”

				Whitaker shook his head. “Not yet. Those signals could have been designated to head somewhere on planet or out to space. We won’t know until we interface with the devices and analyze their programming.”

				“Not a good idea,” Maya warned. “After I completed my initial scans of the comm unit, I detected a fail-safe. Removing the full transmission board from this unit or the comm relay won’t trigger it, but if we interface with the devices or tamper with their programming in any way, they’ll erase themselves. Those things might be in place throughout the colony. If we attempt to hack into one that’s live on the comm network, it could bring everything down.” She leveled her blue eyes at Sanchez. “It would also alert those involved that we’re on to them.”

				Sanchez agreed with Maya and headed for the door. “I’ll inform the captain of what you two found. Lieutenant, I need your people to start searching all the comm gear down at the colony and look for those devices. If our friends out here in that stealth frigate are involved, then they already know a lot about the colony and that we’ve reached the planet.”

				Maya nodded. “I’ve already instructed some of Major McGregor’s people and a few members of the ship’s maintenance staff to inspect all comm and monitoring gear to make sure they can operate with our latest equipment. If they find anything, they’ll let me know.”

				“Good. Terrance, see if you can set up a detection grid and look for any of these signals now that you know the patterns. If we can see them, maybe we can triangulate a position.”

				Whitaker clasps his hands together. “Sounds like a challenge, Commander.” His face beamed.

				Sanchez shook his head in quiet disbelief, and Maya opened the door. After a quick check of the hallway, Maya and Sanchez headed for the elevator lift, and Whitaker went back to his station in Engineering.

				* * *

				Once Whitaker reached Engineering, he walked past one of his technicians and slapped him on the shoulder in excitement. “Break out the coffee, Harold, we’ve got more work to do and I need to focus.”

				“Aye, sir.” The technician grabbed Whitaker’s empty coffee mug from his desk.

				Whitaker sat down in his desk chair, stretched his arms forward with interlocked fingers and cracked his knuckles.

				The terminal screen in front of Whitaker flickered into view, and he opened his notes on the comm device. A detection net is child’s play. He wasn’t satisfied by easy. He wanted to figure out who was talking and what was being transmitted. To do that, he had to not only detect the signal, but sample and crack the comm encryption. That was the real challenge.

				The technician returned with a fresh cup of hot coffee, black and extra strong, just the way Whitaker liked it. He loved pulling an all-night shift to solve a problem, and he was determined not to give up until he finished.

				* * *

				McGregor held two neutronium plates in place as one of his Marines welded them to the superstructure of the defensive platform near the eastern entrance to the Magellan encampment. The new fortress was coming along nicely. McGregor was confident his troops would have it assembled and operational by tomorrow morning, but he knew this effort was makeshift at best. The Tikis were out there—regardless of what Hood thought or that damnable Tiki told him—and McGregor treated it as simple fact. He required time to get all the defenses online, and his boys couldn’t stay here forever. Command had to get more resources out here and the colonists, though McGregor disliked the thought of civilians in combat, would have to learn to defend themselves.

				The young Marine finished his welding, and a crane lifting one of the pulse cannon turrets came into view on the south end. He jogged over to help maneuver the two metric ton weapon into place. Everything was working like clockwork, and McGregor enjoyed how his people had cooperated well with the civilians in the colony. Without their help, he doubted any of the defenses would be completed before the week’s end.

				After he released the last strap, McGregor heard the telltale fire of ten millimeter rounds coming from M20 assault rifles just east of the platform. McGregor grinned as he walked over to the side and looked down. Several of the colonists had volunteered to learn how to defend themselves on the day after Hood’s speech, and this was their first day with live fire.

				At least thirty of the colonists were spread out below on the small firing range, and each was shooting at targets at varied distances. McGregor could see Sergeant Toronaga on the line, instructing one of the colonists, while the rest continued to fire. It wasn’t so long ago that he’d trained raw recruits to handle similar weapons. It took a firm hand to mold imperfect clay like the colonists into fighters. He trusted Toronaga. The man had mettle.

				After watching them run another target round, Toronaga took time to critique each of the colonist’s results and demonstrated how that particular colonist could improve or had excelled. McGregor could see how they watched his every move during each demonstration and it was like moths to a flame. The gunnery sergeant then executed a stellar five-target attack with three-round bursts at each range, but as he finished, he didn’t pose or boast. Instead, he went right to instruction, and they devoured it. They were eager to learn and, most importantly, he had earned their respect.

				McGregor watched in silence as the construction continued around him. The training group finished their exercise and was leaving the area when he felt something tap his shoulder. His head snapped around to look and almost missed the short blonde woman standing next to him. Unsure of why the young civilian lass was on the top level of his new defense platform, he stood to his full height and tightened the muscles in his arms and chest, which were amplified is his tight BDUs. McGregor put his hands on his hips and lowered his eyes toward her much shorter frame. “Aye, lass. What can I do for ya?”

				The woman to her credit seemed unfazed by the large Marine. “Dr. Helen Bertrum, Major. Dr. Rulio wanted me to update you on the findings from his team’s initial foray into the caves.”

				McGregor relaxed and folded his arms in front of him. With all the work focused around constructing defenses, McGregor had forgotten the geology team that had entered the caves near the canyon. “Aye. Did Dr. Rulio find a suitable cavern?”

				She handed him a set of handwritten notes, along with a printed map. “Actually, we’ve found several. Dr. Rulio had another team investigate a group of caves at the western slope of the mountain pass near the Magellan. With help from your satellite imagery, the teams located over four suitable caverns for storage and shelter approximately two hundred meters on average below the surface.”

				McGregor was speechless. The geology teams had covered a lot of ground over the past day and a half. He studied the map and made note of the locations the geology teams had selected for equipment and food stores based on his requirements. “Aye, this will do nicely, lass. When can ya escort my people down there for a look-see?”

				The young geologist held up another map of the area to east of the Magellan camp. “Dr. Rulio wants our teams to move east and follow that underground riverbed toward the lake. There might be a network of caverns that connect down to the far plateau, and we could find a few large caverns. The team that was going to scout the higher elevations just west of here ran into several wild animals and had to abandon their expedition.” She held up her free hand in a claw-like motion. “They mentioned horned bears defending their territory and more of those Night Cats.”

				McGregor wasn’t amused.

				The woman abandoned her feline interpretation with a shrug and continued. “I’ve already briefed that team on the caverns and we can lead your people there.”

				“What about equipment?”

				“The caves widen in most areas from the canyon eastward, except for a few ledges with some drop-offs, but the terrain is perfect for our rovers down there,” she stated. “The ceilings are constricted, so we can’t stack crates too high. After the first large cavern though, the caves get tighter and we’ll have to break down the crates and move things on foot.” She made a quick sketch on her paper and showed it to McGregor. “I figure we can use the rovers with one wagon each and that can get us moving for now.”

				McGregor agreed with the young geologist’s assessment. “Get your people together and I’ll have two platoons ready to help.”

				The young geologist folded up her map, waved to McGregor and ran down the stairs, almost barreling into Toronaga, who was jogging up the last flight. The gunnery sergeant deftly avoided the collision, apologized and reached the top of the stairs, all without breaking stride.

				McGregor smirked as he witnessed the incident and kept it in place when Toronaga walked up and saluted his CO. McGregor returned it and the smirk turned into a smile. He admired Toronaga. From the short time he’d spent with him, McGregor could tell he had strong leadership potential. Hell, he flat-out liked him, and that was not something that had come easy since the war. Friends died. In his mind, soldiers could have respect, duty and admiration, but friendships, especially for McGregor, made life hard when times got rough on the battlefield.

				“Sir, I was wondering if I could lead the men in a little R & R?” Toronaga asked.

				McGregor walked back to the edge of the platform and leaned on the rail. “The men have worked hard today, Sergeant. We’re ahead of schedule, so I don’t see why not.” He turned and raised an eyebrow at Toronaga. “What do ya have planned?”

				“A group of colonists have asked to take us on in a friendly soccer game,” Toronaga replied. He pointed down to several trainees already starting to practice down below with a few soccer balls.

				“It’s football, son, not soccer. Didn’t know they played much where you’re from.”

				Toronaga laughed. “You wouldn’t think so, but we have a lot of indoor facilities. Wrestling is big too, but socc—I mean, football—was very popular.”

				“Were you any good?”

				Toronaga smiled. “Captain of my high school team.”

				“Good man.” McGregor laughed and focused on the landscape beyond the camp. He let out a loud sigh.

				“Sir. Sorry for the intrusion, but you seem a bit distracted lately. What’s on your mind?”

				McGregor dropped his head, shook it slowly and gazed out at the fading afternoon. “Been a long time since I’ve been planet-side and not in my environment suit or in a dome.” He moved his hand down the rail and felt the cold, smooth edge of the metal on his skin. “And this place seems so familiar. Bah, it’s red, but it still reminds me of home in the Highlands. A man could breathe up there. Find himself.” He turned toward his sergeant. “After all these years, I guess I miss it after all.” He could picture his home sitting along the valley wall below. He even placed Regina into his vision of home. That woman could irritate a badger into submission. But he kept her there, and the euphoria it created made him smile.

				Toronaga nodded in agreement then waved down to his platoon, who’d begun to warm up for the game.

				“Gunny, did I ever tell you about Garret Michaels?”

				“No, sir. I don’t believe you have.”

				“Good kid. Good football player and a good Marine. Hell, he wasn’t half as bad as I expected for an Irishman, but a good Marine. Bah! He even passed the Regina sniff test, and that is something, coming from that woman!” McGregor still had a vivid memory of that meeting. His now ex-wife, Regina Becker, had grilled Garrett close to four hours over dinner, but the man never once turned off the charm or gave in. Garrett was too like me, I guess.

				McGregor bent down and picked up a leftover piece of a welding rod. He tossed it in the bucket next to him. “During the last few months of the Mars invasion, my company was sent to intercept a Tiki column moving down into the southern polar cap. We weren’t sure what they were up to, but that wasn’t our job. It was a simple search-and-destroy. Hit ’em and get out.

				“We were dropped in ahead of where the column was last reported so we could set up the ambush.” McGregor snorted and almost laughed. “We had to rerun scans a few times to find ’em, but Garrett said he knew where they were. He said he could smell ’em, and I didn’t doubt his nose one bit. We had the attack organized when we first got a good glimpse of the column. Those strange-looking cargo carriers they use were easy to spot on the white ice near the cap, but their tanks had that blasted adaptive camouflage. It worked better on the ice than on the regular Martian terrain, but they showed up strong on infrared.”

				Toronaga leaned his back against the railing. “What happened?”

				“Well, we hit the two lead tanks in the column before they knew we were there. I led the rest of the company on the rear assault as the Tikis poured out of one of the cargo carriers, each armed with those damn pulse lances. Most headed toward us, but four broke off and headed to the other cargo carrier.” McGregor turned away from the edge and sat down next to the railing. “Several of us laid down suppressing fire and cut down most of the Tikis before they could get to any cover, but those four reached the other carrier and opened it.

				“We couldn’t see what was inside, but Garrett never hesitated. He just took off and ran. He was fast too.” McGregor picked up an unused welding rod from a box next him and held it like a spear. “One of the tactics the Tiki warriors used was to overload their lances and throw it at a nearby target. Even if ya managed to pull it out, hell, the blast would still get ya. As Garrett sprinted up there, my sergeant and I both noticed two of the crawlers setting lances, so we broke cover and tried to take ’em out. We hit the first one, but the others pinned us down. But that didn’t stop Garrett.”

				McGregor chuckled. “That crazy redheaded maniac cut down one of the Tikis firing at us, while a sniper from the frontal assault team got the other. He grabbed one of their lances and drove it into the side of the last Tiki, right between two of its armored plates. It must’ve been in pain as it screeched an unholy wail and tried to throw its lance into the cargo carrier. But Garrett was too fast and after a quick roll to the side, he put two rounds into its face.”

				McGregor tossed the rod back into its box. “The lance was already armed and started that droning beep as it counted down to detonation. Garrett scooped the lance up, threw it away from the column and dove into the cargo carrier.” He cupped his hands and mimicked the explosion. “It blew big and damn near knocked me on my arse, but no one else got hit.”

				“What was in the carrier?” Toronaga asked.

				“Civies,” McGregor said, standing up. “That whole carrier was full of survivors from the initial invasion.”

				Toronaga looked stunned. “What were they doing there? I heard stories about a few pockets of survivors from the domes, but that’s it.”

				“We didn’t know, and Command never told us. We thought they might be some sort of slave labor or group of test subjects. Whatever they were, they sure were grateful for being rescued. The carrier had an environment bubble inside and when Garrett tumbled inside, about every single woman in the bunch tried to rip off his helmet and personally thank him for saving their lives.”

				Toronaga laughed. “It sounds like Garrett was a real hero, Major.”

				McGregor nodded. “Yeah, he saved my life a few times back then and like I said, he was a good Marine.”

				“What happened to him?”

				“He was killed during a raid on the Tikis last launch platform near Solis Planum. The mission report said he was hit by one of the automated pulse cannons defending the platform and based on his remains, he probably didn’t even know what hit him.” McGregor paused and tried to picture his old friend. “I was leading another assault team on the other side of the ridge and didn’t see it, but if I know Garrett, he went down a fighter, regardless what the report said.”

				McGregor slapped a firm hand on Toronaga’s shoulder. “Ya remind me of him, Sergeant. Except he was a loudmouth who thought he could outdrink me any day of the week, but ya have the same spirit.”

				Toronaga smiled at his compliment.

				“Well, best not to keep them waiting, Sergeant. Dismissed.”

				Toronaga snapped a salute. After McGregor returned it, Toronaga sprinted down the stairs and headed toward the temporary field that was almost set up.

				McGregor waited for Toronaga to reach the field and took a moment to watch his Marines prepare to start the game. It felt odd to share his feelings with one his troops. Perhaps it was a sign that he was getting older and just maybe a little more human than Marine. “Bah.” He chuckled. He took a deep breath and savored the rich, late afternoon air. “Aye, Garrett, old friend,” he whispered. “I smell ’em too.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4 Orbit
Thursday, January 30
Earth Year 2155

				“That man is a total ass!” Jillian exclaimed and covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry, Jimmy, but where I was raised, we try to be respectful of people we don’t know or just met,” she explained, her sweet Southern voice now soured with anger. “I’m not sure I can express it any other way, but that man brings out the worst in me.”

				Hood began to rub his left temple in preparation for the headache that was sure to start. “So, your initial sessions with Mr. McCraken went well, I see.”

				Lieutenant Wells, who was sitting next to Jillian, let out a giggle. “Mr. McCraken was a bit overbearing when he arrived. Very, shall I say, full of himself.”

				The two women appeared exhausted from their lengthy interview and subsequent assistance with McCraken and Dr. Patton in Kree’s cave. After arriving on the Armstrong just two hours previous to their meeting with Hood, both had managed to shower and fill themselves at the mess, but neither could overcome their lack of sleep.

				“Yeah, that sounds like him,” Hood added. “Jillian, I understand your frustration, but we need to grasp the bigger picture here. If we can understand how the Cilik’ti communicate it could save countless lives. Unlike the last time our two peoples encountered each other.”

				Jillian agreed and stroked her ponytail. “I know. Dr. Patton explained the situation with the Embrace and the so-called effects on the colonists. We all understand, but it’s a lot to soak in.”

				Hood’s face tightened and he glared at Wells, but Jillian leaned forward to put her hand on his.

				“Jimmy, I knew there was something going on and it was my price for being McCraken’s test subject down there. When Kree mentioned he could listen to the colonists and not you or the Armstrong’s crew, it wasn’t hard to put two and two together.” Her eyes fell on Hood like those in search of forgiveness at a confessional. “I spoke to Lieutenant Wells and Dr. Patton. We agreed that if we wanted to move forward, all the facts about what Epherium had done to the colonists needed to be explained and shared with those involved in the tests in the cave. Since we began, I haven’t revealed the information to anyone else in the colony—not Jonathan, not anyone.”

				Hood almost jumped at the touch of her hand still on his and then yelled at himself inwardly. Come on, man! What are you, sixteen?

				No one seemed to notice his anxiety and he relaxed. Regardless of his reservations about the spread of information, he agreed with Jillian. “Okay. I’ll go along with it, but I need to be consulted first before there’s any breach in protocol.” Hood knew how he would have reacted to the knowledge of what Epherium had done and his voice took on a concerned tone. “Jillian, are you sure you’re okay with this? I know a revelation like that would come as a shock, but we held back sharing the information for the strictest security reasons. Like you, I haven’t shared this with my uncle and I’m not really sure how yet.”

				Hood could see the conflicted look on Jillian’s face. He’d already delivered a powerful psychological blow to her when he’d revealed the news of her brother’s death. Not to mention that her new alien friend’s people were responsible. Knowing Jillian, he expected her to punch him in the stomach and call it even.

				“I’ve dealt with a lot of things growing up. Hearing my brain had been massaged during our trip was a little disconcerting, but I’m okay. As for Jonathan, I’d just tell him. He might walk around like a complete idiot for a few days, but he’ll get over it.” Jillian’s comment sparked a laugh in almost everyone at the table.

				Hood laughed with her and he could feel his tension from the moment ease. He turned back to his communications officer. “Do you have an update to your last report?”

				“Yes, sir.” Wells handed Hood a memory module, which he attached to his desk’s terminal. Her full report came into view, and Hood opened the second video record file, as well. Wells had provided a quick summary for him to read and its emphasis was clear; modifications by the Embrace had made a permanent variant in the Magellan’s passengers’ brain wave patterns. The bulk of the report, however, was a detailed analysis plan developed in most part by Patton, but Hood could see some of McCraken’s insight thrown in. As he skimmed the report, both of the women seemed nervous, and Hood could tell they were avoiding something. He stopped reading and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Before I read the rest of this, why don’t you tell me what happened?”

				“Sir?” Wells replied.

				Jillian rolled her eyes and sighed. “Well, Henry suggested we run a series of brain scan tests for chemistry and brain waves on one of the Armstrong’s crew as a control and then compare the results to mine. One of the Marines volunteered, and Dr. Patton adjusted the scans based on Henry’s suggestions. After the initial tests were finished, it was my turn.”

				“Was there a problem?”

				“Some of the sensors continually failed to report readings, but rather than inspect all the possibilities, Mr.—and I use that title loosely—Mr. McCraken blamed everyone else for incorrectly fitting the equipment and skewing results.”

				Hood closed his eyes and shook his head. The headache arrived and he prayed it would disappear. “Were you able to find a solution?”

				“Well, we changed out the sensors and even did a radial scan, but we still had problems. It turned out the first cable set had a bad connector where it was plugged into the scanner. But after we changed the cables, Mr. McCraken...” Jillian twitched as she said his name. “Mr. McCraken failed to recalibrate the scanner.”

				“How did you figure out what happened?”

				“It was Kree, Captain,” Wells interjected and threw an apologetic look at Jillian. “He was watching the scans from the beginning. After our failed attempts to produce a meaningful set of data, he offered his help.”

				“And I take it McCraken took his advice with his usual humbleness?” Hood added sarcastically.

				“No, he didn’t. I mean, sorry, sir. I don’t do sarcasm well,” Wells said. “Mr. McCraken continued to argue and stammer until Dr. Patton intervened with Jillian’s help.”

				“I threatened to have one of the Marines sit on him until he listened, but fortunately it didn’t have to come to that,” Jillian said with a smirk. “My scans completed after that and then it was Kree’s turn.” She shook her head. “Without Kree’s help, I doubt we would’ve been able to get any readings from him. To be honest, the first several attempts left us baffled. We got nothing at all, but you’ve got a smart cookie in Patton, Jimmy. He figured our problem might be linked to the Cilik’ti brain makeup. Evidently, they have three equal parts, which can act independently. Hell, I’m no neurobiologist, but it sounded good to me.”

				Hood moved through Wells’s report until he arrived at the scan results from Kree. He’d seen reports on the physiology of the Cilik’ti many times, but the opportunity to study a live one was huge. He was determined not to let McCraken’s squabbling ruin this opportunity.

				“Dr. Patton and Kree agreed that our scanners just needed to interpret the information. The doc mentioned we were seeing echoes based on the brain wave phases from each part of Kree’s brain. Once we knew what to look for, Kree was able to adjust the equipment and finally get solid readings,” Jillian emphasized, and Wells nodded in agreement. “Kree seemed impressed with Dr. Patton and he’s become more involved in our experiments as we move on.”

				Hood studied the results of the scans from Jillian and Kree. “I see several different results here, but I can’t tell what it means. Does Dr. Patton have any ideas?”

				Wells flipped her finger across the screen of her data pad. “Mr. McCraken said the jury is still out and wants to bring in his own team on this. Dr. Patton thinks it might come down to simple levels of brain chemistry, but it’s going to take more study to be sure. The team took some readings of my brain and a few more of the Marines’ to get a better basis. The Embrace did more than reshape brain wave activity. It altered the levels of serotonin, HGH and other endorphins in the brain, as well.”

				Hood could feel his endorphin levels rising as his headache continued. It was beginning to wear on him. He wanted to ask Jillian if she was okay, if she felt different. If he’d been in her place, he would’ve wanted to know. The Embrace had been used on all the colonists aboard the Magellan, but according to McCraken, only the criminals who had been conscripted were reprogrammed or adjusted. He decided she’d been through enough and turned his attention back Kree’s results. “Okay. Let’s cut this short. Is there a link between the Embrace and Cilik’ti telepathy or not?”

				“Yes and no, Captain,” Wells explained. “If telepathy was ever achieved, he believes it’s latent at best and again needs more study. But he did find a parallel.”

				“Well?” Hood bellowed. His head was throbbing now and he was growing inpatient.

				“It seems the chemistry and brain wave changes from the Embrace are related to those that were induced on the people attacked in the Epherium office a few days ago, but on a smaller scale.”

				Hood’s day was getting better and better. If Patton was correct, now there were two Epherium technologies out there causing havoc, and he had no idea who was using them or why. “Okay. I think I’ve got enough to keep the brass back home informed. What are the next steps?”

				“Well, the team wants to continue to analyze the results and run more tests on Kree. Dr. Patton seems to be making a rapport with Kree and McCraken is helping, but he doesn’t like it,” Wells said. The excitement in her voice rose again. “I get the feeling if Kree’s people didn’t want him to help, they would have stopped him, so maybe this is a good thing.”

				Hood stood and nodded to Wells and Jillian in turn. “Ladies, thank you for your update. Does Dr. Patton require any more of your assistance planet-side?”

				Wells shook her head as she gathered her data pad. “No, sir. I’m going to return to my duty station for now, but I plan to talk with him later today. I took additional scans of the stone image near the cave and I need to analyze them.” She yawned. “I’d like to spend more time with Kree and discuss Cilik’ti history in-depth, specifically when their race became telepathic. But I think I need serious sack time, sir.”

				“Very well, Lieutenant. Get some rest. You’ve earned it. I’ll consider your follow-up work with Kree once Dr. Patton and Mr. McCraken complete their work. That’ll be all. Dismissed.”

				Wells saluted her CO and left Hood and Jillian alone in his quarters.

				“Jillian, I’m sorry about before,” Hood apologized. “I had no right to bring up what happened to your brother, especially in front of everyone.”

				Jillian waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. I spent some time talking to my friends at the camp afterward. Most of us—well, those with our personalities intact—figured we wouldn’t hear or see loved ones back home again. When we lost those people on Magellan in the sleeper chambers, it pulled us together even more. We created our own support system and it’s helped us so far.”

				“Is there anything else I can do? Family back home I can find for you?”

				“No, but thanks anyway,” she replied. “I did talk to Dr. Patton though. He’s got a good ear, that one. He said if any of us needed any grief counseling, a couple of his assistants were specialists. I told him I might make an appointment when I made it up here.”

				Hood smiled at her. “So now that you’re here, Commander, what are your plans?”

				Jillian stretched her arms over her head, which expanded the jacket of her jumpsuit and underlying T-shirt upward, exposing her midsection. Hood tried not to notice, but he did. He could feel the warmth grow inside him and his heart rate increased. It was the same feeling he’d had when he’d seen her back in the canyon.

				Jillian stood after her stretch and walked over to the view port near his desk to stare out at the planet below. “Well, I’ve recently rediscovered my space legs,” she said with a heavy dose of sarcasm. She turned and gave Hood a sly wink. “All that time I gave you back before we left Earth showing you around the Magellan seems to have paid off. I think it’s high time you returned the favor.”

				Hood felt embarrassed and almost blushed. He should have thought of this before. He stood and offered her his arm. “It would be my pleasure to give you the nickel tour of the EDF Armstrong.”

				Jillian locked his arm into her own. “Why, Captain, I would be delighted to see your ship,” she said in a sweet almost Southern belle tone. As they walked to the door, she pressed up against him. “But what do I get for a quarter?” she asked, now sultry.

				This time Hood was sure he was blushing and by the heat in his face, he was positive it was a very bright red.

				She slapped his shoulder with her free hand. “Some things never change. Come on!”

				* * *

				Hood’s feet were sore, but he didn’t let it bother him. The tour he was providing to Jillian was well into its third hour, and the Magellan’s XO continued to soak in all the new sights and information about the Armstrong.

				Hood had brought Jillian to the Command Deck after spending much of the tour in Engineering, primarily around the space-fold systems. Her questions about every system seemed to rival the number of stars visible in the Cygni sky, but Hood didn’t mind. In fact, he welcomed it. Her first question to him when the tour began was, “How did we do it?”

				Her reference was to humanity’s ability to overcome the speed of light. It had taken close to twenty-five years for their vessel to reach Cygni and only a week for the Armstrong to make the same journey. He knew she’d be curious.

				Space-folding had been theorized for years by many researchers, but the concept of generating a true Einstein-Rosen bridge or wormhole between two points for instantaneous travel required the generation of a significant gravitational event to bend space. The essential power output for the generation was astronomical and, until the discovery of the pidium element, had been out of humanity’s reach.

				Without encountering the Cilik’ti when they did, humanity might still be limited to sub-light travel and long sleeper ship trips even to Proxima. It was the reverse engineering of the Cilik’ti space-fold drives and their use of pidium that propelled Earth to move light-years at a time. Just thinking about it made Hood wonder. Did Earth owe the Cilik’ti any gratitude, or was it simple coincidence and spoils from an unprovoked attack?

				Hood’s answers to Jillian’s questions came as fast and furious as she asked, and he found his depth of knowledge of some of the topics to be more involved than he realized. But as they walked on the Command Deck, Hood realized an important fact. The past three hours were the longest he’d ever spent talking with Jillian or any one woman. It felt good. He wasn’t nervous. He didn’t have to be anyone special, not even the captain of the Armstrong. He just had to be James Hood.

				Once on the Command Deck, Jillian headed for the Helmsman Station. One of her primary functions as the XO on the Magellan was pilot, but understanding spatial navigation was a passion she enjoyed.

				She spent nearly another hour touring the Command Deck and it concluded with a long discussion with Sanchez and Aldridge at the Tactical Station, while Hood took the time sit back and just watch. Jillian’s grasp of the systems throughout the ship was impressive. While Aldridge demonstrated some tactical scenarios at her station, Sanchez moved beside Hood.

				“She’s an amazing woman for being out of the loop for more than twenty years,” Sanchez said.

				“That she is, Raf,” Hood replied, still listening to Jillian’s conversation with his protégé. Not wanting to interrupt them, Hood followed Sanchez back to the Command Station, “Any word from Whitaker or Greywalker on the colony’s communication disruption?”

				“Not yet,” Sanchez said and checked his terminal for any new messages. “Whitaker mentioned he might have a breakthrough soon. If we locate the redirect for the communications, we can move on it fast.”

				Hood nodded in agreement. He wanted to continue his discussion with his XO, but he caught a glimpse of Jillian, who waved him over. Hood shook his head and left Sanchez at the Command Station, but stumbled on the way, and that launched both women into a subdued chuckle at his expense. “I see you two are enjoying yourselves?”

				“Oh, yes,” Jillian replied, still trying to suppress her laughter. “But seriously, the tour has been phenomenal, Jimmy. I can’t thank you enough. There has been so much I’ve missed.” She sighed then smiled at Aldridge. “Lieutenant Aldridge told me how you recruited her out of the academy. I must say, I’m not sure I would have passed.”

				Hood passed Aldridge a surprised look. There was a hint of a challenge in her statement, but he expected nothing less from Jillian. For as long as he had known her, Jillian made every effort to make her opinions known and she didn’t hold them back for a simple private discussion. She excelled in promoting discussions on even the most controversial of topics, and Hood didn’t want to disappoint her. “I agree that my evaluation of then Ensign Aldridge’s capabilities might have seemed intense, Jillian, but I assure you the requirements to be Tactical Officer on an EDF cruiser are set to a high bar.”

				Jillian seemed taken aback by Hood’s answer, but Aldridge chose to elaborate. “The captain is correct, Lieutenant Commander. The academy had prepared me for service in the EDF, but Captain Hood prepared me for much more. We learned many terrible lessons at the hands of the Cilik’ti, but I had to be ready to take on any adversary, be it Cilik’ti, pirate, smuggler or a new, unknown threat.”

				Hood felt a swelling of pride at his Tactical Officer’s defense, and Jillian, too, seemed impressed. A simple nod toward Hood was the only response to Aldridge’s explanation, and she let the discussion end there. Jillian thanked Aldridge again for her instruction of the Armstrong’s tactical systems, then walked over to Sanchez to say goodbye.

				Hood was watching Jillian as she and Sanchez continued to converse when Wells called to him from her station. “Captain, I have an incoming private transmission for you from the planet.”

				Hood rounded the Tactical Station and joined her at Communications. “Who is it?”

				Wells pulled up the transmission signature on her terminal. “Not sure. There’s no specific ID code, but it’s coming from the canyon site on our dedicated channel.”

				Hood sighed. It had to be McCraken. He was tired of his games already and if this was another complaint call, his free pass to the planet was about to be revoked. “Reroute it to my quarters. I’ll take it there.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				Hood caught up with Jillian near the Tactical Station on her way out. “Ready to go?”

				Jillian sighed and formed a small frown. “Yes, unfortunately. I’d hoped to stay longer, Jimmy.” She paused. “I’m sorry. James. I keep forgetting you’re not the same boy I remember.”

				Hood smiled. “James or Jim is fine, Jillian.”

				“I like James.” She stared into his eyes. “Sounds more distinguished for a big warship captain.”

				Hood rolled his eyes, and she slapped his shoulder with the back of her hand. They started to walk together toward the elevator lift when Aldridge called after Hood. “Captain, are you still on to start a new game tonight? I have a new strategy I want to try.”

				Jillian stared at both of them very inquisitively. “Chess, right?”

				Hood and Aldridge nodded.

				Jillian leaned over to Aldridge. “Another Hood family pastime.” She pointed her thumb at Hood. “This one’s uncle has tried to get me to play for years. Well, for years before we left and were put into sleep stasis anyway. I know enough that I don’t want to play.” She looked at Hood and shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry, James. When I was in high school, I was a cheerleader and playing chess didn’t seem appealing to me then, nor does it now.”

				Hood waved it off. “No offense taken, Jillian. I use it to exercise my mind and look at new strategies. I guess I’ve spent so much time in the strategy and tactics world, it’s become a staple in my life.”

				“You honestly think chess is a requirement of your daily life?”

				“When you spend a lot of time in space, you try to find an escape—an outlet if you will.”

				Jillian put her hand on her hip, tossed her hair to the left and winked. “I’m sure I could find better ones.”

				It was Hood’s turn to be embarrassed and he tried his best to deflect the conversation. “Okay. Let’s get your things and I’ll escort you to your shuttle.”

				Jillian scanned the room then bit her lip. He could tell she realized she might have gone too far and she mouthed I’m sorry. Hood walked with her to the lift. As the two entered the lift, Aldridge smiled at him from her station, and he shut his eyes when the doors closed.

				The lift ride to the Command Quarters level was quick, but quiet. Not until they arrived at Hood’s quarters did Jillian break the silence. “I’m sorry if I offended you. I, uh... It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a structured command and sometimes I forget myself. I’ve known your uncle for so long. Our usual banter back and forth just felt normal.” She seemed unsure of her next words.

				Hood opened the door to his quarters and invited her in. “It’s fine,” he said and moved across the room to his desk. “Now, I need to take this call from the canyon site.” He glanced at the table near his bed. A fresh brewed pot of coffee was waiting for him. Mr. Martin was certainly on top of things. “It’s probably McCraken, and I know you’d just love to talk with him,” Hood said, trying to keep a straight face from the sarcasm. “Go ahead and get some coffee if you’d like while you wait.”

				Jillian spotted the coffeepot and scooped up a mug while Hood activated his terminal. The comm channel opened, and Hood’s face froze. He was expecting a cranky and narcissistic McCraken, but the visual on his screen and monotonic emulated voice caught him off guard.

				“Captain Hood. This one is glad to have found you,” Kree said. His face filled the entire screen, as if the alien had placed his head on top of the camera. “There is little time.”

				Jillian almost dropped her hot cup of coffee when she heard the sound of Kree’s voice from across the room and raced to Hood’s side. “Kree, what’s going on?” she asked.

				The screen continually moved in and out of focus as Kree moved back and then closer again to the screen.

				“Kree,” Hood asked, “where is Dr. Patton? Has something happened?”

				Hood saw a hand, he presumed Dr. Patton’s, intervene and the camera finally pulled away from Kree. The camera stopped moving, and Hood could see Kree clearly now. Kree was agitated. The Cilik’ti was in constant motion and his legs danced to keep him balanced.

				“Your people are here, Captain, and they are safe, but this one fears that much time has been lost.”

				“Time? What are you talking about?” Hood asked, confused.

				Kree reached up with his arm that carried his speech synthesizer and pointed it toward the roof of the cavern. “This one is not sure how, but the Chi’tan have learned of your presence. They are on their way here.”

				Hood felt as if something had reached into his chest, grabbed his heart in a vise and started to squeeze. He didn’t move or say anything; he couldn’t. He felt paralyzed, held hostage, but it wasn’t fear of death or agony that gripped him. It was the same feeling of overwhelming uncertainty he’d had in that first encounter with the Cilik’ti while aboard the Apollo. The mind killer he’d fought for years had returned in earnest. And like before on the Apollo and countless other battles since, if he made a mistake, thousands would die.

				For the next few moments, Hood wrestled with the fear that had taken hold of him. He rallied his confidence, his faith and his will to meet the challenge and stamped it back in the deep recesses of his mind. Hood opened his eyes and the pain was gone, but his knuckles were white from gripping the edge of the desk.

				He put his hands underneath the desk to rub them when Jillian leaned toward the screen. “Are you sure? How could they know?”

				The globe on Kree’s synthesizer glowed. “The Chi’tan brought the information to the Shi council. One of the allies of the Chi’tan claim to have discovered your satellite network from a passing transport, but this one has not found any record of such a ship in the area.” He bowed his head, almost resigning himself to something. “The Chi’tan have many friends, perhaps even a few among the N’lan. They asked for a K’rveen.”

				Hood had reviewed every word of Wells’s discussion with Kree, and that term had never come up. “What is it, Kree? What is a K’rveen?”

				“It is a cleansing, Captain,” Kree explained. “There is still much this one has wanted to teach humans of Cilik’ti culture. So much,” his synthesizer echoed. “The K’rveen was originally used as a purification of a Shi from impure influences, but in more recent times since the Great Sundering, it has been used to remove threats close to Shi home worlds.”

				Impure influences could mean a variety of things, even in human culture, and he went with his best guess. “And since the N’lan home world is in this system—”

				“Yes,” Kree interrupted. “The Chi’tan have called for K’rveen. They have determined that humans in this system are a threat to the N’lan home world and must be expelled.”

				Jillian slammed her open palm on Hood’s desk in frustration, and Kree jumped back from the camera in surprise. “Kree! You’ve got to contact your people. Make them listen. We are not a threat. Surely you know that by now.”

				Kree’s synthesizer glowed again. “Commander Howard. This one understands your frustration. The calling of K’rveen is a sacred ritual in the Shi council and can be started by any of the Shi in full presence of the council. The Shi named for the K’rveen has first right to accept the K’rveen and lead the effort. The N’lan had been called for K’rveen, Captain, and have refused. This one’s Hal’ta agreed that humans pose no immediate threat to the N’lan and coexistence can be achieved.”

				Hood put his hand on Jillian’s. It was a reflex—he didn’t pull it away. To his surprise, she didn’t either. “So what now?” he asked.

				“Should the Shi—” Kree paused. “This one is not sure how to explain. Should the Shi in need of K’rveen refuse, the final decision is left to the first of the Shi council.”

				Jillian turned to Hood. “Doesn’t the Chi’tan head the council?”

				Kree lowered his head again and his body sank to the cave floor. “Yes,” his synthesizer echoed and Hood noticed that its light was dimmer than normal. Jillian had mentioned that during the time she’d spent with Kree in the canyon, he’d always seemed excited, passionate and full of curiosity, particularly about humans. She’d never witnessed him to be sad or depressed in any way, but somehow his synthesizer had captured it.

				“The Chi’tan accepted the right and called for the confirmation,” Kree said as he regained his footing and turned away from the camera, revealing the red streaks along the length of his legs and carapace. “The first of the Shi can accept the right to enforce K’rveen,” he continued, “but it is the council that must vote for final approval.”

				Dr. Patton stepped in front of the camera for a brief moment to adjust it, but Kree turned around and moved closer. “Captain, the Shi council has many rules and some like this one are symbolic. The vote does not need to be unanimous, only a majority, and the Chi’tan already had enough allies to meet their desired outcome.”

				Jillian pursed her lips. “So they were looking to provoke a fight anyway.”

				“Yes, Commander Howard,” Kree answered. “It is clear to this one—and the rest of the N’lan Hal’ta—that the Chi’tan still hold animosity toward humans since the failure of the Bri’lan campaign.” Kree looked up almost past the camera, and Hood could hear Patton’s voice faint in the background. After a few moments, Kree nodded and turned back to the camera. “However, there are conditions in K’rveen that could be to your benefit.”

				One of the first rules in preparing for combat scenarios was to understand the enemy and find a weakness. Any limitations to an enemy aggressor could be exploited, and Hood didn’t want to leave anything to chance. “Kree, this ritual reminds me of some humanity used to practice several hundred years ago. Duels between two people or small groups.”

				“Yes, Captain. This one understands. The Chi’tan must act alone in this matter. To accept the K’rveen after the N’lan refusal forces them to act without aid, or face dishonor and loss of status amongst the Shi. No assistance is allowed in combat or information.”

				Hood leaned back in his chair and thought about what Kree said for a moment. If the Chi’tan were alone, they could be limited in what forces to bring. If they couldn’t rely on any intelligence from their allies, they would be coming in blind. But he recognized what Kree had already said. The Chi’tan were on their way. He needed time to get the colonists to safety. Putting more civilians into a battle zone was bad on any level and if the Chi’tan came to party, they would bring their best.

				“What should we expect?” he asked Kree. “If they come at us and we fight back, it could spill into another prolonged war. I can’t have that. There has to be another way.”

				“This one’s knowledge of K’rveen is extensive, Captain. Any Shi that assumes the role of K’rvat, or purifier, in the K’rveen must declare to the council its intended resources and plans to execute the K’rveen. If the K’rveen should fail, the council will be forced to view the outcome in a new light. In the past, if the impurity could not be expunged, it was made part of the Shi’s social order. A test of acceptance, as one might see it.”

				McCraken stepped into view of the camera, and Hood groaned inside. The man’s eyes were bloodshot and his hair was a mess. His time spent in the cave with Kree over the past few days had not been kind to him. “Well, Kree, as you can see, we are not some impure thing to be expunged,” he said, mocking the alien. “They’re coming just to kill us all, aren’t they,” his voice getting louder. “Just say it!”

				“Calm down, Henry!” Hood ordered. In a small part of himself, he empathized with McCraken. Back home there was a great deal riding on the success of this colony, and any hint of a prolonged conflict could dash any hopes of establishing a new home here or at the other two worlds.

				Jillian tried to break the tension. “Kree. You said that K’rveen was used in a different way in modern times. Has there been any time in recent history that the K’rveen failed?”

				Kree moved closer to McCraken and offered his synthesizer to him, but McCraken backpedaled and moved out of sight of the camera. It was clear to Hood that McCraken was still untrusting of his new cave companion. Seeing his gesture fall flat, Kree turned back to the camera. “Yes, Commander Howard, there was one instance. The Di’tan Shi, a close ally of the N’lan, had encountered a group of simple but territorial creatures. The creatures had built large nests on deposits of Ulat’tim.”

				“Did the Di’tan initiate the K’rveen ritual with the council?” Jillian asked.

				“Yes. The Di’tan, like the N’lan, hold a reverence for all life and entered into K’rveen as a last resort. Unfortunately, the Di’tan could not remove the creatures and the K’rveen was abandoned. The Di’tan were bound by honor to accept them as part of their lives.”

				Hood had a thought. “So the Di’tan and the Shi council considered the ritual settled, since the creatures were merely defending their homes and were not an avid aggressor.”

				“Yes, Captain Hood. This one believes your assessment is correct.”

				Hood hoped his analogy with the Di’tan would apply. “What if the Chi’tan arrived and we were gone? Could this cleansing—or K’rveen, as you call it—be abandoned since the threat is removed?”

				Kree thought for a moment and his head drooped. “If the N’lan had led the K’rveen, the Hal’ta of the N’lan would have claimed the K’rveen over. The situation with the Chi’tan is different. The Chi’tan sent to enforce the cleansing might see this as an affront to their honor and attempt to track down and destroy the threat, wherever they may be.” Kree walked closer to the camera again. “Given the recent hostilities that have existed between the Chi’tan allies and your people, this one fears the Chi’tan will present this as evidence that humans must be taught a lesson for their incursion. This one’s Hal’ta is unsure of this, but the outcome is highly probable, given their influence on the Shi council.”

				Blast! The Chi’tan had him in a box. If they took the colonists and left, the Chi’tan would follow or, worse, strike one of the other EDF outposts. The EDF would retaliate, sparking a whole new conflict where everyone would lose. But if he stayed and fought, he put thousands of civilians at risk—and if he lost, who knew if the Chi’tan would stop here? He hated no-win scenarios, so he had to make sure they didn’t lose.

				Hood turned to Jillian. “Commander, I need you to contact Jonathan and begin a full-scale mobilization for evacuation. We need to get your people off Cygni.”

				“James, you heard Kree. If we leave, the Chi’tan will just come after us.”

				Hood stared into her green eyes. “That’s why you’re leaving and we’re staying behind. If the Chi’tan want a fight, I plan to give them one, but not until your people are safe.”

				“You can’t... You’re not going to...” she protested. “If you think I’m going to sit here and let you sacrifice yourself—”

				Hood stood. “Commander, I’m in command of this mission and the colony is under my jurisdiction. Its safety, and that of its people, is my primary goal, and I have given you a direct order.” He softened his voice. “One I do suggest you follow.”

				Jillian stared into Hood’s eyes. He hoped she could see his wisdom and experience and the boy she’d known so long ago. She let go of her pride, saluted Hood and held her hand in place. “Aye, sir.”

				Hood smiled, returned her salute and then sat back down. “Besides, I have no intention of sacrificing myself, this ship or this crew. I won’t start anything, but if they want to tussle, I’ll finish it.”

				Kree’s high-pitched monotonic voice came over the channel again. “Captain, the Chi’tan warriors are the fiercest amongst all the Shi. If you choose to fight, you will be facing horrific odds.”

				Hood had paid close attention to the section of Wells’s report on the Cilik’ti Bal’ta. They were the warriors, the defenders of the Shi, but though war offered destruction, they were also creators of incredible beauty. They were artists, musicians and the storytellers for each generation. What her report left out in tactics and military information, it made up for it with keen insight into the mind-set and values of many of the warriors of the Cilik’ti. But Kree was right—the Chi’tan’s warriors were fierce, brutal and by many accounts from other Shi, out of balance and lacking some of the creative skills other Cilik’ti warriors maintained.

				“I don’t doubt that, but I have a few of my own pieces to move in this match,” Hood said with confidence. He needed to get the evacuation started soon if they had any chance for his plan to work. “How long do we have before the Chi’tan forces arrive?”

				Kree didn’t answer.

				“Kree, we need to know,” Jillian emphasized.

				Kree turned his head sideways away from the camera. “This one found out about the council vote a short time ago from the Hal’ta N’lan. The Chi’tan are already on the move. This one estimates you have one rotation of this planet before they arrive.”

				“They’ll be here in less than a day!” Hood exclaimed. He tried to wrap all the pieces together from what was happening. The Chi’tan must have put this plan of theirs in motion some time ago, perhaps before the Armstrong arrived. They had to have known he’d come looking for the colonists. How else would they be able to get their people moving in such a short time period? The shuttles could only carry so many. There was no way to get all five thousand colonists off the planet in time. He had hoped they could refit the Magellan and leave, but now even that option was gone.

				“This one is sorry the news did not come quicker,” Kree’s synthesizer said; its light had gone dim again. “Commander Howard, this one is most distressed that our time together will end. This one is thankful for your friendship.”

				A single tear rolled down Jillian’s cheek; more followed. They pooled on the corner of her mouth. “Kree—” her voice cracked, “—it’ll be all right. It’s too early for goodbyes.”

				Hood got up from his seat but didn’t take his eyes off the terminal. “I want to thank you for the information. Listen, I don’t want to put you at any odds with your people over this, so we’ll need to cease any communications for now. Is there anything else you can tell us before we go?”

				Kree bent his rear legs deep and rested his lower body on the ground. “The Bal’ta N’lan have a saying before they engage in combat. ‘Live for life, fight with honor, sacrifice for all.’ This one thinks this might be appropriate.”

				Hood smiled. It seemed some of the Cilik’ti held similar beliefs as humans after all. “Thank you. Can you put Dr. Patton on please?”

				Patton stepped into view. He, too, appeared a bit haggard but had managed better than McCraken. “Here, Captain.”

				“Dr., I’m putting you in charge of evacuating the canyon site and getting all personnel to shuttles for transport.”

				McCraken spoke up from across the room, but Hood couldn’t see him. “Captain, what about me? What should I do?”

				“Whatever the good doctor tells you, Henry. Just make sure you get to your shuttle. I wouldn’t want you to get left behind.” His last comment was mean, but at the moment he didn’t care. There was a lot at stake and he didn’t need to coddle him. “Get it done, Dr. I expect to see your people on board soon.”

				“Aye, sir,” Patton responded, and Hood terminated the channel.

				Hood took a deep breath and tried to clear his head. The situation was going to get chaotic soon, and he needed to keep his mind focused. He looked at Jillian. The tough, forthright woman he’d known so long ago was trembling.

				She sniffed and wiped the remaining tears from her face. “James, I’m sorry. I just don’t understand.”

				“Nothing to be sorry for, Jillian,” he said with a comforting tone. “To be honest, I felt much the same way when the war began.” Hood grabbed her shoulders and squeezed. “It’s going to get rough, but you have to trust me. Okay?”

				She nodded and started to gather her things.

				Hood leaned down to his terminal and opened a channel to the Command Deck. Sanchez answered. “I’m on my way up. We’ve got trouble. Sound General Quarters.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4 Orbit
Friday, January 31
Earth Year 2155

				Captain’s Log, Friday, January 31, 2155. If the Armstrong manages to survive the next twenty-four hours, this might be my only entry for some time. It seems the event all of us here on the ARMSTRONG had hoped to avoid is almost upon us. Kree, the Cilik’ti worker we have in custody, informed us that a Cilik’ti attack force is on its way here. There’s little I can do to prevent a new confrontation with our old enemy. By my estimation, we have less than eighteen hours until they arrive. I hope my crew can finalize preparations and get the necessary rest for what’s in front of us.

				The advance notice provided by Kree and the N’lan was a tremendous help. I’d desired to get the colonists out of system and thereby reduce the complexity of the battle, but there isn’t time. For now, we’re evacuating who we can to the Armstrong and we’ll take them with us if we’re forced to retreat from the system. There are, however, several who’ve volunteered to stay behind. A third of the colonists, some at both sites on the planet, have chosen to pick up arms and join the Marines on the ground—my uncle among them. Personally, I don’t envy them in the slightest. I’ve witnessed the horrors of war in space, but on the ground, a battle’s powerful effect is even more surreal. Each moment, every breath shared with your comrades beside you could be your last. It’s a brave choice the Marines and remaining colonists have made, and I pray for their safety.

				Bringing the colonists aboard won’t be a simple task. I’ve asked Lieutenant Commander Howard to stay aboard and coordinate the evacuation and placement of the colonists on the ARMSTRONG. Even if we did manage to get everyone off planet, we’d be packed to the seams. As it stands, many of the colonists will need refuge. Major McGregor and some of the colonists have found caves that can protect them, but I’m not sure for how long. My aunt has taken the lead along with Caris to move as many supplies and people into them as we can.

				I’ve attached my proposed strategy to defend the colony and the latest logs from this vessel and sent them to Admiral Tramp. I understand he’ll want to rush reinforcements to us as quickly as possible, but the rules have changed. If the Chi’tan or their allies detect any more EDF ships inbound, the fight will escalate and could spread back to our own system. This time with a majority of the Cilik’ti Shi involved.

				After reviewing our fail-safe options, I requested the admiral move whatever forces he can to the relay beacon two full jumps out from Cygni. If we cannot hold and need to retreat, I believe this is the safest area to fall back to and get as many colonists away from this ship as possible. If we’re followed, it’s imperative no other EDF ships engage the Cilik’ti while the ARMSTRONG is involved with any active combatants, even if it’s about to be destroyed. I’ve stressed that all commands be aware and follow that order to the letter.

				This K’rveen cleansing, or whatever it’s called, is rooted deep in Cilik’ti history and it’s my belief that even Kree and his Shi don’t know how this will play out. This is a battle of honor, not just for territory or resources, but one shrouded in malice. The events of the past week have placed this ship in a crucible. The Chi’tan have already struck the match to light the flame underneath us. We must endure the pain that’s to come and break free before the intense heat consumes all that we are.

				No matter how this ends, I want anyone who should read this to know that the ARMSTRONG and her crew stood ready to do what we were asked to do. Defend our people, to sacrifice—even at the cost of our own lives—to struggle against incredible odds and inspire humanity’s spirit so future generations can live on in peace in the harshest of times.

				* * *

				Sanchez jogged down the long hallway from the elevator lift toward the aft shuttle bay and his footfalls echoed on the gray metal floor. He had to hurry and he burst into a full sprint. The next shuttle group was just now refueling for a return trip to the planet, and he still had to change into a flight suit.

				He arrived at the main bay access door just as it opened, and the pilots from the previous rotation filed out. It had taken Sanchez just two minutes to convince Hood to let him go. There was no denying the fact that the Armstrong was short on shuttle pilots. In the given rotation, the shuttles could bring up a few hundred of the colonists at most in the next fifteen to eighteen hours unless more pilots could be added. They needed to increase the rotation. Sanchez reminded his captain three times in their conversation that he was a qualified shuttle pilot. While he could be of use on the Armstrong during the battle, the need to keep the shuttles going was far greater.

				He quickly dressed, grabbed a helmet and jogged out the pilot entry door and into the shuttle bay. There were three shuttles in the bay, and the deck officer waved him over to the one on the far right. Sanchez could see the crews beginning to unhook the refueling hoses from the underbellies of the shuttles and he jogged to his ship.

				“Commander, thanks for helping out,” the tall, skinny deck officer yelled over the loud droning made by the refueling pumps in the bay. “The last group has already flown more than their allotted time. They need sack time or they’re going to crash-land down there. It also looks like there’s some weather coming in near the landing zone. It could be heavy.”

				“Understood,” Sanchez replied with his gloved hand cupped behind his ear in a better effort to hear the man. “Do I have a copilot?”

				The deck officer nodded. “Yes, already on board.”

				Sanchez put on his helmet and entered the shuttle’s pilot compartment. Once inside, he noticed his helmeted copilot, seated in the right side chair, going over the preflight checklist.

				He secured himself into his seat and looked to his left and right as he familiarized himself with the controls. “Do you need any help with the checklist?” he asked the copilot.

				The copilot continued working, “No thank you, Commander. All systems check green and we are ready for engine start once we receive clearance.”

				Sanchez recognized the voice and turned to his regard his copilot. He caught a quick glimpse of red hair inside the sealed helmet and then the luminous blue eyes of Maya Greywalker landed upon him. He issued a quiet sigh. “Lieutenant, what are you doing here?”

				“Same thing you are, sir. Volunteering,” she answered, her voice even and assertive. She closed the checklist booklet and placed it back into its holder beside her seat.

				“I don’t understand.”

				“EDF Security regulations, article twelve, paragraph six states that no command officer shall be allowed into a hostile environment without proper armed security or military escort,” she stated as she leaned back into her seat. “Since the announcement of the possible Cilik’ti attack, Cygni has been placed under hostile restriction. With all the Marines planet-side preparing defenses and no shuttle qualified personnel on my staff, I was the obvious choice for your escort detail.”

				“Really,” Sanchez said, not even trying to mask the sarcasm. He examined her flight suit. “So, if you’re my armed escort, where’s your weapon?”

				Maya tilted her head a little to the right and raised an eyebrow in silent response.

				Sanchez rolled his eyes. “Forget I asked.”

				Maya pressed three buttons on the console in front of her, and the external hatches of the shuttle sealed. “There’s another reason I wished to accompany you.”

				Her statement piqued Sanchez’s interest. “What’s that?” he asked.

				Maya didn’t react. “It seems Mr. Whitaker hasn’t cracked the encryption from the devices we located in the colonists’ communication gear. I still believe this threat to be as severe to our safety as the Cilik’ti. Should we be able to locate the destination of the rerouted signals, I want to be planet-side to react to it quickly.”

				Feeling his ego deflate, Sanchez agreed. “Good to know.” Shifting himself away from the conversation, he spotted the deck officer on the mezzanine. The all clear signal was given, and he started up the shuttle engines.

				The shuttle hummed as the engines came to life. Maya keyed in a sequence on her keypad, and the large bay doors slid open in front of them. Sanchez maneuvered the shuttle across the bay floor toward the doors and out into open space.

				Once clear of the Armstrong, he accelerated the shuttle away from the larger ship and then angled it back down toward the planet below. “Watchtower, this is Icon Ferry One, requesting Cygni approach vector and landing authority.”

				Wells’s voice came over the channel. “Icon Ferry One, you are directed to use vector Foxtrot Zeta Two One. Landing authority is given. Be careful, Commander.”

				Sanchez laughed. He keyed his comms. “Understood, Watchtower.” He threw Maya a wink. “I’m in good hands. Icon Ferry One out.”

				Cygni came into full view as Sanchez eased the shuttle into its approach vector. The view was even more spectacular when the shuttle began its descent. The glare of the Cygni sun made Sanchez squint, but he refused to look away from the beautiful image below. He wanted to savor it. Tomorrow, everything would change.

				* * *

				Ota! The voice screamed in Kree’s head. It had been several hours since Dr. Patton and the other humans had left him in his cave and departed the canyon for their ship in orbit. After they’d left, Kree had retreated deeper into the cave. The interrogation and subsequent hours of tests had taken its toll on him. He wanted to rest in the comfort of the blanketing darkness, but he knew his recuperation time would be short.

				Ota! This time it was several voices he heard. Wake up! He recognized each voice. The elder Hal’ta of the N’lan were calling to him. The dizziness of sleep faded from his mind and he reached out to them. “This one hears you, Hal’ta N’lan.”

				“Open the link, Ota. You must hear all of us,” one of the voices said in a much calmer tone.

				Kree’s mind raced. Ut’liss was the chief elder of all Hal’ta N’lan, and he had never had the honor of listening to her call upon him. Now she wished to hear him! Kree knew he was part of one of her Orthesh, or birthing, but he was Ota. The Hal’ta only listened to elders, and Kree was not.

				Kree knew what was expected. He calmed his mind and opened the link to the Hal’ta. Kree’s mind merged with the leaders of the N’lan and he found himself standing in the great Hal’ta council chamber. In front of him were the seven elders, each perched aloft their grand pillars, Ut’liss in the center. Behind the elders were many other members of the Hal’ta N’lan, as well as the elders of the Ota and Bal’ta N’lan. The Bal’ta N’lan warrior elders were adorned in ceremonial armor and each held their traditional pulse lances, their powerful arms grasping them mid-haft, while the butt of their lances rested on the ground in front of them. It was rare to see all of the elders together in one place and rarer still to have them all joined together in a link. Kree felt honored and overwhelmed at the same moment.

				Ut’liss rose from her pillar and stared down at Kree. Her voice was soothing in his mind. “Kree Ota N’lan, you must leave the planet and return to us. This...” She paused and looked over at her fellow Hal’ta elders then back at Kree. “This experiment is over.”

				Kree bowed low at Ut’liss. “This one offers you humble respect great, Ut’liss Hal’ta, but this one cannot leave.”

				Several of the Ota elders flinched backward in surprise, and several voices in Kree’s mind began to murmur. Ut’liss herself was motionless. No one before had ever refused a direct command from the Hal’ta, let alone the chief elder.

				Ut’liss lurched higher onto her rear legs, exposing her underbelly to Kree, a sign of extreme distain among the Cilik’ti. “Explain yourself, Ota!”

				Kree didn’t rise or even look up.

				The elder Hal’ta to Ut’liss’s left rose up in protest. “Ota! The Chi’tan are coming. If they discover you there, they will believe we are aiding the humans. The N’lan will be dishonored!”

				Ut’liss motioned to the other elder, who then nodded and resumed his former posture. Ut’liss lowered herself, as well. “Ota, you have your ship. You must leave. You have enough time to reach safety before the Chi’tan arrive.”

				Kree shook his head. “Great Ut’liss. The N’lan have always valued and respected life. When the conflict broke out with the humans once before, the N’lan and others protested. We hid our disdain behind our honor and watched. We watched as the Bri’tan and Chi’tan waged the assaults on an innocent species. And this was not the first time. The Chi’tan and other Shi have wiped out entire civilizations, yet those who value life do nothing. The N’lan have all learned, as this one has, that the humans are not a threat to our people. They came here seeking new life among the great stars as the Shi once did. The N’lan and the other Shi have much to learn from them, and they can learn from us. This one still believes in the N’lan. Why else would the N’lan deny K’rveen? It was not in defiance of the Chi’tan, but in reverence for life and the principle of truth.”

				None of the other N’lan said anything. They couldn’t. He had shamed them and to admit it would admit their own failure.

				Kree heard a new voice in the back of his mind, a private link secluded from the shared link with the Hal’ta council. Ilesh, the chief elder of the Ota N’lan, was on the verge of hysteria. “Kree! What are you doing? You are dishonoring the Ota. You’re threatening all the N’lan! You will be cast out, Kree.”

				Kree continued his focus on the shared link and remembered his training to segment it and answer his elder. “This one is doing what is necessary. This one has...promised.”

				“Promised? What are you talking about?” Ilesh answered.

				“It is a human term. It is a solemn oath, and this one’s word was given,” Kree said. “The N’lan must remember who they are.”

				“Kree don’t—” Ilesh continued to plead as Kree terminated the link.

				Kree returned his full focus to the shared link with the council. He could sense the tension, the Hal’ta elder’s desire to expel him from the Shi, a high price for dishonor. There was no turning back. “If the Chi’tan come, this one will self-destruct the ship hidden in the canyon and end this one’s existence in the explosion.” Kree’s voice was solemn. “There will be no evidence remaining of any N’lan on the planet. The honor of the N’lan will remain intact and so will its cowardice.” Kree raised his head, gazed at Ut’liss and then to the elders of the Ota, especially Ilesh. They had sent him to the planet to learn and understand, but also to let the humans hear, as they had begun to hear.

				“It has been this one’s honor to serve and fulfill the great task that was given, but that time is over now.” Kree rose before the elders. He bowed once again, presenting his colors in reverent umbrage. “Teribinam, N’lan,” his voice thundered as he ended the shared link. “Blessed are the N’lan.”

				* * *

				The early morning fog rolled over the edge of the finished defensive platform as the Cygni sun began to crest on the horizon. The orange rays of the morning fell upon Major McGregor’s head, and he stared eastward over the landscape toward the forest beyond. It was a beautiful sunrise. Bathed in the sunlight now, the fog felt cool on his skin. A flash and a clap of thunder erupted behind him. He turned to gaze at the oncoming storm clouds just on the edge of the mountains.

				The incoming weather would be a boon and a curse. It might hinder the Cilik’ti if they tried to land, but it could limit his air support and make conditions on the ground very messy. He liked the odds. If his troops could hold their position, the Cilik’ti would have to slug over the terrain and that would give his troops time to pummel them in the process. The wind picked up, and he could smell the rain. It would be a grand storm indeed.

				Many of the Marines were rotating shifts on the current defenses on the platform and below. He needed to keep them fresh. Every bit of sleep they could get would be beneficial. McGregor pulled out a smaller-looking data pad from his BDUs, pressed a button on the side and set it down next to the platform comm system. He turned the comms on to PA mode and listened. The high-pitched sounds of bagpipes filled the morning air. His spirit soared with the music and his mind filled with images of home. He was born a fighter. It was all he was ever good at. The sounds of home in the Highlands cleared his mind and gave him purpose.

				Over the sounds of the pipes, McGregor heard a voice yelling for him on the stairwell. “Major, what in the world is that awful noise?” The voice belonged to Jonathan Hood, who reached the top of the stairs and ambled painfully over to where McGregor was standing. The Magellan’s commander was dressed in full Marine armor, and McGregor could tell it was bothering him.

				“Good morning, Commander!” McGregor bellowed over the music. “Nothing like the sound of bagpipes to get your blood pumping on the morning of a battle. Don’t ya think? All I have is a recording, but the actual thing, now that is a beautiful sound.” Jonathan shook his head and pointed to his ears. Disappointed, McGregor turned off the music. “What can I do for ya, Commander?”

				“Well, turning that off would be a start,” Jonathan replied, trying to clear the wax from his ear with his forefinger. “I just got a message from the Armstrong. The next round of shuttles is coming down, but weather may keep them grounded. I’ve already had my wife start to move people into the caves.”

				McGregor could see the concern for his wife and the colonists in his eyes. “Good. They’ll be safer there for sure,” he reassured him. He studied Jonathan’s armor and noticed him continuing to fidget with the light plates around his shoulders and elbows. “The armor suits ya. We’ll make a Marine of ya yet.”

				Jonathan pulled at his elbow again. “I’m not sure it fits. It pinches everywhere. How do you get used to it?”

				“Bah. You’ll grow into it.” McGregor laughed. “A few hours running in your armor under fire and it’ll be part of your skin.”

				Jonathan didn’t seem convinced. He ignored his armor for the moment and stared out over the ground to the east of the camp. The fog was beginning to dissipate and he pointed to several light posts following the main road away from the camp toward the forest beyond. “Major, when did those get set up?”

				McGregor used his hand to shield his eyes from the morning glare. “Oh, those. I had them placed last night before sunset. I wanted to install some extra lighting along the road for our nighttime surveillance and I had them set for grid locations. Perfect spotters for our artillery, don’t ya think?” McGregor knew the Cilik’ti would target the orbiting satellites first and then try to silence his ground-based sensors in an effort to keep him blind. The grid gave him a low-tech fallback and it was the last thing the Cilik’ti would be concerned about.

				“I guess so,” Jonathan mused.

				McGregor slapped a large hand on Jonathan’s armored shoulder. “Why don’t ya get some shut-eye? It’s going to be a long day.”

				Jonathan shook his head. “I’m all right, but I should make sure my people get some rest.” He smiled at McGregor. “Thanks, Major.”

				McGregor watched the leader of the colony descend the stairwell. The man has heart, that’s for sure. But heart wasn’t the only thing he needed from the colonists today. In battle, sacrifice was often the price, and he hoped they had the coin for it.

				* * *

				Hood waited for the elevator lift. Impatience worked its way in, and he found himself tapping his left thigh. He’d managed a few more hours of sleep but needed to get to the Command Deck. At most they had only a few hours left before the Chi’tan would arrive.

				The doors opened and in the lift was Henry McCraken. Running into McCraken was something he didn’t need—not now. Hood tried to ignore the Epherium executive and stepped inside. The ship’s computer asked for a destination. Hood selected the Command Deck from the lift terminal and continued to ignore McCraken.

				“Captain, we need to talk.”

				“Not now, Henry.” Hood’s level of annoyance was thick in his voice. “I’m quite busy. We all are.”

				“You don’t understand. We need to leave.” McCraken’s voice wavered.

				Hood tapped the hold button on the elevator lift and it slowed to a halt. He wheeled on McCraken and stood a few inches from his face. “We can’t leave. You know that,” he said emphasizing each word. “Now, if you want to get off, I’m sure I can find an EVA suit that would fit to your liking, but we’re not going anywhere.”

				“But Captain, I...I, uh...” McCraken was timid, his normal posture subdued. “I don’t want to die.”

				Hood slammed his open hand on the side of the lift just beside McCraken’s ear. “Listen up. I’ve put up with a lot from you, but enough is enough. Everyone knew the risks of coming out here. Death is a possibility, but this entire crew is determined to not let that happen. We’re doing everything we can, and all you can do is stand there and snivel!” Hood could see the fear, the shame in McCraken’s eyes. “We have a job to do. Those colonists we’ve brought on board are your responsibility too. So I suggest you grow a pair, get down to their assigned quarters and help them instead of just thinking about yourself!”

				McCraken slid down the wall and started to weep.

				Hood sighed. He disabled the hold button and the elevator lift continued to the Command Deck. As the doors opened, he stepped out and selected the deck where the colonists were being housed. “Go help them, Henry. They need you, and maybe you’ll figure out that you need them too.”

				Hood turned around. The doors closed, and he heard the lift move away. He stopped and surveyed the Command Deck. No one paid him any attention and everyone was busy. Pride swelled within him. Hood knew most of those here had never faced the Cilik’ti in battle, but they went about their jobs liked seasoned veterans. Ever since his announcement of the inbound Cilik’ti forces, he’d thought about another speech to bolster the morale of the crew. But the time for speeches had passed and his silence now kept them focused on their jobs and not the coming battle.

				He walked past a few of the stations and was about to settle down into his chair at the Command Station when he noticed someone already there, watching the overhead monitors. “Jillian, why aren’t you below decks helping with the colonists?”

				She looked up at Hood and jumped out of his chair. “Sorry.” She moved to the seat to the right of Hood’s. “There were so many people helping, I felt like a fifth wheel.” She paused for a moment. “I feel at home here. I know I’m a bit out of step with all the new equipment, but I think I can make a difference—if you let me.”

				Hood understood how she felt. She was a pilot and also a skilled navigator. The colonists on board needed a place to stay and reassurance. That wasn’t Jillian’s strong suit. “Of course you can make a difference, Lieutenant Commander,” he said with a smile. “I’m a bit shorthanded with Raf flying shuttles and could use the help. I’d like you to coordinate with the helm.”

				“Thanks, Captain.” Her confidence had been restored. “I’ll get right on it.”

				He watched Jillian reach the Helmsman Station and introduce herself to the team when Aldridge called to him. “Captain, our satellite grid just picked up three gravimetric anomalies just inside the orbital path of the fifth planet.” She almost gasped. “Sir, one of them is huge.”

				He swallowed hard. He knew what was out there. He turned to his station and brought up the sensor readings. “Lieutenant, I want full tracking on enemy contacts. I want vectors and distance every five minutes.” He tapped his terminal to call the Communications Station. “Lieutenant Wells, I need you get me a channel planet-side to McGregor and Sanchez.”

				“Aye, sir,” she answered, and he dropped the connection.

				Hood studied his screen as the sensors reported more information on what had just arrived into the system. And so it begins. “Battle stations!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Magellan Colony Lake Site
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				Sanchez sat in the cool, wet bunker at the base of the plateau near the lake. He grabbed a nearby rag and wiped the water from his M20 assault rifle. It was raining slower now, but the latest report from the Armstrong had told him the bulk of the storm was still on its way. It had been a trying past few hours. The Chi’tan had jumped at least three ships into the system and were closing, albeit a bit slowly, on Cygni 4. He and Maya had just arrived on planet with their shuttle when all traffic to and from the planet was put on hold. Being stranded planet-side wasn’t what he’d envisioned, but he understood Hood’s decision. If the Chi’tan advanced, any shuttles coming up from the surface would be easy pickings. He always liked the stand-up fights, but this one was going to be in-your-face. Personally, he enjoyed the large armored hull of a warship in space compared to personal body armor on the ground, but the odds weren’t much better in either case.

				Sanchez and McGregor agreed that the shuttles should be moved away from the main site and camouflaged. If the tide of battle turned against them, any survivors could make their way there and attempt an escape. The plateau wall faced the lake, but along its southern section, deep crags extended between the wall and ridgeline. The crags led to a small box canyon covered with more of the tangled trees, a perfect spot to place the shuttles. The remaining three shuttles still in space stayed with the Armstrong. Their value for Search and Rescue would be sorely needed.

				A majority of the colonists from the lake site had already been evacuated. Of the four hundred or so who remained, half had volunteered to fight. The rest were moved into the caves deep in the underside of the plateau. With the site being so remote, the idea was to lure the Cilik’ti into a full-blown assault on the Magellan site. But in case some of the Cilik’ti chose to come here, two companies of Marines—one of which was outfitted with MACE gear and a few vehicles—were assigned to defend it.

				The rain slowed to a slight drizzle, and Sanchez peered outside for any chance of sunlight breaking through the reddish-gray clouds. There wasn’t any. Wanting to stretch his legs, he stepped out of the rear of the bunker and walked to the lakeshore. The ground was still soggy from the heavy rain, but his boots’ lining kept his feet dry even as the water pooled around them. With no wind, the lake looked so serene, almost timeless.

				Hood was right. The oxygen-rich atmosphere was invigorating. Each breath was a welcome taste compared to the recycled air aboard the Armstrong. Sanchez stretched his arms to the sky and tried to ease the soreness his armor was inflicting on his body. He took off his helmet and rolled his neck. It felt better, and the stiffness seemed to ease away like the morning mist.

				Sanchez was about to put his helmet back on when he saw something in the water at the edge of the shore. It was small, perhaps the size of a round stone, and it bobbed up and down in the water. At first he thought it might be one of Caris’s turtles, but he lost it again. He leaned closer to get a better look when something grabbed his left arm and jerked him hard to the side.

				Whatever had him was strong, and he was unceremoniously tossed nearly three meters to his left. It was a good thing too. Just as he was thrown, a large creature rushed out of the water to where he was standing. Sanchez made an awkward landing but managed to keep his feet and tried to get a better view of what was happening.

				The creature was huge, spanning more than seven meters in length. Its head was enormous. Two eyes were situated on the top, obviously what he’d seen peeking from the water, and the front tapered into a snout longer than both his arms combined. Short spikes, several bigger than his hand, protruded from its skin and ran along its back down to the base of its tail. By Sanchez’s recollection, the creature resembled some hideous form of crocodile. Its mouth, full of large and sharp teeth, snapped twice in hopes of catching the unsuspecting Sanchez, but caught only the air where he had been standing along the shore. The creature, quite unhappy at losing its meal, thrashed from side to side to locate its prey, its powerful tail whipping the water in frustration.

				A dark gray figure flashed past Sanchez and charged the ferocious reptile. Sanchez could only watch as the armored figure landed a solid kick to the crocodile’s neck that drove the hulking creature sideways in the soft mud and farther away from him.

				The creature recovered fast and lashed out at its attacker with its powerful jaws, but Sanchez’s defender was too quick and had rolled left toward its rear. He heard a high-pitched metal ring as the gray figure drew a long blade from its back and slashed hard against the creature’s back leg.

				The alien crocodile roared in pain and tried to move away, but its effort was fruitless. Its leg lay severed in the mud and a black ichor poured from the wound, spraying the ground. No longer interested in a meal, the crocodile tried to retreat to the water, but the gray figure leaped onto its back and drove his blade deep into its neck, close to the creature’s spine at the base of its skull. The crocodile’s massive body jerked hard to the left and attempted to throw its assailant, but the gray figure held his grip on the sword and braced himself on the spikes along the creature’s back. The crocodile roared again in pain as its attacker twisted the sword in its back. The wounded beast dropped to the muddy ground. After a few final twitches, the creature let out a soft gurgle and lay still.

				Sanchez couldn’t believe what he’d seen. He approached the dead creature with caution and watched his rescuer pull its long sword from its back and jump down toward him.

				Clad in formfitting body armor with a darkened visor helmet, the slim warrior cleaned the dark blood from the sword with a gloved hand. Even in the dim light, Sanchez could determine the features of his well-armed friend were that of a woman. At her side, a pistol was secured in its holster. Sanchez recognized it.

				Maya Greywalker flipped up her visor with her free hand and sheathed her sword in the scabbard secured across her back. “Commander, are you all right?” Her blue eyes scanned him with genuine concern.

				Sanchez shook his head and held up his hand to placate her. “What would I do without you, Lieutenant?” He walked over to the body of the crocodile. “This thing is huge!” He stared at Maya in disbelief. “I thought Caris said they hadn’t found any large reptiles, just turtles.”

				Maya bent down and studied the creature. She, too, seemed somewhat at a loss. A creature of this size surely would have been seen this close to the camp, and the colonists’ gear should have been able to detect it. She examined the creature’s front foot and slid her gloved hand along its side, just behind its head. “Commander, here.” She pointed to a fold in the creature’s skin.

				Not sure what he was looking at, Sanchez bent down closer. “What is that?”

				“Gills, Commander.” Maya pulled the fold back farther, exposing the gill slits. She grabbed the crocodile’s front foot and spread its three talons wide. A membrane extended halfway up the last knuckle of each talon. “Webbed feet as well, it seems. Perhaps this creature spends more time in the deep water of this lake. That might account for it going unnoticed. There’s still much of this lake, especially the deeper areas, that haven’t been explored.”

				“Why would it come ashore?”

				Maya shook her head. “The colonists’ arrival might have changed its food patterns and forced it to patrol the shore for a meal. If it was hunting in the area, there would be tracks.” Maya stood and started to search, but stopped and turned toward the camp. Sanchez could hear the oncoming sloshes of the armored Marines coming closer now.

				“Commander Sanchez!” Sergeant Toronaga called out.

				“Here!” he yelled back.

				Toronaga and four other Marines arrived and stopped when they saw the body of the creature in the mud.

				“Holy shit!” Toronaga exclaimed. He glanced at Sanchez, who in turn pointed to Maya. “We heard that thing’s roar and rushed down here.” He stared in awe at the dead creature and panned back to Maya. “You took that thing down by yourself, Lieutenant?”

				Maya didn’t say anything, but Sanchez answered for her. “Yeah.”

				One of the Marines walked up to the body and kicked it with his armored boot. “I don’t know, ma’am. It sure is ugly, but you might get a few nice sets of boots out of it.”

				Sanchez could see the short smile grow on her face despite being masked inside her helmet. He started to walk past her then tapped her on the shoulder. “Thanks for the save, Lieutenant. Remind me to return the favor one day.”

				The group left the body of the creature behind. It was too big to move in the soft ground and there wasn’t time to worry about it. Sanchez followed Maya and the Marines back into the bunker. Toronaga grabbed another M20 off the rack on the back wall and handed it to her. “You did well out there, Lieutenant, but you’ll need something more than that pistol and blade if the Cilik’ti come our way.”

				Maya accepted the weapon and walked over to the small table the Marines had created from four crates and a piece of neutronium blast plating. She removed her helmet and set it on the edge of the table, her hair falling across her armored shoulders.

				Sanchez watched her as she scrutinized the weapon, but his eyes wandered and followed the contours of her body armor. Maya’s armor was a flexible neutronium alloy mesh, intermingled with wider armored plates on the more exposed areas of the body. He tried not to stare, but the armor’s sleekness accentuated her form. He let out a slow breath. “Wow.”

				He was sure Maya heard him, but he didn’t see a reaction. He’d seen armor like hers once before, and it hadn’t been that flattering on the man who’d worn it.

				Maya finished her examination of the weapon and slung the rifle over her shoulder. She was about to leave when one of the Marines stopped her at the table.

				It was Shimpton, Toronaga’s armory specialist. “Excuse me, ma’am. Have you been properly checked out on that weapon?” he asked with a polite tone while chewing on a worn toothpick.

				Maya threw a stern look at Toronaga and Sanchez then slipped the rifle from her shoulder and placed it back on the table in front of the Marine.

				“Sorry, ma’am,” Shimpton explained. “These weapons can be temperamental and I can’t let any untrained personnel take one into a combat situation. It’s just not safe.”

				Maya said nothing, and Sanchez was about to interrupt when Toronaga eased his arm in front of Sanchez. She picked up the assault rifle with both hands and showed it to Shimpton. He was about to take it from her but she pulled it back, removed the stock and began to unscrew the barrel. In a matter of seconds she had the M20 dissembled and held the clean firing mechanism in front of Shimpton for his inspection.

				The Marine caught a glimpse of the weapon fragment before Maya’s hands were in motion. She assembled the weapon faster than she’d taken it apart. Each move of her hand was an artistic glide through the air, but with the precision of a crack surgeon. The weapon fully assembled, she opened the breach to show that it was empty and held it out toward Shimpton.

				“Works for me!” he bellowed.

				Maya looked with disdain at Sanchez and Toronaga. Both could only offer meager smirks and shrugs in reply.

				“That’s a nice pig sticker you have there, Lieutenant,” Shimpton said, pointing to the sword still on her back. “Do you mind?”

				Maya reached back, drew the weapon from its protective sheath and handed it to Shimpton. The blade was almost sixty centimeters long and fashioned as a Japanese Wakizashi blade, but the tang was longer than normal.

				Shimpton examined the metal of the blade. “This is almost pure neutronium. I never knew anyone made something like this.” Most military knives and armor plates were fashioned from a neutronium and steel or titanium alloy. Neutronium in its most raw metal form was difficult to mold and maintain, not to mention much heavier. “Where did you get it?”

				“It was a gift from one of my martial arts instructors back on Earth right after I was awarded my first security command off planet,” Maya said. “His father was a gifted swordsmith and he asked him to make it for me. He said a rare person needs a unique weapon. I have yet to find its equal.”

				The Marine armory specialist traced the edge of the blade with his fingers. “How do you keep it sharp? I’d bet it would wear out any whetstone I have.” He handed the sword back to Maya, who slid it into its sheath.

				“A fusion cutter on a high angle with a steady hand is the best way, but I’ve found it doesn’t require much sharpening. It holds a keen edge.”

				“Humph,” Shimpton grunted and sat down at his table to continue his weapon checkouts. “Pretty sweet, Lieutenant, but I agree with Sergeant Toronaga—you’ll need that rifle.”

				Maya nodded. Sanchez didn’t doubt any of the Marines’ recommendations either. He hoped that if the fighting came here, the Marines and their equipment could hold the enemy off and prevent the battle from becoming close quarters.

				As Maya fastened her helmet into place, Sanchez noticed four newcomers entering the bunker. Each of the men wore camouflaged Marine scout armor. It was lighter weight than the standard issue and offered far less protection, but with so many volunteers, supplies of the main line battle gear were limited. Leading the group and carrying his M20 assault rife with a longer range scope was Harvey Kingston.

				Maya closed her visor, and Sanchez could see her head turn to follow him and his men as they walked past. Despite the limited amount of training they’d received, he thought the group carried themselves like soldiers. As they approached him, none of them seemed to pay Maya any attention.

				Sanchez had met Kingston when Sanchez was storing his shuttle near the plateau. He could tell by the way he instructed his people that the man was organized and also quite the talker, especially about non-research-related things. In particular, sports. That was right up Sanchez’s alley. He’d spent twenty minutes with Kingston discussing recent basketball history. Kingston had missed a great deal over his twenty-five-year journey, and even the lengthy discussion couldn’t catch the man up. He knew of Maya’s issue with Kingston, but he couldn’t help liking the guy. Of all the colonists he’d met on this wonderful new world, here was the first one who wasn’t a complete stiff.

				Kingston gave a cordial nod to Sanchez and then addressed Toronaga. “Sergeant, we just received a message from the Armstrong. The Chi’tan are on the move.”

				Toronaga started to gather his gear, as did Sanchez. “Any word from Major McGregor?”

				“Yes. He said to finalize your preparations and get your arses into cover,” Kingston replied, trying to mock McGregor’s accent.

				“Dr. Kingston, get your people in place. I need your group on that ridge just south of the plateau for visual intel, so you’d better get humping,” Toronaga ordered.

				“On it,” Kingston replied. He and his men jogged out of the bunker and headed south along the trail near the plateau wall.

				Toronaga walked over to another group of Marines in the bunker, one of whom was seated on a crate whittling something with his long knife. “All right, everyone, looks like the Cilik’ti are coming to party.” He looked at the man still working on the piece of wood. “Priest, you have a good word for us?”

				Sanchez recognized him. It was the same Marine corporal he’d sparred with back on the Armstrong during the journey to Cygni.

				The man acknowledged Toronaga and continued to carve into the small piece of wood. All the other Marines in the bunker bowed the heads. “The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my strength, in whom I will trust. He is my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. I will call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised, so shall I be saved from my enemies.” Sanchez bowed his head but watched the man continue to carve on the small piece of wood while he spoke. One hand held the piece still while the other worked the knife with expert skill along the edges, smoothing them and forming a shape. The corporal stopped carving and stood, his head raised upward as he shouted, “The Lord is my light and my salvation. Whom shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life. Of whom shall I be afraid?”

				Sanchez scanned the bunker. All the Marines pounded their fists into the hard concrete floor in agreement.

				“When the wicked came against me to eat up my flesh, my enemies, and foes, they stumbled and fell,” the corporal continued, his voice amplified in his praise. “Though an army should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear. Though war should rise against me, in this I will be confident!”

				Sanchez could sense the growing morale in the bunker roaring like a tidal wave and it swelled within him too.

				“The Lord does not grow tired or weary and His understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.” The Marine sat back down and lowered his head. “Heavenly Father, watch over us during these trying days ahead and give us Your divine strength to keep Your people from harm. In Jesus’s name. Amen.”

				When Priest finished his prayer, several of the Marines got up and walked over to him on their way out of the bunker. Priest held up his arm at an angle in front of his face, and each Marine in turn bumped their armored forearms with his own. Above the clink of armor, each in turn called out, “Oo-rah!”

				Toronaga was the last in line. “Well said, Priest.”

				“Thanks, Sergeant,” Priest replied and returned to his small wood carving.

				Sanchez saw the name tag on the Marine said Jarvis, but after the inspiring prayer, he figured Priest was a suitable nickname. Nicknames and call signs were common in the EDF Navy and the Marines. He remembered when his pilot instructor had assigned him a call sign—Cavalier. He hadn’t used it much since his early pilot days, but when a call sign was given, it was usually to amplify a symbol of the person’s personality. Only in the rarest of cases was the person allowed to choose his own.

				The young Marine walked over to Maya and handed her his woodworking project. The carving was a miniature replica of one of the Marine’s MACE units and despite the longer knife he’d used, the detail of Priest’s carving was excellent. “Here you are, ma’am.”

				Maya accepted the gift with a gracious smile. “Thank you, Corporal.” She held it up in front of her to admire his handiwork then slipped the wooden carving into a secure pouch on her belt.

				He was smooth too. Sanchez had to give him that.

				Priest grabbed his weapon, a longer-barreled version of the M20 with a scope that was similar to Kingston’s weapon, and walked out of the bunker into the pouring rain. Without even thinking, Sanchez followed him. Priest navigated a worn path to a long shelter thirty meters away and stepped underneath the awning that kept out the rain. Inside the shelter were the Marine company’s MACE units. Priest stowed his sniper rifle on the back of his MACE and stepped inside the armored suit.

				Sanchez watched as the armor closed around him and Priest ran through its power up sequence and system checkout. This was the first time he’d seen the powered armor units and Hood was right, they seemed impressive. “Where are you headed, Corporal?”

				Priest’s voice came over the MACE external speakers. “I scouted an outcropping about twenty meters from the top of the plateau wall. It’s got a good view of the surrounding area, even with this jack drab weather. Lord willin’, it’ll keep me hidden along the cliff.”

				Sanchez surveyed the looming red wall, which extended all the way up to the plateau high overhead. “How do you plan to get up there?”

				Priest flexed the powerful armored fingers of his MACE. “I found a good ride up the face. It should take me just a couple of minutes to climb, even with the rain.” He walked his MACE out of the shelter and took off in a sprint toward the wall face. He reached it a matter of seconds and rapidly began to scale the rocky surface. His M20 rifle seemed small on the MACE’s back compared to the larger M420 version that hung next to it.

				Priest scaled the wall with ease in his MACE unit, Sanchez wanted to hop in a MACE himself and join him on the wall. He checked out the next MACE unit in line, when Toronaga stepped up beside him.

				“I don’t think there’s anyone I would want giving us high cover other than Priest, Commander,” Toronaga said with confidence.

				Priest reached the outcropping and moved his MACE away from the edge and out of sight.

				“Is he that good, Sergeant?”

				Toronaga didn’t hesitate. “Best I’ve seen in three companies, sir, and I’ve been teamed up with some real crack shots.”

				“I see,” Sanchez mused and walked down the line of MACE units in the shelter. Several open crates next to the power armor contained some of their modular weapon systems. Sanchez peeked inside a few to get a better view. Being on the front lines in combat was what he’d wanted—not exactly on the ground, but if he had his choice, it would definitely be in one of these babies. If only there was more time, he could figure it out. He noticed Toronaga prepping one of the MACE units at the far end of the row and walked over to watch. “How long have you trained on one of these?”

				Toronaga thought about it for a second. “I’d have to say about eight months. I was in one of the advanced fielding squads during their final phase of testing. They’re pretty rock solid if you ask me.”

				“Don’t get me wrong, but you don’t strike me as one of the typical family generation Marines,” Sanchez said. “Am I wrong?”

				“Nope, but I know a lot in this unit who are,” Toronaga said. “Lots of tradition here, sir. Just trying to make my own mark.”

				“So what made you join up?”

				“Well, my parents were both from a small village outside of Yokohama. When I was about six months old, they moved the family to Kodiak, Alaska.”

				“Kodiak,” Sanchez said, surprised. “Why?”

				“They’re both marine biologists, prominent ones too in the analysis of humpback and killer whales. Kodiak was a prime location for their research,” Toronaga explained.

				“How long were you there?”

				“My parents are still there, but I left right out of high school.” Toronaga laughed as he slapped a feed magazine into the MACE’s M420. “I never liked the ocean much and unless you went to the mainland, there wasn’t much else to do. Our sports team got to travel for competition, and I was thankful for any moment I could get away from there.”

				“So you traded a life of whale chasing in the big ocean for being a gun jockey in outer space,” Sanchez said with a wry smile. “I think it was good choice.”

				Toronaga stepped inside his MACE unit, started the activation sequence and the armor closed around him. The MACE’s arms grasped the M420 rifle, and Toronaga held it up to examine the weapon. Confident the weapon was in order, Toronaga had the menacing armor look down at Sanchez. “I do too, Commander,” his voice echoed out of the MACE speakers.

				* * *

				The main view screens over the Command Station displayed the three approaching Cilik’ti vessels. Hood’s eyes were fixed on the largest vessel and the stream of tactical information flowing along the side of the screen. The Chi’tan had brought out the big guns. A Cilik’ti mother ship was now on approach, flanked by two heavy cruisers. Hood was nervous and fidgeted in his seat as his brain digested the information about the mother ship. There has to be a weakness to exploit.

				During the previous Cilik’ti conflict, the large, almost conical-shaped cruisers were a common foe in fleet engagements. Compared to the mother ship, its escorts were just over half the size of the Armstrong and covered in jagged armor plating and weapon arrays. Hood had beaten these types of vessels time and time again during the war. He was sure the Chi’tan planned to use the cruisers just to keep him busy.

				The mother ship was the real threat to the colony. The huge Cilik’ti capital ship was at least three times the size of the Armstrong, fashioned in a wide oval, almost resembling a gigantic clam. Large bulbous areas covered its smooth, armored surface, each with a spacious launch bay that were sure to house hundreds of drones and, if Hood was right, assault landing craft. Point defense weapons extended outward from around each of the small pods on the ship’s surface like tiny needles protruding from a pincushion, ensuring that any attempt to get close would come at a heavy price.

				A Cilik’ti mother ship had shown itself on the field one time during the Mars invasion, but it had never involved itself in combat. Nor were there any EDF ships available to even attempt an attack on the vessel. The tactical reports showed a few cruiser-sized particle cannons, but Hood was confident the ship held far more powerful weapons that still hadn’t been detected.

				The defensive first move was simple to make. Hood had positioned the Armstrong into a synchronous orbit above the Magellan. If he could hold this position, the Cilik’ti would have to go through a hail of defensive fire to reach the surface, and the odds to win the battle on the ground would be in McGregor’s favor. He had to give him any possible edge. The man was going to need it.

				“Captain, the cruisers have accelerated, approaching on attack vectors,” Aldridge called out.

				Hood saw the same change she did and opened a channel to communications. “I want an open channel to the Chi’tan vessels.”

				“Sir?” Wells replied a little uncertain.

				“Just do it,” he ordered. He knew from Kree that the Cilik’ti had learned to understand human communication, probably before the first invasion began, but they’d never exhibited any interest in talking back. He only needed them to listen.

				Wells nodded to Hood as the channel opened.

				“Attention Cilik’ti vessels. This is Captain James Hood aboard the EDF Armstrong. The conflict between our two people is over and has been for several of our solar cycles. We came here to find out what happened to a ship our people had sent here years before our conflict. They are innocents who know nothing of war or the horrors both our races endured so long ago. I ask that you let us evacuate them from this world and we’ll leave the system in peace.” He paused, hoping to see a change in the approaching Cilik’ti ships. There wasn’t any. “There’s no need to renew hostilities between us. There are lives at stake here on both sides. Don’t waste them.”

				Hood gave a signal for Wells to kill the channel. He had thrown his card to the Cilik’ti, an open opportunity to end this before it got nasty.

				“Sir, the mother ship is on the move,” Aldridge said, breaking the silence on the Command Deck. “She’s headed right for us.”

				Hood lowered his head then turned back toward Aldridge. The tactical officer peered over her terminal and shook her head. It was time. “Launch all remaining fighters and separate the gunships.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				The two Chi’tan heavy cruisers grew larger on the main Command Station screens. There was nothing subtle in their approach. The cruisers intended to force the Armstrong out of its orbital position and provide a clear path for their landing craft.

				Hood matched the distances and speeds in his head. He touched a button on his terminal. A timer displayed on his screen and started to count up. To him, planned battles started in a rhythm, much like a grand classical music piece, and it was the crescendos and fast-moving stanzas that would push the contest to its inevitable climax. But sometimes the uniqueness of the rhythm was lost behind the thunderous booms of explosions, raised voices shouting commands and the screams of the dying. And it was there that ship captains like Hood relied on prepared reactions to bring the rest of the orchestra back into rhythm for the remainder of the score.

				When the timer reached fifty, all the fighters and gunships reached their positions. Not wanting to leave or take his eyes of the screens, he opened a comm channel to Aldridge. “Lieutenant, send Delta eleven and twelve planet-side and have them hold in high atmosphere away from the colony. Our good major’s going to need some air cover.”

				“Aye, sir. I already had them on standby.”

				On count sixty-five, the two Raptor fighter bombers left the aft docking bay of the Armstrong and headed down into the waiting atmosphere. The Raptors, the only available atmosphere-capable fighters, were still inside the Armstrong. Hood needed the squadron to be available for both bombing runs on the Cilik’ti vessels and support for the surface. Committing the bulk of the squadron too early would be costly. The Cilik’ti cruisers responded to the move by launching drones on count seventy-five.

				Hood tagged the cruiser on the more direct course as primary. The second cruiser, in an obvious pincer move, had diverted its course and was now approaching the Armstrong’s lower port side, just above the atmosphere.

				The field was set. All the pawns were arrayed and the major pieces began to move. He liked playing chess at a fast pace. Quick, planned actions and reactions were similar in both the board game and in a tactical contest on the battlefield.

				At count one hundred on the timer, Aldridge called out, “Captain, primary cruiser is locking weapons.”

				Hood didn’t panic. His opponent had made the first challenge: Knight to E4. “Get me firing solutions on both cruisers.” He tapped another button on his terminal and opened a channel to Engineering. “Mr. Whitaker, are you ready with that shield?”

				“Just give the word,” the Armstrong’s chief engineer replied.

				Countermove, Bishop to C7. “Fire it up!” Hood ordered. It took a few moments, but the translucent bubble appeared around the Armstrong, rippling into place as the ship turned to face the first cruiser head-to-head.

				“Shield is up and at full strength,” Whitaker said. “I don’t know how it’ll hold under sustained fire, but it’s yours.”

				Whitaker’s question was about to answered. Hood had little time to thank the chief engineer and close the channel when the first Cilik’ti cruiser opened fire. Knight to F6 takes pawn, check.

				* * *

				Tactical Officer Lieutenant Aldridge monitored Lieutenant Krieg and his squadron of Stingrays as they accelerated toward the oncoming Cilik’ti ships. Rook Squadron had been positioned above the Armstrong and in-between two of the Armistead gunships. It was a perfect vantage point to intercept enemy craft and still support the gunships. The large Cilik’ti cruiser weapons impacted the shield around the Armstrong, and the resulting light show illuminated the hundreds of Cilik’ti drones approaching at high speed.

				Krieg’s squadron followed the gunship in front of them toward one of the larger groups of drones. “Keep it tight, boys!” she heard Krieg yell over the comms. “Quick bursts and fly through. There’s too many to worry about a lock.”

				The cloud of drones in front of them consisted of the elusive and deadly fighter drones, but it was the two groupings of larger bombers that were the Rook’s real targets.

				Hood’s defensive strategy hinged on eliminating the bombers early in the engagement, before they could launch their payloads. Their needle-shaped bombs, code-named “stingers,” contained a powerful pidium-grade explosive and their jet-black coating made them difficult to see once they were launched. It was imperative that Krieg’s squadron get through the enemy fighter screen and reach the slower bombers.

				Several flak rounds from the Armstrong streaked past the gunships and exploded deep into the heart of the enemy drone formations. Hot metal scattered outward from the explosions, decimating several of the craft, but more moved in to fill their places.

				The gunships opened fire on the approaching fighter drones, forcing them to scatter. The Armistead gunship’s systems were well suited for tracking the fast-moving drones. Explosions filled the space in front of Krieg’s squadron as the nearest gunship vaporized scores of fighters.

				Just as Hood had planned, Krieg’s squadron burst through the hole created in the confusion, with each of the pilots scoring at least two kills on the way through. The drones weren’t easy to overwhelm, and several of the Cilik’ti fighters changed course to harass the Rooks.

				The bombers were dead ahead and already trying to evade the oncoming EDF fighters. Each Rook locked a pair of missiles on the bombers as they approached and fired. The missiles sped away from the Stingrays, closed the distance and struck home. Aldridge heard Krieg shout in triumph over the comms, but the Rooks’ early success was dwarfed by the sheer number of bombers that still remained. Her enthusiasm started to wane. More drones were coming from the mother ship, and enemy fire from the pursuing drones danced past his fighter.

				“Rooks, break by wings!” Krieg called out.

				The squadron separated in pairs and engaged. Moments later, Aldridge heard a frantic voice over the comms. “Lead this is twelve. I’m hit! Engine failing!”

				“Punch out, Merlin!” Merlin’s wingman cried out over the squadron’s comm channel.

				Aldridge could feel the force of the fighter exploding in her heart. She remembered what Hood had told her about the battlefield and those in it. People were going to get hurt, even die. A leader’s job was to keep the battle under control. Only then could she keep her people alive.

				She hoped Merlin was okay, but he was going to be EVA for a long time before Search and Rescue could reach him. Losing one of the fighters this early in the fight was tough, but it made her focus harder.

				She heard Krieg’s wingman call out to him, “Lead, break right.” On her screen, she could see the drones closing in. Krieg rolled his fighter just in time to avoid them. He squared his fighter and pushed it down under the two drones. The Cilik’ti fighters screamed past, missing his fighter’s tail by a few meters. He cut left to complete his countermove when both drones exploded.

				“Thanks, Ivy,” he praised his wingman.

				“No problem, lead.” Ivy laughed.

				Both Stingrays formed up and vectored toward another group of bombers already on approach. The group of six bombers was already closing fast on the Armstrong, which was also on the move. The huge Dreadnaught had assumed a circular course around its previous position, and the powerful rail guns from her starboard side were stripping off chunks of armor from the first Cilik’ti cruiser.

				Aldridge watched a feed from an external camera as the bombers on the far left of the group disintegrated and the resulting debris slammed into another. Disabled, the bomber careened out of control among the growing wreckage between the cruiser and the Armstrong.

				The three remaining bombers released their payload just before Krieg and his wingman tore them to pieces. Aldridge saw the threat alert on her screen. The bombs were too far away for the fighters to get to them in time.

				“Watchtower, this is Rook Leader. I count three stingers coming in on your starboard quarter.”

				Aldridge was already on it. The Armstrong’s point defense cannons opened up with a hail of fire. The first bomb exploded under fire from the pulse cannons, followed by the second a few seconds later. Neither warhead detonated since the bombs weren’t close enough to the target. The final bomb continued to close until the guns managed to destroy it in a blinding mammoth explosion.

				“Watchtower, any damage?” Krieg yelled into the comms.

				Aldridge turned her head toward Wells at the Communications Station and shook it. Relief washed over Wells’s face. “No damage, Wolfhound. We were outside of its kill radius, but thanks for the heads-up.”

				Aldridge checked her screen again. The squadron had finished off the last of the large group of bombers and, other than some minor damage, hadn’t suffered any more losses.

				She ordered the Rooks to fall back and cover the nearby gunship, which was under fire from a swarm of fighter drones. The gunship was holding its own, but a larger problem loomed on the horizon. Aldridge found herself staring at the Cilik’ti mother ship that filled over a quarter of one of her screens. It was getting closer and would be in range to launch its attack craft at any minute. The battle was going well, but it had only just begun.

				* * *

				Particle cannon explosions showered the shield along the Armstrong’s starboard side. Despite the increasing damage to its hull, the Cilik’ti cruiser continued to press its attack. The shield’s performance was brilliant against the cruiser’s weapons. The physical nature of the particle blasts provided the shield gradual regeneration, but Hood could see its strength waning. He knew it couldn’t hold forever; it just needed to give him an edge.

				The Cilik’ti cruiser didn’t have that luxury. The huge rail guns from the Armstrong had decimated the vessel’s armor along its front quarter and shells now penetrated the less-protected superstructure. The cruiser was forced to move off to protect its exposed areas, but that limited the ship’s ability to attack. The Chi’tan had planned to damage the larger Dreadnaught while she was pressed against the planet, force it out of orbit to engage them and then be caught between the two cruisers. It was the Armstrong’s effective shield that had surprised the aliens and thwarted their attack plan.

				On the Command Deck of the Armstrong, Hood continued to monitor the battle, but often his attention was drawn to the mother ship. He needed to hold this position. Even if the Cilik’ti could launch now, their assault craft would face a longer path to the surface and his fighters could harass them well before they reached atmosphere. If they changed course to go around him, it would cost them precious time.

				Rook to H5. His terminal flashed a new warning. The second Cilik’ti cruiser had closed within firing range. The cruiser opened fire, and now the Armstrong’s shield was stressed from attacks on two fronts. The second salvo from the new attack bled through the shield and struck the Armstrong on the front quarter. The armor held, but the ship shuddered under the assault. The new attack proved to be the first change to Hood’s rhythm of the battle.

				Hood selected a new heading on his terminal. “Helm, change course. All ahead three-quarters.” He looked back at Aldridge. “Prepare port torpedoes to fire on secondary cruiser and load high explosive rounds in the rails. Give me a solution for the torpedoes, but hold rail guns to my mark.” Knight to G3. Check.

				“Aye, sir,” she replied while she worked to assign the new target to the weapon’s stations.

				Even with the inertial dampeners, the crew on the Command Deck could feel the huge ship turn and accelerate. Her new course reversed her circular one and cut across the path of the second cruiser. As she began to turn, the port side torpedo launch tubes began to open.

				“Captain, secondary cruiser is changing course,” Aldridge announced. “She’s matching our heading and trying to maintain distance.” King to E1.

				Hood stood from his seat. “Helm, alter course thirty degrees to port and accelerate to flank.”

				The Armstrong banked hard into its turn, trying to close the distance between the two ships. The Cilik’ti vessel again matched the Dreadnaught’s course, but the Armstrong had managed to cut the distance by almost one-third.

				“Helm, resume last course. Launch torpedoes as we pass,” Hood ordered.

				The Armstrong banked to her starboard, and five MK98 torpedoes left their launch tubes, speeding toward the Chi’tan cruiser. The cruiser banked away from the Armstrong and accelerated, trying to regain the distance between the two ships.

				“Secondary cruiser is now at three thousand meters. Torpedoes have acquired and will impact in fifteen seconds,” Aldridge assured, but her confidence melted away as her terminal beeped. “Captain, enemy ship has activated countermeasures and is attempting to jam our torpedoes.”

				“Steady as she goes, helm.” Hood knew he had to be patient.

				“Secondary cruiser is changing course again. She’s moving above us, Captain, and angling back to bring her main guns back in the fight. Torpedoes are still holding course. With her jamming up, she’s preparing to let the torpedoes run and pass beneath her,” Aldridge informed him.

				“Helm execute forty degree roll to starboard, match target as she moves,” Hood ordered and waited for the show.

				The torpedoes closed within five hundred meters of their target. The five MK98s made an abrupt alteration to their course and bore down on the Cilik’ti cruiser. Surprise. The Cilik’ti countermeasures were ineffective, and the new torpedoes had held their locks after all. Knight to E5, takes Rook.

				Caught off guard, the cruiser’s point defense guns activated too late. The MK98’s slammed home against the Cilik’ti capital ship. Savage explosions ripped huge holes in her armor, expelling atmosphere from the ship’s interior. Secondary explosions knocked out the cruiser’s engines. Even though it moved under its current momentum, the bow of the ship dipped below her stern, a clear sign she had lost helm control.

				“Port guns open fire. Target those exposed areas!”

				The Armstrong’s gunners couldn’t miss. Huge explosive rounds found their marks deep in the internal workings of the Chi’tan cruiser. More explosions ensued and massive blasts erupted from her stern, fracturing her engines. Sensor readings confirmed that one of the cruiser’s reactors had blown. The ship was disintegrating.

				A cheer broke out on the Command Deck, and Hood felt a sense of relief that the enemy numbers had been reduced. But they were still outnumbered. He checked his terminal for the latest tactical positions. The first cruiser was reengaging. The battle with the second cruiser had taken the Armstrong to the edge of the window he’d drawn to prevent a direct assault on the colony by the Cilik’ti landing craft. The Chi’tan had realized it too. Queen to E5, takes Knight.

				The Chi’tan mother ship, already nearing the planet, accelerated. Large assault landers began to stream out of her launch bays. The Cilik’ti assault lander was a heavily armored transport ship that reminded Hood of an old Earth blimp. However innocent their appearance, these deadly craft were armed to the teeth and could carry up to five vehicles and over one hundred Cilik’ti warriors. Several of the craft already had red auras developing around them as they started to enter the atmosphere.

				Hood had to react fast. “All starboard rail guns target planet-bound landing craft. Fire at will!” Bishop to B5, takes Pawn.

				The Armstrong’s guns put up a wall of fire between the Chi’tan mother ship and the planet. Two of the landers were hit in the first salvo and exploded in a shower of armored shrapnel that struck a third lander, sending it spiraling out of control into the planet’s atmosphere. One of the Armstrong’s fighter groups brought two more of the craft down in a hail of missiles, but more and more slipped through and were on their way planet-side.

				“Lieutenant Wells, you’d better get McGregor. Tell him he’s got incoming.”

				Another blast stuck the Armstrong, and the impact jarred the Command Deck. The first cruiser had reengaged and her primary guns hammered the shield, breaking through the barrier and pounding the armor on the Armstrong’s bow. Knight to D5, takes Pawn.

				Precious seconds ticked by as Hood had to give his gunners clear shots at the remaining transport. The Armstrong took another hit on her bow. No more transports appeared from the mother ship. The last two just entering the atmosphere exploded in massive fireballs, suffering deadly fire from the Armstrong’s guns.

				Hood checked the tactical screen again. Of the nearly fifty transports the mother ship had sent to the planet, only twenty-two of them had made it through. Twenty-two too many. He smacked his thigh in frustration. The Chi’tan got what they wanted. Enough enemy hardware was headed down to the planet to roll over the colony twice, but he had faith in McGregor. It was up to the Marines on the planet now.

				Hood turned his attention back to the cruiser. He needed to finish her off now if they had any chance of tangling with the mother ship. He decided to put another piece into the game. “Aldridge, power up the particle cannon and target that cruiser.” Hood had kept the large particle weapon out of the fight for a reason. The shield had kept the Cilik’ti off-balance, and the torpedoes showed them how much they’d underestimated humans since the war. The particle cannon, well, that put them on the same playing field. It was sure to open their eyes. Queen to E3, takes Pawn. Check.

				It took almost ten seconds for the cannon to complete its charge, and the Cilik’ti cruiser continued its attack. The next blast penetrated the shield. The cruiser’s particle weapons melted away more of the Armstrong’s armor on her bow like butter. Sparks flashed from a panel on the left side of the Command Deck, and a warning alarm flashed on Hood’s screen. “Damage report!” Bishop to E2.

				“That last hit compromised the outer hull, bow sections of decks five and six. Two point defense guns are down, but inner hull integrity and atmosphere are intact,” Aldridge said. Waves of concern for the crew pounded inside Hood like a rising flood, but her next words kept them in check. “No casualties reported.”

				Another hit in that section could be disastrous, and Hood knew it. He turned back toward Aldridge and his jaw tightened. “Lock on to that cruiser and fire.”

				Crackling blue energy gathered on the edge of the huge gun on the top of the Armstrong. Hood watched in earnest as the particle cannon’s energy discharged and slammed into the remaining Chi’tan cruiser. The blast ripped into her hull and exploded in the heart of the vessel. Blue-and-yellow fire along with the ship’s atmosphere burst their way out of the cruiser’s docking bays, accompanied by debris and the bodies of the Cilik’ti crew. The cruiser broke into three pieces. The aft section containing the engines exploded in a blinding flash of white light. Queen to C5, takes Knight.

				Cheers renewed among the crew on the Command Deck, and Hood caught sight of Jillian’s elation as she celebrated with the helmsman. Her hands bolted over her head in jubilation. She gazed back at him, eyes filled with joy. Hood started to celebrate himself, until the power to his station fluctuated. He paused and surveyed the Command Deck while the rest of the crew continued to celebrate. The power flux moved across several of the systems for a brief few seconds then ended.

				Hood reopened his channel to Engineering, “Mr. Whitaker! I thought that power issue on the cannon was fixed.” Whitaker didn’t answer, but Hood could hear him yelling at his staff in the background. “Whitaker, what’s going on?”

				Hood heard racing footsteps, and then Whitaker’s strained voice came over the channel. He was out of breath. “Sorry, Captain. We had...” He stopped and took two deep breaths.

				“You had what?”

				“The cannon, sir,” Whitaker began, now much clearer. “When we rerouted the power through the space-fold drive, we tapped the raw power feeds in its section to avoid issues with the shield.”

				“I got that. What happened?”

				Sounding somewhat annoyed, Whitaker continued, “Well, the power feeds are fused for their protection against shorts and current overload. It seems the inrush current from the cannon after firing overwhelmed them.”

				“So what? We blew a fuse?”

				“In a sense, yes.”

				Hood pressed his fist into his forehead and clenched his teeth in frustration. “Why didn’t it happen when we first charged the cannon?”

				“Initial charge like that is a slower process, but the recycle creates the huge inrush,” Whitaker explained and then directed one his technicians to check the secondary circuits to the shield.

				The Armstrong completed her turn back toward the planet and the mother ship. Hundreds of fighter drones swarmed in from the huge Cilik’ti vessel and the Armstrong’s point defense guns opened fire on all sides. Two of the Armstrong’s fighter squadrons, both approaching half strength, engaged the drones, while the four gunships pulled in closer to offer support.

				Hood’s face was red from anger. “We’re running out of time, Mr. Whitaker. I need that weapon operational,” he chided. “What are our options?”

				“It’ll take time to route a new circuit to handle that power load and it would be unwise not to protect it in case it took a hit or overloaded. We could lose half the ship if it exploded.”

				The Chi’tan mother ship moved away from the planet but closed the distance to the Armstrong in the process. Queen to A4, takes Pawn. Hood examined the tactical screen again. The ship would be in optimum firing range of the cannon in about ten seconds. He put the channel to Engineering on hold and instructed Aldridge to target all rail gun batteries on the mother ship and open fire. The roar of the Armstrong’s weapons started anew, and explosions began to appear on the mother ship’s armored hull. The powerful armor-piercing rounds slammed into it, wrecking some of the huge ship’s powerful armor plates. Rook to A6.

				Hood opened the channel back to Engineering and Whitaker’s first words were incoherent. “I need a solution, Mr. Whitaker. Can we use the weapon, or are we going to just keep popping fuses?”

				“Well, as I was saying before you put me on hold, we could apply some bleed circuits, but it’ll take time. Once the fuses blow and are reset, the weapon charges slower without the huge inrush and we can—”

				“So you’re saying the gun will charge normally once we reset again.”

				“Yes,” Whitaker answered. “I mean, it’s not ideal, to be sure, but—”

				Hood didn’t have time for him to elaborate. “How many fuse packs do we have, Mr. Whitaker?”

				There was a brief silence on the other and then some whispering. “They’re used on the main power conduits from the reactors,” Whitaker said. Hood could hear him accessing his terminal. “Looks like we have about a hundred in stores?”

				“Excellent. They just became ammo. Get them out of stores, and I want that circuit patched after every shot.”

				“But sir, using these fuses like this could cause wear on the conduits or instability in the cannon, not to mention the drain on the reactors. To be sure, the theory could hold promise, and I imagine the research and engineering community could provide—”

				“Just use them, Mr. Whitaker. We’ll talk about the ramifications for a technical paper on the matter after we win the battle. Hood out.” He slammed his hand against his terminal, and the channel closed. “Aldridge, Whitaker will have the cannon back in operation in a minute. Target those hangars—”

				“Sir!” she said before he could finish. “Sensors just picked up new gun ports on the mother ship.” She checked her screen again. “There’s a massive power spike.”

				Queen to C6, takes Pawn. Check.

				Hood turned back toward his screen and was almost blinded by the flash when the main cannons of the mother ship opened fire, and their energy impacted on the Armstrong’s regenerating shield. Two of the energy bursts pierced the shield and lanced down the front port quarter of the Armstrong’s hull, scorching armor plates as they went.

				The lights in the Command Deck dimmed, and two panels from the ceiling were blown off. Blinding pain erupted on the side of his face and he was knocked off his feet. He got up gingerly, holding his cheek. His hand felt wet and he noticed the blood on his palm. A piece of one of the panels had grazed him. Blood continued to ooze from the wound and he held his hand tight against it to slow the bleeding.

				Hood struggled to focus and dizziness made it hard to stand. He leaned against his chair to steady himself. “Damage report!”

				Aldridge didn’t answer.

				The dizziness subsided, and Hood focused his vision on the Tactical Station. He could see the lieutenant’s prone form beneath the console. He raced to the station, arriving shoulder to shoulder with Jillian. They found Aldridge facedown on the deck but steadily pushing herself up. Both officers grabbed an arm and helped her to her feet.

				“I’m all right, Captain,” she said and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

				“Are you sure?” he asked.

				She assured him and pointed to his cheek. Jillian saw it as well and grabbed one of the nearby med kits from the wall. She opened it and put a medical patch over the wound. The gash was sure to need additional care, but the medication in the patch would seal around it and force the wound to clot.

				Aldridge moved back to her terminal. “Let me check the damage, sir.”

				Hood watched the results flash onto her screen. It wasn’t good. The two main rail guns on the port side were out of commission, as well as one of the torpedo launchers. Scarce pockets of armor remained where the Cilik’ti weapons had struck, and casualty reports began to pour in. No deaths, but several injured, at least two severely.

				“Evasive maneuvers, Titan One,” Hood called to the helm as he walked back to the Command Station. “We can’t go toe-to-toe with that thing, but we can weave and dodge while we land our own punches.” He sat down in his chair and his body ached. Even though the gash on his head stopped bleeding, it still throbbed. “Aldridge, all available guns are to return fire at will. And get that particle cannon locked on. I want to give them a taste of their own medicine.” Queen to C6, takes Queen.

				Jillian sat down next to Hood. His blood was still on her hands, which were shaking. He reached over, grabbed a bloody hand and squeezed it hard to get her attention. Her hands stopped trembling and latched on to his. He could see her patented look of determination return to her face just as the first salvo from the Armstrong’s cannon streaked toward the Chi’tan mother ship. The energy tore a huge hole in one of its launch bays and ruined the bay’s point defense weapons.

				The massive Cilik’ti ship launched another barrage in response that clipped the shield, but missed the Dreadnaught, much to the relief of many on board. Knight to C6, takes Queen and completes trade.

				“I’m worried about Jonathan and Gina,” she said. “I hope they’re doing better than we are up here.”

				Hood’s mind broke away from the battle and he pictured his uncle standing next to McGregor, holding back a swarm of Cilik’ti warriors. He worried about them too. But it was their fight, and he prayed God would protect them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Magellan Colony Site
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				Through his powerful field glasses, McGregor caught sight of the first Cilik’ti assault crafts when they cleared the edge of the atmosphere. It was difficult to see them at first in the turbulent dull red sky. He growled, but it was more of a challenge than anger. He was ready for them. The wind had picked up, and the rain now pelted the Marines’ positions around the colony reducing visibility, but McGregor didn’t mind the weather. His focus was on the Cilik’ti landing craft, which were coming in hot and under fire. At least three fiery trails veered off in different angles away from the colony, victims of his weapon batteries’ defensive fire. Two disintegrated in the atmosphere, while the third lit up like a fireball and slammed hard into the lower mountains one hundred clicks south of their position.

				More craft barreled into the atmosphere and unfolded large wings. The wings held the majority of their weapons as well as their powerful engines. Once the wings deployed, the landers were capable of inflicting severe damage to ground targets and deploying their troop payloads. The array of defensive armaments set up around the colony opened fire on the Cilik’ti ships. Missiles and pulse cannon blasts exploded around the landers, whose current speed due to the descent made it impossible to land or slow down to drop any troops as they passed. Each lander in turn tried to make a wide bank around the perimeter of the colony to avoid direct fire, but several took hits and at least four left the area with smoke or fire trailing them.

				McGregor increased the magnification of his glasses and verified his count. He had a total of twenty-two landers that broke atmosphere, but now he only saw eighteen. More of his missiles continued to streak toward the Cilik’ti ships as they dropped closer to the planet surface, and his automated guns in the clearings east of the colony drove them south toward the large tangled forest.

				Huge plumes of purple smoke rose up in front of the landers. The Cilik’ti had plasma bombed the LZs. The plasma flash burned the forest underneath the landers and filled the air with a smoke curtain. The rain and wind were able to thin the wall of smoke somewhat, but it had already done its job. McGregor couldn’t see what the Cilik’ti put on the ground, but he was certain it wasn’t good.

				McGregor was about to pull down his glasses when he caught a glimpse of a small explosion north and farther east of the Cilik’ti LZ. He was already at max magnification, and the visibility made it near impossible to see what was happening. He was able to make out the rough outline of a lander, and then another in the flashes of explosions. The ground guns defending the open clearing outside the forest continued to hit the ships, but these blasts were larger.

				Missiles were still heading toward targets, but nothing tracked that direction, which meant only one thing. The lake site’s weapons were still active and they had opened fire on the remaining Cilik’ti landers closer to their position.

				“Carney!” McGregor yelled to his lieutenant as he pointed in the direction of the lake site. “I thought we put those guns at the lake site on close range fire! Why are they attacking?”

				The Marine lieutenant checked his data pad and brought up the guns around the lake site. “We did, sir.” Each gun status showed active in full fire mode. “I don’t understand it.”

				“Fix it, Lieutenant, or our people up there are going to get a nasty greetin’ from some pissed-off Tikis!” McGregor bellowed as he glared at his subordinate. He slammed his glasses back into his bag.

				After about twenty seconds, the young Marine officer was able to change the guns to the close range support status, but those landers had also launched their plasma bombs and could be landing their troops.

				McGregor needed to know if the lake site was compromised, and fast. The lake was remote enough for the shuttles to hide and if things went bad, anyone who managed to hide out could make their way there for an escape. Toronaga’s force was small, so his plan for them was to use as much electronic and natural camouflage as possible to keep hidden. He needed the Tikis focused on him. Four landers could still hold a tremendous amount of equipment. If Cilik’ti troops from the other landers joined them, Toronaga’s force wouldn’t stand a chance.

				Running into his makeshift Operations Center on the platform, he tapped his communications officer. “Do we still have satellite access?”

				The dark-haired young woman behind the terminal nodded and brought up the link. McGregor valued each of his four young officers, and Lieutenant Searcy had proven to be tech-savvy and a good fighter. “Link’s up. Imaging coming in now.”

				McGregor set his bag down and watched the images appear on the lone screen in the room. The weather continued to make it difficult to see what was happening. He changed the imagining to infrared and had to hold back his surprise. Of the eighteen remaining landers from his last count, fifteen were still active. The landers didn’t need to touch down to disembark their troops, but four were positioned on the ground and no longer moving. The remaining signatures were scattered hot spots, proof positive that a lander had been destroyed, with one of them closer to the lake.

				His weapon emplacements had done better than he’d hoped, but all the automated guns near the forest had been destroyed. The landers had begun to move westward, engaging more of the colony’s air defenses. As the larger ships moved, he focused on what was left behind, the troops and equipment on the ground. The larger group had managed to deploy a host of vehicles, and McGregor recognized the signature of the bigger ones. The Cilik’ti main battle tanks were a feared sight up close and they had earned their “Shredder” nickname well. Created around a set of twin particle cannons capable of dealing tremendous damage at a range of greater than two kilometers, the huge tanks were kings in battlefields with great visibility. Up close, the tanks used two weapons, small pulse-based cannons for defense against light vehicles and a plasma energy web. It was the latter weapon that had spawned the Shredder nickname among the EDF forces. Once unleashed, the energy matrix expanded, dissecting anyone or anything in its path for thirty meters. The only reprieve EDF troops received was the cycle time for the weapon, but the demoralization of watching your friends being sliced into tiny pieces drove some of the bravest soldiers into flight.

				Their hover engine drives offered them great speed and made hostile terrain, like the troublesome rocky and broken ground on Mars, easy to traverse. But McGregor had counted on that. During the war, he’d seen how well the tanks worked in low or no atmosphere environments, but now, the thick air of Cygni and the elements were beating down on them. Under the cover of their landers, the tanks should’ve been gaining ground, but even the smaller armored personnel carriers that ferried several of the powerful Cilik’ti warriors were slowed.

				McGregor smiled in satisfaction. His choice of ground was now in his favor, but not all the Cilik’ti were headed his way. The remaining lander moved eastward toward the lake, followed by two Shredders, six of the Cilik’ti APCs and several Cilik’ti warriors on foot.

				If he tried to warn the lake site, the Cilik’ti might trace the signal and would know Toronaga was there. McGregor shook his head. He had made his decision. He had to maintain the illusion the camp was deserted. If the Cilik’ti arrived, their infrared sensors would find nothing and should turn back to rejoin the others. He knew Toronaga would be aware that some of the enemy was coming his way, and he had eyes of his own.

				The battlefield image faded, and Searcy’s terminal turned red. “Sir, we just lost the satellite feed.” The Marine lieutenant typed furiously, but no avail. “It’s no good, sir. The enemy’s taken down all the ones in range.”

				“Searcy, get me our air cover,” he said to his comm officer. “Time to bring the rain.”

				McGregor waited for the comm channel to open to the two Raptors from the Armstrong. He knew Hood had stationed them there to be clear of the drop zone and not be caught up in the barrage his air defenses would throw at the Cilik’ti.

				“Sir, I’ve raised the fighters on comms,” Searcy told him.

				“Overlord to Cover Flight, do you read me?”

				“Overlord, this is Cover Flight,” one of the pilots voices responded. “We read you. Deltas eleven and twelve are on station and awaiting your orders.”

				“Cover Flight, I’m sending you coordinates of the enemy landers and troops moving to my position. Engage and destroy.” He nodded to Searcy to upload the attack coordinates.

				“Coordinates acknowledged, vectoring in now,” Delta eleven replied.

				“Sir, I don’t have the satellite feed, but I can tap into the Raptor’s sensors,” Searcy informed him.

				“Good. Bring it up.”

				Moments later, the command center imager displayed the landscape and identified the two fighters, Delta eleven and twelve, by their call signs Nighthawk and Sandy. To the south of the fighters, he could see the sensor echoes of the fifteen landers covering a large mass of enemy forces on the ground. McGregor left the channel open and listened to the two pilots as they began their attack.

				“Sandy,” Nighthawk said, “form on my right and let’s see how many we can take down in the first pass. Be sure to target engines and weapons pods or we’re going to just rattle off their armor. Missiles at first lock and we drop to the deck for guns.”

				At one hundred meters out, two sets of missiles launched from the fighters and sped off toward their targets. The hard deck over the terrain was set to two hundred fifty meters. Both fighters accelerated, reaching the new altitude in seconds. Once they reached the deck, they leveled out and engaged their boosters, which were made for quick bursts in atmosphere. The pair reached gun range just as the first missiles slammed into their targets in huge explosions. McGregor could hear explosions in the distance and glanced outside. He could see at least three landers fall in fiery wrecks into the southern ridge that led to the valley just east of the Magellan camp.

				McGregor returned to the imager in time to see the fighters pass over the ridge and speed out of range of the Cilik’ti weapons.

				“That was awesome, Nighthawk!” Sandy exclaimed over the comms. “Let’s hit ’em again.”

				Both fighters slowed and gained altitude. The pilots banked their fighters to the west and prepared for another run.

				“They’ll be expecting us this time, Sandy. Let’s keep it tight.”

				“Right with you,” Sandy said, his voice ripe with the adrenaline from their first pass.

				McGregor smiled at the pilots’ enthusiasm. He admired their courage and wished he was up there with them. They were still outnumbered, and it was only going to get tougher as the day went on.

				* * *

				An incessant steam of water dripped on Sanchez’s helmet. The rain had slowed, but it still blew into the bunker and ran down the special thermal dampening tarps the Marines were using to hide their signatures. Unfortunately for Sanchez, he was underneath a small hole in the tarp, and the cool water leaked through, but he paid it little mind. He was more worried about what was going on outside.

				The thunder-like rumble in the distance wasn’t the weather, and Sanchez recognized the sounds of Raptors coming in low at high speed. The muffled sound of explosions in the distance confirmed his suspicions, but he couldn’t see any sign of the fighters or their targets in this blasted weather.

				Besides the rain, the lake site was quiet. The automated guns had stopped firing, and he hoped that whatever was in range was now a pile of slag, but if the landers were close and under fire, he figured there would be troops on the way.

				With no active sensors, Sanchez had to rely on field glasses for any sign of enemy movement, and he hated using them. He could never seem to get the focus right. Was he supposed to look with both eyes or just one?

				Maya handed him the glasses under the tarp and raised the flap just enough for him to slip the lenses through. The rain made it difficult to observe anything outside their perimeter, but he tried to relax and see through the rain.

				Another massive explosion to the west lit up the sky. This one was close. Sanchez angled the glasses up and located its source. Another lander had been hit and was on its way down. It was heading for the far edge of the lake just as another missile struck. The detonation obliterated the lower section of the lander, and the wreckage plunged into the lake in a blast of fire and steam.

				Well, one more lander down was good news, but Sanchez looked at Maya with concern. The lander was headed this way. “That last missile came from the plateau guns. It must have gotten inside its perimeter defense range.”

				Peeking through another small gap beside Sanchez’s field goggles, Maya pointed past the edge of the two hills to the west of the lake. Sanchez moved the goggles and zoomed in. Rounding the second hill was a tank of some sort. It was huge, and right behind it were four smaller vehicles surrounded by armored Cilik’ti warriors.

				He pulled the goggles down and checked his map. The Cilik’ti advance was still two kilometers away, but it wouldn’t take long for them to get here. The lone Marine tank and two APCs were on the south side of camp closer to the plateau wall but still within easy striking distance if they closed.

				The rest of the Marine emplacements were bunkers set in a soft crescent facing west in front of the camp’s other buildings. The front sides of the bunkers were entrenched with a low profile and used the ground to reinforce the blast plates of the walls. Normally, thick reinforced concrete was used for the interior walls, but with all the resources focused on the main encampment, there hadn’t been time to harden them. The rear of each bunker had been dug out to provide easier egress, and a low trench ran ten meters behind them, which connected to a natural basin leading to the camouflaged shuttles and possible escape.

				The design of the defenses was makeshift, but it added to Toronaga’s empty nest plan. The force at the lake had two clear goals: protect the shuttles and the civilians still in the caves near them. They couldn’t hope to hold against a larger Cilik’ti force. Instead, Toronaga recommended they be invisible. The plan relied on abandoned cabins, equipment left in disarray and no power or heat signatures. Anything that would make the Cilik’ti believe there wasn’t any threat. With the lake to their right and a series of jagged ridges to the south, the open floodplain along the lakeshore was the most open approach, and the Cilik’ti moving across the ground weren’t hiding. Toronaga had carefully put everyone in place and, if they followed orders, the Cilik’ti wouldn’t even know they were there.

				Sanchez waited a few more agonizing minutes and snuck his goggles back out. The Cilik’ti were a half kilometer away now, and several of the warriors flanking the tank were armed with pulse lances and sensor pods, searching for heat and movement.

				The massive tank stopped and angled its twin gun array upward and fired. Blue energy cracked and lashed out at the Marines’ defensive gun emplacements on the top of the plateau. Sanchez could hear the explosion above them. The tank’s turret shifted to the left and fired again. Another explosion echoed from above, and he was sure two of the three defensive guns were now gone. With nothing on scan, one more blast and they would leave.

				Four of the Cilik’ti warriors moved forward, sloshing in the water pooled on the ground. Holding the scanning pods in front of them, they split up and began to search the camp for signs of life. Sanchez tapped his fingers on the trigger guard of his weapon. The rail was cool, but not cold, but that didn’t stop his hands from feeling numb. The tank fired again toward the top of the plateau, and Sanchez could hear the wrenching of metal as one of the guns fell from its emplacement and then crashed to the ground less than fifty meters from his position. He almost leaped from his position at the sound. He had never been on edge like this. That was too close!

				One of the warriors walked closer to Sanchez and Maya’s bunker, holding its scanning pod in front of it, and panned it. Sanchez held his breath and tried not to move. He glanced at Maya, who gave him a “you’ve got to be kidding me” look.

				He let the breath out with a quiet whistle. He smiled at her in embarrassment, but he almost jumped through the tarp at the sound of automatic gunfire to the right of their bunker. He raised the tarp edge to peer outside and saw one of the Cilik’ti bloodied and on the ground, under fire from two guns from a nearby bunker. It was a bunker assigned to the civilian volunteers. The Cilik’ti warrior screeched in pain as it tried to stand.

				“Ah, hell!” he muttered just as the other three Cilik’ti opened fire with their lances on the civilians’ bunker and advanced.

				The wounded Cilik’ti warrior regained its footing, but more automated weapons fire erupted from several of the bunkers. Despite the Cilik’ti warriors’ tough armor, it couldn’t sustain them from the onslaught of the Marine M20s at close range.

				Sanchez heard a high-pitched droning sound coming closer and ducked his head down as a roaring blast of blue energy impacted just short of their bunker. Mud and water splashed into the bunker, and Sanchez’s ears rang. The concussion of the blast made his head swim and for a moment, he almost passed out. Sanchez shook his head to clear the dizziness. It was useless; he still couldn’t focus. He faltered and something grabbed his helmet. He tried to jerk away, but whatever had him was strong and held him fast. It was Maya. Her slender hands cradled his helmet and forced him to look at her. Maya’s blue eyes consumed his vision and, as he concentrated on them, he felt the dizziness pass.

				His senses now returned, Sanchez turned to his right and grabbed his assault rifle. Together, he and Maya threw back the protective tarp and took aim at the nearest Cilik’ti. Sanchez squeezed the trigger. His rounds struck the Cilik’ti in the rear legs but bounced off its armor.

				Maya’s aim found a less protected area on its carapace, and the warrior lurched away in pain. It turned its lance toward their bunker and tried to return fire, but more rounds from the Marines in the bunker to their left struck its head and neck. The Cilik’ti dropped to the ground, thrashing in agony.

				Sanchez opened his wrist comm unit. “Overlord, this is Cavalier, do you copy?” Warbled static was the only thing he could hear. “I repeat, Overlord, this is Cavalier. Ghost unit is compromised and we are engaged. Again, I say, Ghost is comprised.” Still nothing. He changed frequencies. “Armstrong, this is Sanchez, do you copy?” There was no answer. Angry, he turned off the comm unit. “Dammit, there’s too much interference!”

				Rumbling sounds emerged from behind their bunker, and Sanchez knew the Marines’ vehicles were on the move. The Marines’ only tank opened fire on one of the Cilik’ti smaller armored transports. The armor-piercing round struck one of the vehicle’s hover engines and sent it spinning onto its side. The rear of the vehicle opened and smoke billowed from the damaged engine, but more of the massive armored Cilik’ti warriors jumped out.

				The remaining Cilik’ti vehicles pressed forward in a wedge with the Shredder in the point flanked by over a hundred Cilik’ti warriors. Gunfire from several of the bunkers filled the field between the two combatants. Another salvo from the Shredder hit the bunker next to Sanchez. The particle cannon energy exploded inside the bunker, coupled with the screams of agony from the Marines inside.

				“Corpsman!” Sanchez yelled and searched in earnest for the medic stationed in his bunker. Blasts riddled the front of his bunker from lances of the now-charging Cilik’ti warriors, and Sanchez and Maya were forced to take cover. “Corpsman!” he yelled again.

				“Here!” The shout came from his left. The Marine medic stopped firing, slung his weapon next to his medic bag and ran under cover to Sanchez’s position.

				Sanchez pointed to the damaged bunker to their right. The front was wrecked, but weapons fire continued from inside, as did the call for help. “We’ve got to get to that bunker. There were at least eight Marines in there.”

				“But sir,” the medic protested. “There are over a hundred Cilik’ti bearing down on us. It’s suicide.”

				Maya’s look showed she agreed with the corpsman, but Sanchez ignored her and moved to the door near the rear of the bunker.

				“We need every able-bodied person. If we can keep any of those men alive and fighting, the better our chances are going to be. Now let’s go, Marine!”

				The corpsman grunted and ran to the door as Sanchez opened it.

				“Covering fire!” Sanchez yelled. He sprinted through the doorway, the corpsman on his heels.

				Maya and the rest of the Marines opened up on the closing Cilik’ti warriors. The lead group of the large warriors outpaced their vehicles and was within one hundred meters of the Marines’ position now. The Marines’ APCs continued to lay down heavy fire, and several of the warriors crashed and fell, leaving deep furrows in the soft ground.

				Sanchez ran hard to the next bunker and slipped in the slick mud when he reached the door. The corpsman helped him to his feet, but when Sanchez opened the door he noticed one of the original four Cilik’ti warriors on the ground next to the bunker. It was still alive and raised its pulse lance toward them.

				They had nowhere to go. Sanchez prepared to jump in front of the Cilik’ti’s attack when the warrior’s head snapped back and the lance fell from its grasp. As the warrior slumped to the ground, Sanchez noticed the hole in the armor covering the top of the warrior’s head. He gazed up the cliff face toward Priest’s position. Another muzzle flash came from Priest’s outcropping, and Sanchez watched another of the larger Cilik’ti warriors in the charge fall. The kid was good, all right.

				The Armstrong’s XO threw open the mangled door and stepped inside the smoke-filled bunker. The roof was on the brink of collapse. Sanchez and the corpsman dropped to their knees and crawled to reach the Marines inside. Two of the Marines were near the front of the bunker and still firing, but Sanchez found the first casualty, or what was left of him, just a few meters inside the door.

				The visual of the bodies brought bile to Sanchez’s throat and he stumbled, but the corpsman pushed him farther into the bunker past the charred remains. Sanchez swallowed hard and took a deep breath, trying to get the image out of his head. He knew that frontline combat would bring real casualties, but seeing that level of death up close was overwhelming.

				Two more Marines were down and not moving in the center of the bunker, but Sanchez heard groaning near the north wall. Trying not to look at the other dead Marines, he bear-crawled toward the sound. His rifle, still slung over his shoulder, scraped against the sunken ceiling. Both Marines were conscious but in terrible shape. The armor of the Marine to his left was scorched and his right arm was mangled. The arm hung limp at his side, but he managed to raise his other one a few centimeters and point in their direction. His buddy was worse off. The armor covering his right leg had been removed and there was a huge gash on his right thigh, covered by a makeshift bandage. By the amount of blood already on the ground, the artery had been cut. If something wasn’t done soon, he would bleed out. Both of the men had blood trickling from their ears and noses, and Sanchez was amazed they could even call out for help.

				He pointed to the corpsman. “You handle them. I’m going up front.”

				The Cilik’ti charge had slowed, but blasts from their pulse lances continued to riddle the Marines’ defensive positions.

				Sanchez reached the two active defenders in the bunker, kneeled beside them and readied his weapon. “You two okay?”

				One of the Marines stopped firing and turned his head toward him. “Commander, what are you doing here?”

				“Saving your butts, Private,” Sanchez responded with his best smart-aleck tone. “Are you wounded?”

				The young Marine shook his head and motioned toward his two friends. “We’re a little worse for wear, but Campbell and Price over there need help.”

				Another Cilik’ti stepped into view, firing its pulse lance at their bunker. The two Marines returned fire, forcing it to take cover next to a boulder.

				“They’re being taken care of,” Sanchez reassured him, but that feeling was lost when a new wave of Cilik’ti warriors charged forward, followed by their vehicles. The Shredder tank launched another salvo of blue energy, this time at one of the Marine APCs. The Marine manning the top pulse cannon didn’t have time to jump clear before the vehicle exploded in a blinding flash.

				Sanchez gritted his teeth. “We’ve got to take out that tank or it’s going to pulverize us.”

				The core of the Cilik’ti advance reached the one-hundred-meter mark from the bunkers, and warriors broke in groups of six. The warriors continued to move toward the bunkers, under cover from their vehicles. The fire was intense, and Sanchez and the two Marines with him had to take cover.

				“Do you have any heavy ordinance in here?” he asked.

				“Campbell had the APs and grenade launcher, sir. They should still be with him.”

				Sanchez looked over at the two Marines still under care from the corpsman. Sitting beside Campbell was the long tube armored projectile, or AP, but he didn’t see the grenade launcher. The APs were the Marine ground forces’ standard antitank weapon. The AP’s effective range on most armored targets was three hundred meters, but the Shredder’s armor was tough. A forward strike—even at close range—didn’t guarantee a kill shot. Sanchez needed that weapon. He fast-crawled back to the north wall and grabbed the AP, but there weren’t any additional shells.

				“Ammo got toasted in the blast,” Campbell said, his voice weak and raspy.

				“What about the grenade launcher?”

				The wounded Marine shook his head. “I had it in my hands when the round hit. I don’t know where it is, but my ammo belt is still on me.” He tried to move but only managed to slide down the wall and onto his bad arm. He groaned in pain and Sanchez helped him back up. “Get it off me, sir. Even without the launcher, you can set them to blow manually. Just twist the bottom of the sleeve counterclockwise and press the detonator on the base for three seconds. You’ll have five seconds before it blows.”

				“Gotcha,” Sanchez replied. He threw the ammo belt over his shoulder when he noticed someone else next to him. It was Maya. “What are you doing here, Lieutenant? I told you to stay with the Marines in the other bunker.”

				“Security escort, Commander. Where you go, I go,” she replied and tapped the AP he held in his hands. “You’re not planning to do something crazy, are you?”

				“Nothing more than usual.” He moved over to the back door. “We have to make an end run to get a shot at that tank. Are you with me?”

				Maya rolled her eyes in mild disbelief, nodded and joined him at the door.

				“Incoming!” The shout came from the front of the bunker.

				Sanchez and Maya sprinted out the door just as another blast from the Shredder tank hit their bunker. The force of the blast rippled through the door and sent them sprawling onto the muddy ground. He couldn’t tell if anyone in the bunker survived, but there wasn’t time to check. Somehow, he managed to hold on to the AP. With Maya’s help, they both sprinted behind the next bunker, moving farther from the lakeshore.

				Cilik’ti warriors continued to press their advantage, with some launching their lances into the Marine bunkers, triggered to explode. Maya and Sanchez cut in behind one of the Marine APCs that moved between one of the bunkers, its machine guns firing bursts at the advancing Cilik’ti.

				Sanchez noticed the lone Marine tank break cover and surge onto the field past the left flank of the bunkers. It destroyed another one of the Cilik’ti vehicles with its main gun and crushed four warriors in its path as it tried to draw fire away from the besieged defenses.

				Taking advantage of the distraction, Maya and Sanchez continued behind the curved line of bunkers. The Marine tank had taken several hits from the smaller Cilik’ti vehicles, but nothing severe. As the tank retreated toward the Marines’ defensive line, a blast from the Shredder tank ripped into its side, melting armor and fusing the turret in place. The huge tank ground to a halt, and smoke poured from the rear. Its engine roared, but the transmission linkage was broken, leaving the best weapon the Marines had vulnerable.

				Maya and Sanchez reached the far bunker closest to the tank and watched as three Cilik’ti warriors leaped onto the disabled vehicle. The warriors began to tear at some of the mangled armor plating with their powerful armor-enhanced hands, trying to get inside to the crew. The rest of the Cilik’ti force ignored the disabled tank and turned their attention back to the Marine and colonist defenders inside the bunkers.

				They needed to get to the Marines trapped in the tank, but the Cilik’ti were too many and the bunker closest to the lake was about to be overrun. Sanchez raised the AP to his shoulder and crept around the side of the bunker. The Shredder wasn’t moving and it was too far away for him to get a kill shot.

				The Cilik’ti tank fired again on one of the bunkers, blasting away reinforced plating and concrete. After a brief pause, defensive fire from the Marines in the bunker resumed. Sanchez couldn’t wait any longer. He locked the Shredder into the AP’s sights and fired. The shock of the launch caused Sanchez to flinch, and the shot went high, impacting on the front of the turret next to its cannon. To Sanchez’s dismay, the shell didn’t penetrate.

				Three of the Cilik’ti closest to the tank turned and pointed at Sanchez. Two of the Cilik’ti fell to the ground, victims of Priest’s deadly aim. Sanchez jumped behind the bunker before the third could open fire.

				Sanchez heard the sound of the Shredder moving again and he crawled to the other side of the bunker. It didn’t move far, but that wasn’t the issue. Several of the Cilik’ti near the tank were firing up toward the cliff face. They had found Priest’s position. The Shredder’s turret moved and the cannon elevated again. It was going to fire on Priest.

				He slipped the ammo belt off his shoulder and handed it toward Maya. “How’s your throwing arm? Can you get these grenades close that cannon?”

				Maya grabbed the belt from Sanchez’s hand and leaned against the corner of the bunker, watching the Shredder prepare to fire. Her lips moved in silence as she counted, while her hand found one of the grenades and turned the sleeve. She twisted her body sideways, pressed the detonator button and then whipped the ammo belt in a high arc toward the Cilik’ti tank. The belt soared like a lopsided lasso and caught on the far particle cannon of the Shredder’s turret. The momentum of the heavy grenade belt almost dislodged it, but the belt looped on the cannon and came to rest near the base of the tank’s turret.

				Blue energy built up once again in the cannons and was about to released when the grenade exploded. The blast set off the remaining grenades in a series of concussive blasts on top of the tank that knocked several of the nearby Cilik’ti warriors to the ground. Sanchez could still see the blue energy of the particle cannons getting stronger, even in the thick smoke now engulfing the tank. But the sound the cannon produced before firing was different. The low buzz had turned to a high-pitched whine that continued to grow in intensity.

				The wind and rain cleared the smoke, allowing Sanchez to admire Maya’s handiwork. Both cannons were damaged, but the left one had been ripped in half, exposing the inner emitters of the cannon. The particle energy encircled the entire turret now, and the sound grew louder to an almost deafening level. It was going to overload.

				Sanchez ducked behind the bunker again. Maya landed beside him as the cannons detonated, but she dropped her M20 into the thick mud collecting near the bunker’s rear. The explosion blasted the Shredder’s entire turret off the base of the tank in a spectacular light show. The ten-meter blast radius incinerated several of the Cilik’ti within its range and triggered a concussive wave that rippled across the battlefield, sprawling Cilik’ti and Marine alike.

				Maya and Sanchez had been spared the effect of the blast thanks to the bunker and moved again to the far side, hoping to find the disabled Marine tank clear of the enemy. The three Cilik’ti had indeed been thrown off the tank but were already trying to stand. Sanchez opened fire with his rifle on the closest Cilik’ti of the group, besting the armor near its thorax. The huge warrior dropped to the ground, screeching in pain.

				The two other Cilik’ti, now under fire from more of the Marines, fell back to the disabled tank, circling behind it, seeking cover. Across the battlefield, more of the Cilik’ti struggled to regain their footing. Their heavy armor weighed them down in the muddy terrain, but the effect seemed temporary. The powerful armor enhanced the Cilik’ti warriors’ incredible strength, and many of the warriors used it to steady themselves and fight on.

				The loss of the Shredder tank didn’t seem to deter the Cilik’ti. Sanchez breathed hard now and his armor pinched at him as he tried to figure out what to do. The Cilik’ti pressed on past the lakeshore, ignoring the barrage of fire coming from the remaining Marines. There was no way to stop them. Even from Sanchez’s vantage point, he could tell the remaining Marine positions would be overrun. He was about to signal the Marines to break cover and retreat when a new torrent of weapons fire dropped several of the large Cilik’ti on their left flank.

				Out of the lake, Toronaga and his small company of MACE troopers crested the surface and unloaded a lethal dose of automatic fire into the unsuspecting aliens. The last MACE unit to leave its watery camouflage fired its large antitank weapon and reduced the last Cilik’ti APC to scrap, scattering more of the Cilik’ti as they scrambled to react. Caught between two fronts, the dwindling Cilik’ti forces began to withdraw.

				The Marines trapped in their tank, no longer facing the imminent threat of being torn apart at the hands of Cilik’ti warriors, manned their antipersonnel weapons on the front of the tank and added their firepower to the party.

				The two Cilik’ti that were still on the far side of the tank away from the bunkers crept back onto the tank toward the gunners. Before the armored warriors could reach the guns, the one on the right jerked hard and slumped down on the side of the turret, another victim of the Marines’ sniper. The remaining Cilik’ti realized the fate of his comrade and jumped behind the turret as two more rounds from Priest’s rifle ricocheted off the tank’s armor.

				Still at the back side of the bunker, Sanchez fired more rounds at the confused Cilik’ti warriors. The MACE units had taken them by surprise and had broken their flank. More of the once-confident Cilik’ti warriors fell to the ground, and Sanchez took careful aim at the more exposed areas of their armor to make sure they stayed there.

				In desperation, a few Cilik’ti charged the Marine bunkers one more time, their lances set to explode. Only one made it close enough to throw its lance, which failed to pierce the armored wall of its intended target. Each of the lances exploded in massive fireballs, but they were unable to damage the Marine positions or weaken their growing resolve.

				Sanchez noticed Maya kneel beside him and struggle to clear the mud from the barrel of her weapon, but it was no use—the barrel was clogged. He could hear another crescendo from a particle weapon on the far side of the disabled Marine tank. The Cilik’ti warrior hiding there had begun to overload his lance and was preparing to use it against the Marines still inside.

				* * *

				Maya dropped her rifle and sprinted toward the tank before he could stop her, her light footfalls leaving little trace in the mud as she ran. She jumped twice to the side to dodge incoming fire from a Cilik’ti warrior firing at the Marines. To her right, she noticed two warriors moving toward her, trying to intercept. There was no way to pass, and she grabbed the assault pistol from her holster as she ran. Before she could take aim, the head of the closest Cilik’ti jerked at an odd angle to the side and its body crashed to the ground. Even as she ran, Maya figured the shot had come from the high-cover sniper who’d already inflicted heavy losses on their attackers.

				The second Cilik’ti readied its lance, and Maya jumped high and to the left to throw off its aim. When she landed, she saw another round from the sniper strike the warrior in the back just below its neck. The warrior issued a painful howl as it dropped its lance and slumped into the mud.

				Maya leaped on the tank in a single bound. Holding her Browning pistol in her left hand, she drew her sword with her right. She jumped high again over the damaged turret and the surprised Cilik’ti, who was still tucked behind the tank, charging its lance. While in the air, she fired three rounds from her pistol into the warrior’s neck. The Cilik’ti howled in pain and made an ineffective swipe with its lance at Maya before she landed.

				Maya landed behind the Cilik’ti and with one powerful stroke severed two of the warrior’s rear legs. Black-and-yellow ichor spewed from the wounds. No longer able to hold its balance, the Cilik’ti fell from the tank to the ground. Maya hopped to her right and reversed her stroke, taking the warrior’s weapon arm this time. The lance, still in its grasp, fell into the mud. The Cilik’ti roared and tried to lunge at Maya, hoping to crush her with its body. She held her ground and fired two more rounds from her pistol into the warrior’s face, driving its head up. She followed with a horizontal slash of her sword that found its unprotected neck. The armored head fell with a squishy thud at her feet.

				Maya tossed her weapons onto the tank and reached down to grab the arm stump sticking up from the mud. She pried the lance free from its deathly grasp and in one spinning motion launched the lance like a spear toward the ridge. The lance tip plunged into the rocky earth and exploded, sending rocks flying in all directions but not causing any harm.

				Toronaga’s MACE group took down the remaining three Cilik’ti warriors with short blasts from the weapons. The last warrior tried to stand, but the heavy foot from Toronaga’s MACE crushed its chest. He fired one final round into its face for good measure.

				Maya looked back toward the bunkers and could see Sanchez step out from his covered position to survey the battlefield. All of the bunkers had taken damage, three severely. Smoldering fires from explosions and heavy weapon discharges were everywhere. With the lull in the sounds of battle, she could hear the cries for help. High on the wall, Priest stood, in MACE, brandishing his deadly sniper rifle.

				Maya, still covered in the gore from the Cilik’ti warrior she’d killed, ran back to Sanchez. Together, they started to move bunker to bunker, searching for survivors. Sanchez kneeled next to the first bunker and was greeted by a lot of cheering but battered Marines. They all gave him a thumbs-up sign, which he returned. He stood, a smile on his face, when the world exploded around him.

				The particle energy salvo struck the top of the bunker, and Sanchez was thrown backward onto the muddy ground. Frantic, Maya was at Sanchez’s side and checked his body for any sign of injury. His helmet was scorched and blood trickled from his nose, but the dazed man waved her off and tried to stand. Still concerned for his health, she put her arm under his shoulder and helped him to his feet.

				Toronaga wheeled his MACE toward the source of the attack. Maya helped Sanchez to his feet and looked toward the small hills to the west of their position. Another Shredder tank sat atop one of the hills, flanked by a dozen more Cilik’ti warriors. The Cilik’ti had held a reserve and were already on the move toward the Marine position. This group was different than the earlier attack force, with half of the warriors carrying shoulder-mounted particle cannons. These heavy weapons were far more powerful than the lances and would wreck what was left of the Marine position from a half kilometer.

				Sanchez gave a heavy sigh and Maya’s heart sank with it. They couldn’t let that tank or those warriors get into range, or there would be nothing left to defend.

				Toronaga didn’t hesitate. “Let’s go, Marines!” he yelled through his intercom. Maya steeled herself for a new round of battle, but worry for Sanchez consumed her train of thought.

				Each of the MACE units turned toward the approaching Cilik’ti, raised their weapons and joined in the battle cry. Toronaga waved them on and sprinted forward, leading his mechanized troops into a charge.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Cilik’ti Drop Zone
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				McGregor was impressed with Cover Flight’s success. Of the original eighteen Cilik’ti assault craft headed his way, Nighthawk and Sandy, with some small help from the Marines’ air defenses, had reduced the number to four. But the last pass had consumed their remaining missiles, and both fighters’ cannon ammo was running low.

				“Sandy, you still with me?” Nighthawk asked over the comm channel.

				“I’m here, boss,” Sandy replied, but there was a level of concern in his voice that didn’t sound well to McGregor.

				“What’s your status?”

				“Uh, missiles gone, Nighthawk, but I think I caught a few rounds in my tail on that last pass. Primary hydraulic systems are down, but backups are still functioning.” There was a brief pause. “I think I might be leaking something, but I can’t be sure.”

				“Hold your course and I’ll take a look,” Nighthawk said, and McGregor watched his fighter’s image trail behind his wingman. McGregor’s heart was in his throat and his hands gripped the edge of the command center imager tight. These pilots had given their all for him, and he hated to ask them to do more, especially in their fighters’ conditions.

				“How’s your fuel?” Nighthawk asked.

				“Fuel status shows green. How’s the damage?”

				“Well, you got a little chewed, but your foils are intact,” Nighthawk said. “How are your controls?”

				“Everything feels good. Just worried about that smoke, I guess.”

				McGregor could hear more uneasiness in Sandy’s voice, which made it harder for what he had to ask them to do. “Cover Flight, I need one more pass. That enemy column needs a bloody nose, and it’s up to us to do it. Drop your bombs and slow ’em down. After that, pull back and fly emergency cover until we can get you rearmed.”

				“Roger, Overlord,” Nighthawk responded. “We’re coming around now.”

				McGregor waited until the fighters had completed their turn and grabbed his field glasses. He zoomed in on their position and saw Cilik’ti defensive fire peppering the sky. The fighters approached the column and released their bombs. A firestorm erupted on the ground, and the fighters sped on past.

				He heard Nighthawk call out a warning. “Sandy, I’ve got four missiles closing fast. Break right and activate countermeasures.”

				Both fighters twisted away from each other in defensive turns. One of the missiles followed Nighthawk and began to close, but the other three stayed with Sandy.

				Nighthawk’s fighter reversed its turn and avoided the incoming missile. The missile trailed off and exploded on the ridge. Struggling to catch his breath, Nighthawk called to his wingman over the comms. “Sandy, you’ve got three bogeys on your tail. You’ve got to move, man!”

				Sandy’s fighter dropped low to the deck and then pulled up hard, releasing a new set of flares as his Raptor soared upward. The missiles followed close and dove toward the flares. Two of the missiles exploded in brilliant blue energy fireballs, but the third flew past the flares, made a wide turn and continued the chase.

				The Raptor finished its climb and inverted in the start of an evasive maneuver, but the missile cut inside his wider bank and maintained the chase. Sandy’s labored voice came over the comms. “Nighthawk. I splashed two, but I can’t shake this one. It’s on me good.”

				As Sandy’s fighter leveled out, Nighthawk’s banked into a turn toward him. “I’m on my way to you, Sandy, but you got more smoke.” McGregor’s mind searched for options to help Sandy, but he didn’t have any and it made his blood burn in anger.

				There was silence on McGregor’s comms for a few brief seconds, and then Sandy’s voice returned. “Nighthawk, I got a problem. Backup systems are failing. Controls are sluggish.”

				Meanwhile, the missile completed its turn and now gained on the ailing fighter, approaching from underneath.

				The damaged Raptor was losing altitude and its sensor image flashed a failure in the left engine. With the uncompensated thrust, the fighter’s tail began to slide, heading toward a flat spin.

				“Sandy, you’ve got to get out of there! Eject, eject, eject!”

				“I...can’t...” Sandy forced out. McGregor was certain Sandy was struggling with the g-forces in his cockpit.

				Before Nighthawk’s fighter could close, the missile exploded behind Sandy’s fighter. More warnings flashed on Sandy’s sensor image and then the fighter was gone.

				“Dammit, no!” Nighthawk yelled. “Sandy!”

				McGregor tore himself away from the imager, not wanting to believe it. Silence filled the comms for several seconds until he broke it. “Cover Flight, come in. What’s your status?”

				“Cover Flight is minus one,” Nighthawk said, his voice solemn and dejected. “I repeat, Cover Flight is minus one.”

				McGregor tried to encourage the remaining Raptor pilot. “Send me coordinates for Search and Rescue, and I’ll dispatch a team.”

				“Negative, Overlord,” Nighthawk answered. “He didn’t make it out.”

				“Sorry to hear that, Delta eleven,” McGregor apologized, but he knew he had to get Nighthawk’s mind off his friend and back on the task at hand. “Give me a sitrep, Delta eleven. What’s headed my way?”

				“Overlord, I still count four tangos in the air, but they are under fire from your defenses. The enemy force has forty-two vehicles, with one-third heavy tanks, supported by armored infantry. The column is headed westward in your direction. I estimate they should reach your position in about fifteen minutes at present speed. We hit the head of the column on our last pass, but I don’t have a damage assessment yet.”

				“You did well, Cover Flight. How are your stores?”

				“Missiles and bombs depleted. Guns are in the red and close to empty. I’ll need to rearm, but structure and fuel are in the green.”

				“You’ve done your job, Cover Flight. It’s time for us to do ours.” Despite the loss of the Raptor pilot, McGregor was determined to make the man’s sacrifice count. “Get clear and give me some eyes to the east in case there are more Tikis out there. We’ll get ya rearmed when we can.”

				“Roger, Overlord. Cover Flight is eyes only. Good luck, sir.”

				“They’re the ones needin’ luck, Cover Flight!” McGregor boasted. “Overlord out.”

				* * *

				The rain lessened around the Magellan camp, and McGregor studied the storm clouds that still swirled overhead. The storm was coming to an end, but it had already done its job and done it well. He raised his field goggles and surveyed the colony’s defenses. His two Force Recon platoons were in the small copses of trees about two clicks east of their position, but there had been no contact. The two platoons drove high-speed rovers that could get them clear if they were overmatched, but it was the blasted landers that were the biggest threat. Three of the landers were still in the sky and pounding what was left of his automated defenses. He needed to get them clear before he could bring out his assault shuttles. They were good for ground support, but those landers would swat them from the sky in a matter of seconds.

				The lead lander was now on fire, but despite the pounding it received from McGregor’s missile batteries, it flew on toward the colony. The lander gained altitude and, in a surprising move, raised high in the sky against the winds. The lander’s weapons opened fire as it closed on the colony, the blasts striking the high ridges and perches to the rear of the colony near the Magellan. It was trying to take out the air defense batteries.

				The pulse cannon turrets on the defense platform opened fire on the lander and blasted a hole in its port engine. The lander’s course changed and seemed to head right for the mountain wall. Flames spewed from several hits along its fuselage.

				McGregor watched in brief triumph as the lander missed the mountain, soaring past it, and crashed on the far side with a thunderous roar. He was sure the Cilik’ti had sacrificed the lander. They needed to take out as many defenses as possible before they could launch a second strike, so McGregor checked his defensive grid. Only four of the mountain batteries remained and most of those with missiles were already running low on ammunition.

				Cheers rose from the troops around the platform when the remaining landers succumbed to the Marines’ defenses and crashed into the forests below. The landers were down but the remaining air defenses were paltry. If any more Cilik’ti ships showed, they could drop their troops on top of them and blast his positions with impunity. It would be Mars all over again.

				As McGregor put the thought out of his mind, he heard weapons fire coming from the far eastern positions. He raised his glasses again and maximized the amplification. His recon troops had indeed engaged the lead elements of the Cilik’ti column. McGregor steeled himself. His defense of the colony was committed now, and it wouldn’t be long before the bulk of the Cilik’ti force was within striking range.

				* * *

				The dusty cavern cast a green hue in the dim handheld light of the colonists. Gina Hood tapped her light to make sure it was working and scanned about the cave. It hadn’t taken long for the colonists to reach the first large cavern from the small caves near the Magellan, but the idea of spending an extended amount of time in the caves wasn’t sitting well with the colonists in her charge.

				The lead elements of her group were the geologists who’d already explored this area. They’d just left with a good-sized group of the more adventuresome and the colony’s rovers to the next cavern. That left Gina still with over one thousand colonists swelling the confines of her cavern. Luckily, the supplies stored in the cavern could sustain even that number for several days and, for now, there was plenty of water. She took comfort in the knowledge that the nearby underground river could replenish their supply. But since the trip had begun, many spirits in the group were already turning sour.

				The trek along the underground passages to the cavern wasn’t hard, but it resulted in a few minor injuries, mostly scrapes and a few sprained ankles. Normally, the situation wouldn’t have been bad, but the group hadn’t started with any medical supplies and the injured were forced to tough it out until they reached the first cavern. As with all groups of refugees, the semblance of comfort, food and shelter were paramount. The supplies stored in the cavern included several large generators capable of supplying enough power to light the cavern, but Jonathan and James had advised Gina not to use them for at least the first few days. The large power sources could be detected by Cilik’ti sensors. If the mission on the surface failed, their sacrifice to protect the colonists underground would have been in vain.

				Without the large power sources, small handheld units were the only sources of light available and they needed to be rotated in their use to preserve battery cell life. The dimmer lighting would take some getting used to, but there was another problem. Without the power generators, there was no power to cook. The colonists soon realized their meals would be reconstituted rations, and the rise of complaints spread like a plague.

				Above all, the colonists, and especially Gina, were afraid. The colonists were afraid for their friends, afraid for the Marines defending them, but most important, afraid for themselves. Gina, to her dismay, found her mind focusing on the worst. Over and over, she pictured Jonathan dying in horribly unspeakable ways as he stood side by side with the Marines. But even as she shut those gruesome thoughts out of her mind, she found new ones with Jillian and James being blown to bits in a huge explosion aboard the Armstrong.

				As the unhappiness in the crowd began to mount, Gina found solace in a small alcove. A lone supply crate rested in the corner. It was the perfect size to sit with her feet still able to touch the ground. She closed her eyes and wished someone else were here to handle the situation. Jonathan, even with his calm demeanor, had always commanded respect from the various colonists. Then there was Jillian. She had the innate take-charge attitude that left few not knowing who was in control and what was going on.

				Voices carried in the vaulted cavern, and Gina’s alcove was a perfect vessel to listen in on conversations, which seemed drearier as the minutes in the cave grew longer. Some of the colonists argued about who was chosen to leave the planet first, while others were convinced there was no real threat and their so-called protectors had been misleading them all along.

				Gina tried to shut them out, but she couldn’t. After a few more minutes, the voices grew louder. Something inside her had had enough and she forced herself onto her feet. She ran to the nearest stack of supply crates, climbed to the top and turned to face the crowd below. She cupped her hands beside her mouth and yelled at the top of her lungs so everyone in the cavern could hear. “That is enough!”

				Her voice overpowered the other conversations in the cavern, and it produced the desired effect. Whether she wanted or craved it, everyone’s focus was on her now.

				She paced along the row of crates, using her gait as an amplifier for what she had to say. “I can’t believe you people!” She pointed up in the general direction of the Magellan camp and tears began to well up in her eyes. “Those Marines, our friends and, hell, our closest loved ones are up there now, putting their lives on the line for all of you. And yet you sit here and bicker and complain. We all had a choice—to stay up there and fight, or come down here and be safe.” But how safe would they be if the Cilik’ti took over the planet? She didn’t want to think about that anymore.

				Gina sighed, bent over and slapped her knees in frustration. “I mean, come on! We’ve all traveled light-years from our homes and the lives we knew back on Earth, and hanging out in a cave for a few days is getting to us?”

				The rest of the colonists didn’t speak. Instead they shared brief glances with their colleagues next to them and then looked back at Gina, waiting for her to say something else.

				Gina wiped the new tears falling down her check with her forearm and pointed out across the crowd. “Listen, we all need to pull together, and the next few days aren’t going to be easy. Several of you have to step up and help. Anyone who wants to assist with organizing distribution of food, water and supplies just come up and be recognized. The rest of you, please be patient. We have a seventy-two-hour wait period before we can use our generators. If the battle is lost, I doubt the Cilik’ti will stay on this world very long. If they don’t find any more of us on the surface, we can survive down here until they leave. So we sit tight and wait for word. Do you understand?”

				Nods of agreement multiplied throughout the crowd, and several of the colonists stepped forward to assist Gina in the task of organizing the supplies. She hopped down off the crates to meet them. She could see the same looks in their eyes that many of the colonists gave Jonathan when he spoke or gave direction. Inside, she felt a strong sense of relief that everything would be all right.

				The moment lasted for about ten seconds, when a massive tremor struck the cavern. The lower part of the cavern near the entrance collapsed. Several large pieces of the cavern ceiling dislodged and began to fall, sending the frightened colonists scattering like ants.

				Screams filled the cavern, and more of the ceiling came down. Clouds of dust filled the area, blotting out the colonists’ handheld light sources. Gina crawled back to the supply crates and found one of the lights on the ground. She scooped it up and tried to find her feet but was knocked back to the ground in the mass confusion. Another piece of the ceiling gave way and crashed into a row of crates a few meters away from her. Gina curled into a ball and avoided two crates that caromed off the stack and flew past her.

				The tremors ended as fast as they began, but more rocks continued to fall. The screams of injured colonists echoed over the sounds of them smashing into the ground. Gina stayed where she was for another few minutes. The collapse ceased, but the cries for help amplified. She turned on her light and moved to the closest injured person, but the dust was thick and she tripped over something. She shined the light over it and almost screamed. It was the body of a colonist whose left side of his torso was crushed underneath a large rock.

				The dust in the cavern was thick, and Gina found it difficult to breathe. Tearing a piece of cloth from the arm of her jumpsuit, she covered her mouth. The cloth helped, but the air needed to be cleaned and they needed to see to find the wounded. The supplies included an air purifier, but it, too, required one of the power generators to function.

				Gina didn’t have a choice. They needed that power now, at least until they cleared the air. She turned around and used her light to scan down the line of crates. She found one of the generators. To her surprise, this one was already attached to a light array and both were undamaged in the cave collapse. Gina located the activation switch and turned it on. Light from the array grew as the cells charged, and Gina’s vision around her was much clearer, but its rays diminished in the dusty cavern. What she did see made her heart sink. Large chunks of rock littered the floor, and colonists were still running for cover along the walls of the cavern. Bodies of the dead and wounded were everywhere.

				Gina turned around and found a medical supply crate. It wasn’t locked, and she opened the lid. Inside were several medical kits, including a large container of med-gel packs. Gina grabbed two kits and set them on the ground at her feet. She reached back into the crate, opened the med-gel container, pulled out a stack of ten pouches and filled her jumpsuit pockets.

				Three colonists stumbled to her side, one bleeding from a nasty gash along his arm. Gina’s gentle hands held the man’s arm still and she examined the wound. It was long but not deep. She ripped open a med-gel pack and spread the thick gray suspension over the gash.

				The man cringed. “It burns.”

				“The process makes you feel like you’ve been sunburned for a few minutes, but it’ll pass,” she explained. She handed medical kits and a few med-gel packs to the two other colonists. “Start treating the wounded and send any able-bodied person over here to get a kit to do the same.” Gina turned back the man she’d just treated. “You and I have got to find the air purifier, or this dust will clog our lungs and kill us the same as the rocks would,” she said as she coughed. She and the man spread out and searched the surrounding crates.

				It didn’t take long before she heard him call out, “Here! It’s here!”

				Gina grabbed one of the power generator’s extensions and ran toward the discovered crate. The purifier was in a sealed crate, and the colonist struggled to open it until another man arrived with a small crowbar. Both men popped open the top of the crate and started to pull off the sides, while Gina searched for its power coupling.

				She found it on the back of the unit and connected the power cable. Once the unit was free of its crate, she switched it on, and its fans whirled to life. “Okay, there are supposed to be two other units in this cavern,” she told the other two men. “Find them and get them operational. I’m going to check the entrances and see if we still have a way out of here.”

				More colonists were moving around now, assisting the injured, and crying beside the fallen. Gina grabbed another medical kit and stopped to check on the more seriously injured. As she continued toward the cavern entrance that led to the surface, she noticed another body trapped under a rock. The half-meter-thick boulder had crushed the man’s legs, and she could see a small pool of blood underneath him. Gina tried to turn away from the gruesome scene, but she couldn’t. She started to hyperventilate and it took her a few moments to get her breathing under control. The amount of damage to the trapped man was most assuredly fatal. She pointed out the body to those colonists around her when one of the man’s arms moved. She almost jumped out of her skin. The motion was definitely not the typical postmortem twitch. She scrambled around the rock to help the injured man, who let out a low groan.

				Gina dove to her knees at his side, setting the kit in front of her. She opened the kit and removed a jet gun with a pain med injector. While she prepped the injector, she noticed the man wore a tan jacket that seemed familiar. The man tried to move, and she had to calm him down. If he struggled, he could cause more damage and worsen their chances to save him.

				“It’s okay, everything’s going to be...” Gina had to cup her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. The man lying trapped under the rock was Caris.

				* * *

				Toronaga accelerated his MACE to its top speed, and the Marine gunnery sergeant led the charge of the MACE company on the Cilik’ti Shredder tank and remaining ground forces. He dodged two incoming particle blasts from Cilik’ti shoulder cannons and returned the favor with fresh bursts from his weapon, dropping two of the huge warriors closest to the tank.

				As the six MACE units closed, the Shredder unleashed its plasma web. The blue tangle of energy rippled in front of the tank, and vicious arcs danced between the energy strands as it sliced along the ground. The ground turned black where the web passed over it, and sparks flew high when it touched the wet dirt.

				Toronaga forced his MACE into a high leap, followed in concert by his teammates. The powered armor units cleared the approaching energy web with ease and landed square in the heart of the Cilik’ti ranks. The weight of Toronaga’s MACE pinned one of the Cilik’ti to the ground. He placed two rounds from his M420 square into its back as the other Cilik’ti closed in around his team.

				Blasts from lances to his right struck his weapon, and it went off-line. Toronaga jumped to his right. He jettisoned the weapon and rushed in closer to the two Cilik’ti warriors nearest him. He extended the MACE’s blades on his hands and prepared himself.

				Even in his MACE, the Cilik’ti were larger, and the one to his left made a powerful thrust at his chest with its lance. Toronaga caught the lance with his armored hand and jerked it past him. The Cilik’ti, now off-balance, stumbled past but managed to hold on to its weapon. With a fierce yell, Toronaga drove the blades protruding from his right arm deep into its torso, just below its neck. Even with the assist of the powered armor, his muscles strained as he drove the blades deeper into its body.

				The Cilik’ti warrior let out a gurgling sound. It let go of the lance and found the shoulders of Toronaga’s MACE. Held fast, Toronaga struggled to move away, but the warrior drew him closer. Desperate, Toronaga twisted the blades still in the Cilik’ti warrior’s chest and he could sense the pain it caused, but the Cilik’ti refused to let go. Its sets of faceted eyes stared directly at his MACE’s head, as if trying to sense the human inside controlling the armored monstrosity.

				The Cilik’ti warrior’s breath fell heavy on his armor now and its grip loosened. The once-powerful hands slid down Toronaga’s armor and the warrior followed them, finally collapsing to the ground.

				Toronaga wasted no time and jumped over the body toward the other Cilik’ti that was firing on one of his team. He tackled the warrior, and their armor crunched in the impact. Both combatants rolled from the collision in the soft ground and found their feet just as an explosion sent tiny pieces of shrapnel all around them. Toronaga looked past the warrior to the source of the explosion. One of the MACE units with its antitank weapon tore a huge hole in the side of the Shredder tank and was loading again for another blast. The wounded tank tried to retreat behind its infantry cover and turned its close range antipersonnel weapons on the MACE that attacked it.

				Noticing Toronaga’s brief hesitation, the Cilik’ti squaring off against him fired a blast from its lance, striking Toronaga’s MACE in the shoulder. Toronaga rolled his MACE with the blast, spun the powerful armor to his left and charged the Cilik’ti. He managed to get inside the warrior’s lance, driving both sets of claws into the warrior’s torso. Down again they plunged into the muddy ground, but Toronaga soon found himself on the bottom of the pile. The Cilik’ti warrior’s body was tangled with his legs and his MACE was pinned to the ground. Luckily, his arms were still free.

				The warrior managed to hold on to its lance and struggled to free its weapon arm to strike at Toronaga, who grabbed the Cilik’ti warrior’s weapon arm and forced it upward. His armored hand squeezed with all the strength he could muster. Sweat from the strain flowed down his face. The warrior dropped the lance, but its free arm searched for a soft spot in the MACE’s armor.

				Toronaga pulled hard on the Cilik’ti warrior’s arm and slammed his blades from his free hand into the warrior’s shoulder, piercing the armor and spraying black-and-yellow blood across his optics.

				The warrior screeched in pain. It tried to peel itself away from the blades, but Toronaga’s grip was too strong. He punched again and this time his blades tore through the shoulder, separating the arm from the warrior’s body. His hold on the warrior lost, Toronaga struggled to get up, but the warrior used its weight and held his MACE to the ground, pounding his armor with its remaining arm.

				The Cilik’ti warrior’s blows hammered his MACE, driving it into the muddy ground. Inside the MACE, Toronaga could feel the impacts as they rained down upon him. It was like being inside a metal drum. His armor cushioned each one somewhat, but his neural interface inside the armor told him that structural integrity was beginning to fail.

				He reached up his arms and caught the next blow. Toronaga twisted hard and heard the Cilik’ti warrior’s limb snap under the stress. The warrior fought hard to free itself again, but its efforts ended when the blades from Toronaga’s right arm pierced its neck just underneath its mandible.

				Toronaga held the blades there until the warrior’s body slackened, but as he removed them, the full weight of the warrior’s body collapsed onto his MACE. He pressed up against the warrior’s torso and shifted it to the side, but he still couldn’t free his legs.

				He managed to prop his MACE up on one arm and reached forward to push the rest of the warrior’s body off him when another Cilik’ti stepped into view. The warrior aimed its lance at the center of his MACE’s chest. Toronaga could hear the energy crackling on the end of the lance. He closed his eyes and pictured his parents along the shoreline, admiring the whales as they left for their migration. It was a good memory. He smiled and waited for the end to come.

				* * *

				From his position at the bunkers, Sanchez tried to get a glimpse of what was happening. The Shredder’s plasma made it darn near impossible, especially without his field glasses, which were buried under debris in his bunker.

				More shots rang out from Priest’s sniper rifle high on the plateau wall, and Sanchez witnessed a large explosion, probably a blast from the Shredder. They had to get down there to help Toronaga. Even in their MACE armor, Toronaga’s team was outnumbered, and one Shredder came close to wrecking his entire force in their fortified positions.

				The sound of the motor from the Marine APC to his right caught his ear and he ran toward it, Maya on his heels. He pounded on the driver’s compartment, and the Marine inside slid open the armored hatch.

				“We need to get up there now!” Sanchez waved over the rest of the Marines still wandering the battlefield, checking out the dead Cilik’ti. “Come on, Marines! The battle isn’t over. We’ve still got men in harm’s way, so let’s go!”

				Marines gathered to his call. Maya and Sanchez hopped in the back of the APC, followed by every able-bodied Marine. Some joined him inside, while others jumped on the sides. The large APC moved forward and picked up speed.

				The APC closed within range of its top-mounted gun, and Sanchez could hear the weapon firing. Sanchez activated the APC’s optics gear and zoomed in on the battle ahead of them. The Shredder wasn’t moving. A pillar of black smoke rose from its turret, but plenty of Cilik’ti warriors were still in the fight. He could see four of the six MACE units that charged the enemy, but they were still outnumbered by almost two to one.

				The MACE with the heavy munitions maintained his distance from the group and fired another round at a Cilik’ti warrior that charged after him. The round streaked past the warrior and impacted on the ground just behind it, flinging shrapnel into its legs and thorax. The huge warrior barreled into the MACE, sending the smaller Marine armored unit flying back at least ten meters.

				The APC was two hundred meters from the fight when it slowed down. The battle involving the heavy weapon’s MACE unit was the closest to their position. Marines on the side of the APC jumped off and opened fire on the Cilik’ti warrior when it tried to stand. The MACE pilot had trouble regaining his armor’s footing but was able to reload and launched another blast at his foe. This one struck pay dirt in the heart of the warrior’s chest armor. The resulting explosion sent pieces of the warrior everywhere and left a few sections of its armored legs implanted in the muddy ground.

				The rest of the Marines jumped out the back of the APC amid a wall of pulse lance fire. Some of the Cilik’ti engaged with the MACEs had turned their fire on the approaching Marines.

				Sanchez followed Maya out of the APC. As soon as his boots hit the ground, it felt as if he was running in slow motion. Blasts from the Cilik’ti screeched past him like long lines of bright light, and voices of the Marines in front of him called out for fire on targets. Maya dove to the ground, and Sanchez ducked in between her and the closest Marine. The cold water splashed into his armor and jolted his perception back to normal, though normal speed wasn’t that much better.

				Heavy fire strafed their position, and the Marine to their left took a blast to his shoulder, which penetrated his armor. The man screamed in agony and dropped his weapon. Sanchez rolled to his left to reach him. More blasts hit the ground in front of him and sprayed mud into his face. Sanchez grabbed the man’s arm and tried to hold him still.

				“Corpsman!” he yelled back toward the APC. “I need a medic over here!”

				He leaned on top of the Marine’s side and fumbled for one of the med-gel packs in a pouch at his belt. He wasn’t about to let him die. How many more good men was this fight going to claim? He didn’t want to know the answer and frankly, the mere thought of it scared the crap out of him.

				The Marine stopped struggling. His terrified eyes pleaded to Sanchez for help. “Sir, I got to make it,” he said through clenched teeth, fighting back the pain. “I didn’t come all this way to this rock just to take a freakin’ dirt nap!”

				Sanchez found a med-pack and tore it open with his teeth. “Hold still, son,” he said and poured the thick gel into the jagged hole in the armor covering the Marine’s shoulder. The Marine’s face tightened again as the pain hit, but he didn’t struggle.

				To his right, Sanchez heard more weapons fire continue to pour out of the M20 Maya had grabbed from inside the APC, but it stopped.

				“I’m out!” she yelled to him as her Cilik’ti-blood-and-mud-covered hand ejected her spent magazine.

				Sanchez reached into the front ammunition pouch of the wounded Marine with his free hand, pulled out two ammo magazines and tossed them to Maya. She caught both of them in her left hand, ejected the spent magazine and slammed in a new one.

				Confident the Marine was now out of danger, Sanchez picked up his rifle and checked his ammo meter. It was almost full. The rhythmic sound of the Marines’ weapons and the larger discharges from the remaining MACE units were all he could hear now. He pulled his M20 to his shoulder and peered through the sight, searching for the nearest Cilik’ti. He scanned to his right and then back left, but there was no sign of the enemy.

				One of the Marines on the other side of the APC called out, “Cease-fire!”

				A wash of relief replaced the battle-induced adrenaline, and Sanchez’s breaths came long and labored from exhaustion. The rifle slid away from his shoulder. He lowered his head and rested the front of his helmet on the rifle’s stock. The cool, wet ground felt refreshing on his face and for a brief moment, he didn’t want to move. Is it over?

				“Are you all right, Commander?” She kneeled beside him.

				“I’m fine,” he muttered. “Just taking my time is all.” He put his hands underneath him and pressed himself up. His muscles were sore and his whole body felt like one big punching bag after a boxer’s long training session. He managed to get to his knees, and Maya helped him to his feet.

				The level of carnage spread out in front of him after the battle was agonizing to behold. Of the six MACE units that charged, he saw only two still standing. One of the damaged MACE pilots was now out of his unit and under care from one of the unit’s corpsman. He checked another of the MACE units and dread gripped him. He couldn’t find Toronaga.

				A few bursts of weapons fire came from his left. Two Marines fired rounds into a Cilik’ti warrior that still showed signs of life. It took a lot of firepower to bring them down and from what he witnessed, just as much to keep them there.

				Looking to his left, he spotted another one of the MACE units. The set of powered armor was tangled with another Cilik’ti warrior, its gun hanging loose at its side. The warrior’s lance had pierced the MACE’s armor in the heart of its midsection and the end protruded on the other side. More Marines moved to separate the two fallen combatants, but Sanchez already added the Marine inside to his list of casualties.

				Just short of the destroyed Shredder tank, Sanchez and Maya came upon a pile of bodies. Two Cilik’ti warriors blanketed a third figure underneath. The large warrior on top had a huge hole in the back of his head. From the direction it had fallen, Sanchez wondered if this was another target of Priest’s deadly aim.

				Something moved under the pile, and he jumped back and reached for his weapon. He stopped when he saw the armored hand, coupled with the distinguishable blades from a MACE unit, straining against the weight of the Cilik’ti bodies.

				Moving in to help, Maya and Sanchez gripped the armor of the Cilik’ti warrior’s body on top and pulled. The weight of the warrior’s body and armor was immense, but three more Marines joined their effort and managed to move the first body off the pile.

				The upper part of the MACE unit in the pile was now visible, and Sanchez was relieved when he recognized Toronaga’s nameplate on the armor. “Sergeant, are you all right?”

				Toronaga’s voice crackled over the MACE’s intercom. “I feel like I just went fifteen rounds with a heavyweight boxing champion. I might have dislocated my shoulder and cracked some ribs, but I’ll be okay.”

				The other Cilik’ti body still had the legs of the Toronaga’s MACE trapped.

				Sanchez leaned closer to the black-and-yellow blood-coated armored unit. “You need a hand?” he asked, hoping his sarcasm would help ease the Marine’s weariness.

				The blades on the MACE unit’s arm retracted, and Toronaga raised it straight up toward Sanchez.

				“Funny, Sergeant,” Sanchez said and smacked the armored hand with his own.

				The other Marines managed to remove the second body, allowing Toronaga to bring his MACE to its feet. Toronaga disengaged the armor interlock and stepped out of the unit after it opened. Sanchez and Maya caught his arms as he stumbled, but his legs steadied and he assured them he was okay. “What’s the casualty count, sir?” Toronaga asked. “How many did we lose?”

				“I don’t have a full account, Sergeant, but it’s not good,” Sanchez replied. “We need to make contact with Major McGregor. There was too much interference...” He let the last part trail off. He caught a glimpse of the western horizon. Flashes sparked over the darkened sky, and neither man required Maya’s advanced hearing to pick up the rumbles of the huge explosions in the distance. The trio stared in awed silence at the display. Their battle was only a skirmish, and the real fight for the Magellan colony was already underway.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Magellan colony site
Marine battle zone
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				McGregor concentrated on the voice of his Force Recon Platoon Leader over the comm channel. “The main force has split, sir. The enemy’s got a spearhead of armor and support coming into the valley, but you’ve got a large group of APCs and fast-moving infantry headed at your right flank.” McGregor checked the map on the wall of the defensive platform’s command center while the report continued. “The forest might shield them on the approach, but there’s a large open area before the ridge to the valley. I mark it as grid one-one-eight by three-two-zero.”

				McGregor jogged over and tapped the location on the map. “Roger that, Corporal. Move your teams into position on this side of the ridge. I’m going to need some visual reconnaissance for fire support.”

				“Roger. Redeploying to new position now,” the Marine acknowledged. “ETA two minutes.”

				McGregor turned back to Searcy after the comm channel closed. “Lieutenant, contact Condor flight. Tell them primary kill box is grid one-one-eight by three-two-zero. Have ’em sync with Corporal Gorran’s platoon. They’ll have the visual. The Tikis are trying to make an end run on us, lass, and I want ’em stopped before they reach that ridge. Go code is Scorch.”

				“Roger, sir,” Searcy replied and opened a new channel to the Marines’ assault shuttle group.

				The assault shuttles were superb ground support craft and their high speed at low altitudes, coupled with a wide range of armaments, made them a favorite among the Marine troops on the ground. McGregor’s scorch assault was one he’d planned for when he’d first arrived on planet. The shuttles would strike with high explosive missiles and drop large incendiary munitions over the target grid. On Mars and the other Earth colonies the Cilik’ti had trampled, the lack of atmosphere had limited the use of some of the EDF’s more effective weapons, but McGregor intended to let the Cilik’ti get the full dose this time.

				The sound of a large concussive explosion outside brought McGregor to the door of the command center. The blast struck just about twenty meters short of the bunker positions on his left flank, and he heard the whistle of another round approaching. The Cilik’ti had opened up with the artillery. The next blast fell short as well, this time closer to his center, but he recognized the weapon. The Marines called them blast waves. The large concussive weapons made normal artillery munitions look like a popgun at a toy party. Even at the current distance from his men, he knew their ears would already be ringing from the strikes. When the Cilik’ti walked the rounds in closer, the rounds would wreak havoc with his forward positions.

				Jonathan Hood was outside next to the railing, gazing through a pair of field glasses when the next rounds landed. “Major!” he called out. “I’ve got Cilik’ti tanks in the valley.”

				McGregor grabbed his glasses and joined him. McGregor could make out two Shredder tanks moving into view, followed by a string of others. He felt the urge to use artillery on their position, but the tanks were still three hundred meters from his predetermined grid. He gritted his teeth and cursed. He knew he had to wait.

				Across the battlefield, an unexpected explosion rocked the lead Shredder tank, and McGregor’s grimace turned into a smile. He’d nearly forgotten the team of Gauss rifle rovers he’d deployed on the lower part of the northern ridge. The rovers, more affectionately named Mongooses, were wide-bodied vehicles with large wheels built around a long-barreled high-energy rail gun.

				Speed was the name of the game for the wheeled vehicle, and the Mongoose got its name for being fast, highly maneuverable and able to strike a deadly blow to its target. McGregor watched the pair of rovers speed along the ridge and fire again on the approaching tanks. He could see the spouts of blue flame burst from vertical stabilization thrusters on the forward corners of their frames.

				The neutronium armor-piercing slugs slammed into two more tanks and knocked them out of commission, but the Cilik’ti already had identified their position. Blue particle energy blasts exploded around them. The two Mongooses reversed direction and sped along the trails that lined the ridge, attempting to get out of range. The northern ridge had several wide stone ledges that were fairly even and devoid of trees, but the slopes held enough soil to support thinly trunked tangle trees. The trees, though small, offered good camouflage for the Mongooses, but many burst into flames at the touch of the Cilik’ti particle weapons. As the Mongooses made their way closer to the Marine positions, the ridge curved into a small eddy formation deep enough to shield them from the view of the tanks.

				Two more particle energy blasts struck in front of the Mongoose on the upper trail, ripping a huge hole in the ground. The Mongoose’s front wheels fell into the hole and caught the far edge. The rover tumbled out of control and landed on its top. The other Mongoose never saw its partner fall and sped on toward the Marine defenses. McGregor pounded his fist against the railing in helpless anger as the downed vehicle exploded.

				“Sir!” Searcy called from inside the command center. “Corporal Gorran’s team is on station, and Condor Flight is airborne.”

				“Any sign of the enemy?”

				Searcy conversed for a brief moment on the comm channel and then muted it once more. “Corporal Gorran reports no activity.”

				“Good. Tell him to sit tight. Keep Condor Flight behind the mountain and on ready alert. I want the Tikis to commit and then hit ‘em.”

				* * *

				Caris’s skin was ghostly pale and his eyes were glazed. Tears flowed down Gina’s cheeks, and he turned his head toward her. “Oh, Gina...” He coughed. “I, uh, seem to have taken a bad spill.” Blood started to dribble from the corner of his mouth.

				“Caris, don’t talk,” she whispered. Her hands were shaking. “I need you to stay still.” She struggled to load the jet gun with the injector but managed to get it in, then pressed it against his left arm and pulled the trigger. The medicine flooded into him and his breathing relaxed. She turned to a few of the colonists who’d just finished treating some of the other wounded. “I need some help over here!”

				Four colonists rushed over, including one of the women Gina knew was a doctor at the colony’s medical clinic. The doctor moved in beside Gina and pulled out a handheld medical scanner. She watched the readings and shook her head. “We need to get this rock off him so I can stabilize him.”

				“Keep him calm. I’m going to help,” Gina told the doctor. She stood and directed the other helpers around the boulder. Each of the colonists bent down around the rock, placing their hands underneath it. “Okay,” Gina said, “on three, we lift and walk it to my right.”

				Two more colonists joined them. “Do you want us to pull Dr. Caris out from underneath?”

				The medical doctor shook her head. “No, I don’t want him moved.” She looked at Gina. “The rock has got to come clean, and don’t roll it free or it’ll cause more damage.”

				Gina nodded. “Okay. Everyone ready. Remember lift with your legs and keep them under you so we can distribute the weight. One. Two. Three.”

				Gina and the other three colonists strained but managed to lift the boulder a half meter above the ground. Her fingers ached and she was afraid she might let go. She nodded to the others, and the group carried the rock out of the way then lowered it to the ground.

				Gina moved back to Caris’s side but had to avert her eyes from the area where the rock had crushed him. The sight was more than she could bear. Instead, she grasped his hand and tried to keep him calm while the doctor worked.

				The doctor provided quick instructions to the colonists around her. The group rushed off and returned with a makeshift stretcher made out of a modified bed cot. “I’ve done what I can. He’s stable for now and we can immobilize him for transport, but we have to get him back to a medical facility.”

				“We need those rovers,” Gina said. “Be right back.” She patted Caris’s hand, and he managed a weak smile. She walked over to the blocked exit that led west toward the geologists and the next cavern. The collapse was smaller than the one that led to the surface, but without the powerful winches on the rovers, moving the huge boulders could take days. Time Caris and the other wounded didn’t have.

				She climbed on the first rock and managed to make her way to the top of the pile. The rocks on the top were smaller, and she shifted one to the left and found a gap. It wasn’t much, but it was something and from the look of it, the rocks around it weren’t wedged in place. If the rocks were free, then they wouldn’t be supporting the ceiling and there was a lower risk of another cave-in if they cleared the lower boulders.

				Gina hopped down from the rock pile and moved back to the crates of supplies. “Everyone, please listen!” she shouted.

				The colonists not treating the wounded stopped what they were doing and turned their heads toward her.

				“We need to make it to the next cavern and get our rovers to help clear a path back to the surface.” She pointed to the collapse she’d just come from. “The rocks on the top of this pile are loose. If we can move them, we can send for help, but I need any free hands over here to help.”

				Waving her hand toward the rock pile, Gina led several of the colonists toward the collapse. She formed two lines. Teams of two worked to move smaller rocks off the pile and passed them back to the others to be placed out of the way. The process worked well for the smaller rocks, but as more of the pile was cleared, her hopes sank. Huge pieces of reddish brown stone were stacked almost to the ceiling. After a quick inspection, she knew they were almost impossible to move and there wasn’t enough room for anyone to crawl over the top.

				Undaunted, Gina climbed back to the top of the pile with the steady hands of a few of her helpers. Another colonist joined her and together they tried to free one of boulders, but after a minute of straining, the pair gave up. There wasn’t any leverage point for either of them to even budge the rock.

				A small tremor shifted the boulders underneath Gina, and she struggled to keep her balance. With an exhale of disgust at their lack of progress, Gina jumped to the cavern floor, and everyone moved clear. She hoped there wouldn’t be another cave-in.

				The tremors paused then started again, but the vibrations seemed to be in the floor and not on the surrounding walls or ceiling of the cavern. Gina took a few tentative steps back to the rock pile. The vibrations began to vary in intensity and to her surprise, they moved from one side of the rocks and then to the other. The cavern floor shifted in front of the pile, and the lowest boulder cracked in two.

				A sleek black creature crested the surface of the cavern floor and moved closer to her amid a chorus of gasps from the colonists behind her. “Max?” she uttered.

				The creature moved through the cavern floor with ease, and its vibrations loosened the dirt and rock in its path. More of the land whale’s body surfaced and it stopped at Gina’s feet.

				She bent down and stroked her hand along its long scaled back, and the creature wiggled back and forth in obvious pleasure. “Max, it is you!” she exclaimed, excited to see her friend from the canyon. “How in the world did you find me?”

				Many of the colonists stood dumbfounded as Gina was reunited with her alien friend, but she didn’t waste any time explaining her relationship with the creature to them. Instead, she moved closer to the rock and patted the ground. Max sank back into the cavern floor and resurfaced again next to her hand. “I don’t know if you understand, boy, but we need your help. Can loosen up these rocks for us?”

				She patted the cracked boulder with her hand and pointed to the rock, hoping her subterranean friend would understand, but Max didn’t move. Gina tried again, but he still remained motionless at her feet. Gina sighed and searched for something else to use. Desperate, she picked up a small rock and pounded it several times against the boulder. This time Max shifted below the floor, and Gina could tell by the vibrations in the ground that he’d moved under the rocks blocking the passageway. The vibrations intensified, and more cracks in the boulder appeared. Gina watched in amazement as the once solid reddish-tinged ground beneath the pile shifted, and the lower rocks sank into the floor.

				“Yes!” she yelled in excitement. “That’s it, Max. Keep it up.”

				The boulder on the bottom crumbled, and more of the huge rocks fell free. Gina jumped back out of the way of the falling rocks and stood on her toes to see if the gap above the rocks had opened. The gap was nearly a meter high now, plenty of room to get through.

				The vibrations stopped, and Gina bent down to the ground and patted the floor once again. Moments later, Max reemerged next to her as members of the colonists scaled the rocks and began to crawl to the other side. Several of the other colonists cheered behind her.

				“Good boy, Max!” Gina yelled to the subterranean creature. “First thing when we get out of here, I’m getting you the biggest pile of bugs I can find.” She petted Max’s back again, and the land whale arched upward, eager for her to rub him again. She didn’t disappoint him.

				Shouts came from the other sides of the rocks. “We’re through!” Moments later, someone added, “We’ve got lights headed our way.” Followed by, “It’s our rovers! The others came looking for us!”

				Relief flooded over Gina. They were going to make it, she was sure of it now. She turned and looked back at Caris. The doctor and another colonist held him still, while two more people slid the stretcher underneath his broken body. Even if they couldn’t get back to the Magellan, there was more medical equipment at the canyon they could use to treat him.

				Gina patted Max’s back one last time and walked over beside Caris as the colonists raised his stretcher. She grabbed his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. They had come a long way together and although they didn’t always agree, she held a deep respect for the man. Patiently, she waited for the rovers to pull out the rest of the rocks to clear the entrance. As the sound of the rocks being dragged away consumed the cavern, she closed her eyes and thought of Jonathan. If they could make it through this, she was sure he could too.

				* * *

				The Armstrong continued its latest string of high-speed evasive maneuvers. The deadly game of cat and mouse Hood had engineered with the much-larger Cilik’ti mother ship continued in high orbit above Cygni, and neither side could gain a definite upper hand.

				The tactics Hood used had saved his ship from serious damage, but the hits were beginning to add up. The Cilik’ti ship had been unable to score another direct hit on the Armstrong, but each glancing blow ticked off armor and weakened the already over-performing defensive shield. Unfortunately, the Armstrong had been unable to cause any serious damage of her own, even with the new particle cannon. He’d hoped for some sign of secondary explosions inside the vessel, but the sheer mass of the opposing ship seemed to absorb damage and showed no ill effects. Hood gripped the edge of his chair hard. Frustration and fatigue of the battle were already beginning to mount, and the pain in his cheek made it hard to think. He worried it was only a matter of time before the enemy ship would strike a decisive blow and force his ship into a desperate situation of fighting to the bitter end or abandoning the planet altogether.

				As Hood ordered each new set of maneuvers for the helm, he never took his eyes off his screen that was now zoomed in close on the enemy ship’s hull. His gunships, fighters and point defense weapons continued to swat the enemy drones from space, but as each group was eliminated, more emerged from the mother ship’s hangars. There seemed to be an endless supply.

				The battle was getting long, but at least Hood had managed to keep his ship in position to thwart any more of the Cilik’ti troop drops. At the same time, he’d turned the tails on the giant warship. Without its cruiser escort, the mother ship couldn’t stay too close to the planet or it would risk being pinned against the gravity well and unable to maneuver. Hood had slowly but surely lured it farther away.

				“Aldridge, reconfigure gunship stations to rotate to the Percival. I don’t want her to get overwhelmed,” he called out. Moments later, the three other gunships moved from their previous flanking positions to ones closer to the damaged gunship. The change in configuration placed his port side defense in the hands of his port defensive weapons, but it was a risk he had to take and one he hoped the Cilik’ti would see. “Launch Delta Squadron and keep them close underneath us,” he instructed. “I want them ready to go on my command.” Hood had been patient in not using his bombers and he was confident the opening he needed was at hand.

				Hundreds of Cilik’ti fighter drones skirmished with the gunships, and his fighters engaged a new squadron of bombers trying to make a run past his gunship screen. As the number of drones diminished, he changed his terminal to detect any new launch cycles on the mother ship. He knew the Cilik’ti would see the opening on his left and launch more drones to take advantage. They had to.

				“Take it!” he whispered to himself. Knight to C7 takes Bishop.

				A few seconds later, a new cycle on the lower hemisphere of the oval-shaped vessel was detected.

				He selected the location on his terminal and linked it to Aldridge’s tactical station. “Priority target! Send the bombers now! Maximum burn!” Knight to C3. Check. Rook fork.

				The Raptor squadron engines roared to life, and the bombers accelerated out from underneath the Armstrong en route to a high-angle attack against the mother ship’s launch bay. It had taken a few observations of the drone launch sequence to detect, but Hood had found the weakness he needed. During the launch cycle for each bay, the point defense weapons surrounding the bay disengaged. He’d seen this before in previous engagements with Cilik’ti cruisers and he was confident the mother ship would follow the same protocol.

				Ensign Theilson led Delta Squadron unimpeded toward their target and launched their full complement of ordinance at high velocity less than five hundred meters above the bay. Thielson pulled her Raptor out of its dive toward the mother ship and veered left. Her squadron maintained their formation behind her and avoided coming into range of the nearest active point defense array.

				The launch bay circular door opened like an iris in anticipation of the drone launch and the pidium-enhanced bombs streaked inside as the drones, still sitting on their platforms, powered up their engines. The first drone to leave the platform missed one of the bombs but collided with another halfway out of the bay. The resulting explosion triggered a fountain of flame that erupted from the bay like a volcano.

				The rest of the bombs impacted on the drone platforms and interior bay walls and detonated with devastating fury. The explosions tore into the inner sections of the mother ship and found the bay’s munitions magazine.

				Hood watched in silent excitement as explosions spread from the sides of the bay outward, and soon a quarter of the lower hemisphere of the ship spouted flames. His screen tracked the bomber’s return and once they were clear, he selected a new set of targets amid the carnage on the Cilik’ti warship. “All batteries target these areas and fire at will. I repeat, fire at will.”

				Volleys from the Armstrong’s rail guns slammed into the interior of the vessel, tearing more holes in the superstructure. The Armstrong’s recharged particle cannon unleashed its deadly blast that disintegrated decks and, for the moment, cut power to the lower section of the ship.

				Despite the damage, the Cilik’ti mother ship managed to turn on its axis and moved its vulnerable area to its rear, out of the sight of the Armstrong’s weapons. Its powerful weapons returned fire and this time managed to strike flush on the Armstrong’s shield, penetrating the barrier and blasting a nasty gash across the Armstrong’s underbelly.

				Hood had gotten the damaging blow he was after. It wasn’t the knockout punch, but he had the big ship on the ropes and he intended to keep it there. Not wanting to give up, the mother ship launched a massive wave of drones. Based on what he’d seen before, he thought it might be all of them, but thus far it looked as if the ship manufactured them as it went.

				He was about to order the bombers for a new attack when Aldridge interrupted him. “Captain, I’m detecting a new launch from the planet.”

				“Is it one of our shuttles?”

				Aldridge shook her head and enlarged the ship on her screen while she examined the sensor readings. “Negative, sir. Definitely Cilik’ti. It’s a small ship, but it’s not a drone. It could be a one-man shuttle or transport.”

				Jillian heard the exchange and moved over to Aldridge’s station. “That has to be Kree’s ship.”

				What’s he doing? Escaping the planet now with that mother ship so close would be suicide. “Where’s it headed, Lieutenant?”

				“The ship has breached the atmosphere and is vectoring away from the battle,” Aldridge explained. “It could be trying to use the natural gravitational pull of the planet to gain velocity.” The Armstrong’s tactical officer typed more information into her terminal, and a projected path of the ship displayed on the screen. “Best guess, but my projection of his flight path shows a break from the gravity well and burn toward Cygni 3.”

				Several small explosions sparkled like starlight along the port side of the Armstrong. Hundreds of drones streaked past, hammering the shield with their cannons and taking an equal amount of fire from the Armstrong’s defensive weapons.

				“Can he make it?” Hood asked.

				The look in Aldridge’s eyes told him it wasn’t good. “Doubtful, sir. The Chi’tan must have already detected him and recognized the ship. I have at least two packs of drones on approach to him now.”

				Hood kept his eyes glued to his screens. Desperation swelled inside him. He needed to find another opening to hit the Chi’tan’s mother ship, but he was certain that losing Kree to the Chi’tan wasn’t good. He was their one link to a somewhat friendly hierarchy in the Cilik’ti ranks. It was tenuous dialogue, perhaps, but at least it was something. However, if the Chi’tan captured him, it would be much, much worse. No doubt the Chi’tan would use him as leverage against the N’lan and should they lose the battle, claim he was complicit in the outcome. The battle would renew and escalate, perhaps giving not just the Chi’tan, but also their allies, all the more reason to renew their assault on Earth’s outposts and colonies. Even with the EDF’s improvements in technology, there would be little they could do to stand in the way of that kind of onslaught.

				“What assets do we have closest to him?” he asked Aldridge.

				She expanded the grid on her terminal. “The Rooks are the closest we have. If they vector out now, I put them at intercept in thirty seconds, just as the drones catch him.”

				“Do it, Lieutenant, and pray they reach him first.”

				* * *

				Aldridge contacted Krieg and vectored Rook Squadron to Kree’s ship. The eight members of what remained of the Armstrong’s best squadron fell into a staggered formation and accelerated to maximum thrust. The Rooks closed on the target, but Aldridge could see two groups of drones nearing striking distance of Kree’s shuttle.

				“Ivy, take Rook four, six and ten and wax the drones to port. The rest of you, follow me,” Krieg called out to his wingman as the Rooks engaged the drones.

				Krieg’s group made quick work of their drones, but Ivy’s group was in a real mess. Her people were outnumbered from the start, and Aldridge’s status screen showed her fighter was damaged and totally defensive. The drones attacked by her part of the squadron were closer to their assignment than Krieg’s, and some continued to fire on Kree’s fleeing craft.

				Aldridge tried to get a status on Kree’s ship. Her sensors picked up damage all along its hull, and its engines were failing. Krieg’s people were coming fast, but not fast enough.

				“Wolfhound!” Aldridge recognized Krieg’s wingman’s frantic voice over the comms. “I can’t hold them! They’re firing on that ship again.” She watched in silent horror as Ivy’s fighter interceded between the drones attacking Kree’s ship. The status on Ivy’s fighter went critical. “I’ve lost all control, and life support lines have been severed. I’ve got a fire on board,” Ivy choked out.

				“Ivy, get out of there now. Eject!” Aldridge yelled into the comm channel, not wanting to lose another pilot.

				The fighter’s engines failed, but Aldridge detected Ivy’s ejection just before the fighter exploded. Relief washed over her when she detected a strong life signal from Ivy’s EVA pod, but the feeling didn’t last.

				Kree’s ship was crippled. The Rooks eliminated the last of attacking drones, but a massive energy surge spiked in the engines of the shuttle. Aldridge ordered the Rooks clear and watched in silent despair as the craft exploded.

				“No!” Aldridge heard the exasperated cry from Wells at the Communications Station to her right, and her heart howled in unison. Fighting through the shock, she mobilized Search and Rescue for her downed pilots. “Any EVA or signs of survivors from the shuttle, Wolfhound?” she said to Krieg over the channel.

				“Negative, Watchtower. No signs of ejection or life pod.”

				“Roger that, Wolfhound. Maintain cover for our EVAs. Rescue teams en route.” Aldridge closed the channel and slapped her hands against her station. She did everything she could and it still wasn’t enough to save Kree.

				* * *

				“Kree!” Jillian gasped as word of his shuttle’s destruction came over the comm channel Hood monitored at his station. The look of horror and the loss of a dear friend weighed heavy on her face, and her limp form dropped into the chair next to Hood.

				Hood’s heart sank at the news. He hadn’t shared the connection Jillian had enjoyed with the Cilik’ti worker, but he’d been impressed with the alien’s courage to reach out to humanity and try to understand and bridge the gap that had already caused so much destruction. Perhaps he could have formed a friendship with the impressive young alien, but that was no longer possible.

				He wanted to reach over and wrap his arms around Jillian. Take away the hurt in her eyes and in her heart, but it had to wait. The fighter drones from the last wave out of the mother ship bypassed his cluster of gunships and were pelting the shield on the port side of the Armstrong, trying to find a weakness to exploit.

				The port side weapons filled the space beside the huge Dreadnaught with defensive fire, depleting the fighter drone numbers, but it was nowhere near as effective as the gunships had been. His gambit had worked to provide them an opportunity to strike a powerful blow to the gigantic Cilik’ti vessel. Now he needed to restore the balance of his defense and find another way to cripple the opposing ship. “Aldridge, return the gunships to original patrol station and bring Delta Squadron back to assist in drone intercept.”

				Aldridge acknowledged and issued the order to the gunships as more of the drone fighters exploded under the barrage of the Armstrong’s close-range weapons. A new warning beeped on her terminal. “Sir,” she called out. “Point defense guns on port are running hot. I need to run a cooling cycle or we risk losing them.”

				“Drone status on port?” he returned.

				“Almost clear, and the Stonewall will be on station in twenty seconds.”

				“Good,” Hood said. “Take the guns off-line and run the cycle. With Delta Squadron and the gunship coming back, we’ll be fine if the Cilik’ti manage to launch another wave.” Fine, but for how long? His fighter squadrons were already at half strength, and the damage to his ship was considerable. Pulling out wasn’t option. Not yet. He had to hold out.

				* * *

				Systems flickered aboard the disabled Cilik’ti bomber. Its internal repair systems had managed to reroute critical power and restore control to its handler aboard the mother ship. Impressed with the drone’s ability to reactivate, its handler ran a diagnostic of the bomber’s functions. Damage was extensive, and only minimal thrusters were online. The main weapons store had been damaged and it munitions wrecked, but one undamaged bomb remained in the operational launcher.

				The Cilik’ti handler activated the main view from its external sensors array. The bomber had been on approach earlier in the battle but now found itself floating next to the remains of several fighter drones. Moving beyond the debris was the enemy warship, but even as it passed, something seemed strange. There were no enemy fighters nearby, and another triad of Chi’tan fighters strafed the ship. Their rounds impacted on the strange field that emanated from the ships, but unlike before, there was no return defensive fire.

				Showing no signs it had detected the drone, the huge warship presented its port side to the bomber. The handler used the remaining thruster power to rotate the bomber flush to the enemy’s flank and burst forward. The bomber’s launcher activated, and the handler enabled the launch sequence. In less than two seconds, the bomber floated forward, its inertia transferred to the bomb as it burst from the launcher toward its target. The handler launched in silent glee as the bomb sped toward the unsuspecting warship. The remaining power in the bomber faded and as the handler lost connection with the drone, it was certain victory was at hand.

				* * *

				“Captain, I’ve got an active drone bomber close on our port front quarter!” Aldridge yelled. The not-easily-surprised Hood spun around to face his tactical officer. “I’ve got a launch!” she announced and her eyes watched her screen for information from the ship’s sensors. She raised her head from the terminal and met his waiting eyes. “It’s a Stinger, sir.”

				The impossible had happened, and the Cilik’ti had exploited it. “Activate defensive guns!” he ordered desperately.

				“Point defenses are still down, and the Deltas and Stonewall are out of range.” Her terminal beeped a warning as the bomb closed the distance. “Impact in eight seconds.”

				Hood tapped his terminal hard with his forefinger and opened the ship-wide comm channel. “All hands! This is the captain. We have incoming. Brace for impact!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Magellan colony site
Marine battle zone
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				Two more concussive rounds struck next to the base of the defensive platform, and the armored structure shuddered. McGregor felt the vibrations while he scanned the battlefield, but he didn’t worry. He’d seen these platforms take a serious pounding, and it would require more than a few shakes to topple it.

				With the Mongoose rovers no longer on the field, the Cilik’ti tanks accelerated their advance into the valley. He watched the lead tanks enter his gridded area at a faster pace. They fired their powerful weapons on his positions, but that was what he expected. The Chi’tan had reformed their spearhead and infantry poured out of rear APCs to join the approaching armor. Normally, he wouldn’t let the enemy command the field in this manner, but he held his limited armor and MACE troops out of the fight for now. He pulled the small remote out of his BDU vest pocket and fingered the trigger button. Not yet. It wasn’t time.

				“Sir, Corporal Gorran’s platoon reports heavy infantry movement on our right flank,” Searcy yelled from the command center. “The enemy has moved out of the forest and is making for the ridgeline.”

				“Tell Gorran to light the grid and vector in Condor Flight. Hit ’em hard, Lieutenant,” McGregor said with resounding confidence, even as he watched another concussive round flatten one of his bunker emplacements.

				He peered to his right as the group of assault shuttles rounded the side of the mountain and sped toward the ridge where his recon platoon was positioned. He pulled up his field glasses and tried to get better view of the ridge. The edge of the ridge blocked his line of sight to the target area, but once Condor made their pass, he expected an update from Gorran.

				McGregor heard the hiss of the first missile launches from Condor and followed their path to the target zone. The ridge exploded when the missiles impacted the target area, sending dirt, rock and Cilik’ti armored bodies flying. The shuttles passed over the area seconds later and released several large bombs from their rear loading ramps. McGregor had to shield his eyes. The clearing above the ridge and the nearby forest was engulfed in several huge fireballs that burned with the intensity of a small thermonuclear explosion. Small mushroom clouds billowed up, and the roar of flames and dark smoke consumed everything.

				Everyone on the platform stopped and watched the impressive display of destruction that was laid against the oncoming Cilik’ti force. McGregor raised his glasses again and tried to find Gorran’s platoon on the lower part of the ridge. They were still there and already moving up to the edge to join their spotter who guided in Condor Flight.

				Out of the smoke, four Cilik’ti warriors jumped over the edge of the ridge, each trailing smoke from the small fires on different parts of their bodies. The warriors rolled down the side of the ridge and right into the waiting weapons fire of Gorran’s platoon. The warriors never stood a chance and weren’t able to fire a shot of their own.

				“Searcy, get me a sitrep from the ridge. What’s the enemy status?”

				Searcy made contact with Gorran’s platoon again and a few moments later, she had her answer. “Major, enemy advance has been routed, and the surviving forces have retreated into the forest. Corporal Gorran estimates at least seventy-five percent casualties based on his original strength assessment.”

				McGregor’s early grin widened into a beaming smile. “Excellent. Have Condor Flight regroup and hit the remnants as they fall back, but keep Gorran where he is. I want to know if they have a reserve comin’ our way.”

				“Roger that, sir,” Searcy said and conveyed McGregor’s orders to the Marine forces along the ridge.

				Despite the massive display of firepower on the southern ridge, the Cilik’ti armor seemed undaunted and continued their approach. Some of the Cilik’ti infantry traded fire now with the bunker positions. A shout came from his left. “Incoming!”

				McGregor turned to move when Jonathan Hood tackled him to the ground. A blast of blue particle energy exploded on the deck of the platform close to the pulse cannon position. It would have hit McGregor had it not been for the Magellan commander’s fast action.

				McGregor sat up and checked on his rescuer. “Commander, are ya all right?”

				Jonathan rolled to his side, shook his head and caressed his bloodied nose. “Yeah, but my nose is ever going to be the same.”

				“Bah,” McGregor said. “Beauty’s the first thing to go in the service.” He stood and offered Jonathan a hand. “Come on. Let’s find out what the damage is.” He helped Jonathan to his feet, and the first stop they made was the passageway to the command center. Taking a quick peek inside, McGregor verified that Searcy and the other staff were fine, then ushered Jonathan inside to get treated for his nose.

				The damage on the upper deck of the platform was superficial, but the round had managed to knock the north side pulse cannon out of commission. Both of the crew members manning the gun required first-aid treatment for burns to their hands and faces. One of the Marines had already returned to his station and was reactivating the huge cannon.

				“Major, forward positions report Cilik’ti advance has entered the center of the grid and continues to close,” Searcy called out behind him. “They say their situation is dire and request reinforcements, sir.”

				Another concussive round struck higher on the base of the platform, forcing McGregor to brace himself. The Cilik’ti advance was right where he wanted it to be. He reached back into his pocket for the small remote trigger, but it was gone. He patted down his BDUs in a frantic search for the device, but it wasn’t on his person. Then he remembered. It had been in his hand when Jonathan had tackled him before the attack.

				He looked to the southern side of the platform and found the small device on the ground just a few meters from where they’d been, nestled against one of the deck railing armor plates. The large protective armor plates skirted the deck and provided excellent cover to the Marines on the top of the platform, but the previous concussive strikes had loosened one of the plates a few meters from where the device lay. The plate hung by a single rivet, leaving a large gap on the deck’s railing between two support posts. Successive rounds from the Cilik’ti struck their position again. The tremors sent the device skittering away toward the edge of the platform and right for the opening.

				“No!” McGregor yelled. He raced forward and grabbed the device before it fell on the deck. He issued a sigh of relief and was about to active the trigger when another round struck the platform. McGregor tumbled toward the edge of the deck. On pure instinct, he reached out and grabbed a support post with his free hand. His body slid over the side, but his grip held. Stars danced in his eyes and he tried to focus. The muscles in his arm strained and he managed pull himself back up to the edge of the platform. He put the trigger on the deck so he could pull himself the rest of the way onto the platform, but out of the corner of his eye he saw the advancing Cilik’ti forces. They were all over his target zone.

				A growl emanated from deep inside his chest. In an almost taunt to the approaching enemy, McGregor shouted over the railing, “All right, ya blasted Tikis. I got a little present for ya.” He flipped open the cover over the button with his thumb and pressed down hard, activating it.

				Several of the Cilik’ti tanks were advancing past the light posts McGregor used as end points of his passive targeting grid in the valley. The lights flashed, and Shredder tanks and Cilik’ti warriors alike were tossed into the air like lightweight toys.

				While he climbed back onto to the platform, McGregor saw Jonathan Hood emerge from the command center, patched nose and all. He grabbed Jonathan by the shoulder and pointed to the spectacle on the battlefield. There were no explosions, no energy blasts, but something powerful picked the Cilik’ti forces up as though they were weightless. McGregor had tied the small light posts’ generators to several of the colony’s magnetic lift pads. The Marines had buried the pads throughout the field and rigged them for one powerful surge, so powerful that one tank was thrown forty meters away and close to fifteen meters in the air.

				“Yes!” McGregor screamed at the top of his lungs and pumped his fist in triumph. “Searcy, all artillery to fire on target grid now. Armor advance and engage!” he ordered.

				Thunderous booms sounded from behind the platform as Marine artillery unleashed their fury on the disheveled and confused Cilik’ti below. Explosions and fireballs consumed the battlefield, blasting tank armor and Cilik’ti warrior apart without mercy.

				One of the lead Shredder tanks had managed to navigate the field and emerged from the smoke caused by the artillery barrage, only to be met by two Marine tanks. The one to its left delivered a savage hit to its armor with a well-placed round at the junction point between its main body and turret. The impact of the round threw off the Shredder’s return fire, which grazed the smaller Marine tank, leaving a long orange melted line in its armor on the right side of its turret.

				Both of the Marine tanks fired again, and this time their shells penetrated the armor of the larger Cilik’ti tank, spreading molten fragments loose into its inner compartment. Smoke billowed from the gaping holes, and the tank stopped, its weapons silent.

				Artillery shells from the Marine guns continued to pound the area for several more minutes, and McGregor watched for any sign of enemy movement. Cilik’ti rounds poured into the Marines’ positions as well, flattening one of the bunkers below, but there was no sign of additional enemy activity close to the Marine positions.

				Not wanting to be blind to their movements any longer, McGregor ordered a cease-fire from his artillery. He surveyed the battlefield while the wind cleared the smoke. “Searcy, what’s the status of Condor Flight?”

				“Condor Flight has routed the enemy force into the woods and continues to pursue the last surviving remnants.”

				“Good. Contact Cover Flight and have them make a low recon pass to our east. Patch the intel off to Condor and order them off pursuit. We have to take out those guns!” McGregor yelled back down the hallway to Searcy as more thunderous booms struck deeper into the Marine defenses. “We’re gettin’ pounded out here!”

				“Roger that, Major!” Searcy responded.

				From his vantage point, McGregor struggled to see the results from his trap. Several Cilik’ti tanks were upended or on their sides, while others had been blown apart. His exhilaration faded. Concussive rounds from the Cilik’ti artillery hammered his left flank. More blasts of particle energy streaked from the enemy positions, burning huge holes in two of his tanks and knocking them out of commission. Hundreds of Cilik’ti warriors emerged from the smoke and charged the Marine positions.

				“Searcy! All artillery on far east grid positions now!” McGregor ordered.

				Marines filed onto the deck to offer fire support to the defenders below. The large pulse cannons opened fire again and again at the oncoming wave of armored warriors, but it did little to hinder their advance, and Cilik’ti warriors swarmed over the forward bunkers.

				More Marine tanks pressed forward followed by the remaining MACE units still at the Magellan camp. The reinforcements thrust like a wedge into the advancing enemy, splitting the force in two, but they soon found themselves surrounded and fighting for their lives.

				Lieutenant Carney emerged from the command center with a spare M20 rifle and handed it to McGregor. He took aim, along with Jonathan and the rest of the Marines on the platform. The platform defenders opened fire in unison on a large group of warriors advancing toward their position.

				Blasts from the advancing Cilik’ti pulse lances peppered the deck protective railing and struck a few of the defending Marines, but none stopped firing.

				“Sir, we’ve got to get you out of here!” Carney yelled to McGregor. “I’ve got an escort platoon waiting below to take you to the secure bunkers in the rear.”

				“Bah!” McGregor spat. “I ain’t leaving, and they ain’t winning!” He fired another set of rounds into one of the closest warriors below. “You get those Marines below into the fight. I’ve got no need for an escort. Now go!” After firing a few more rounds, McGregor noticed Carney was still there. He reached out with his right hand and grasped the much smaller man on the shoulder. “Dammit, Carney! I told ya to get down there and get that platoon in the fight!”

				The young lieutenant was still staring at the horde of Cilik’ti below and seemed frozen in fear. McGregor balled his hand into a fist and pounded the lieutenant’s armor over his left breast. The shock brought Carney back to his senses. “Yes. I mean, yes, sir!”

				Below them, a large Cilik’ti warrior raced past the forward bunkers and hurled his lance high into the air toward the deck of the defensive platform. The lance arced high over the railing and pierced Carney’s right shoulder. The force of the blow threw the already backpedaling lieutenant hard in the bulkhead behind him and pinned him there.

				McGregor dropped his rifle and went to aid his injured junior officer. That was when he heard the hum coming from the lance growing louder. The Cilik’ti had set the lance to overload, and it was nearing detonation fast. McGregor grabbed the lance’s shaft and, with a hearty tug, pulled it free of the wall and Carney’s shoulder. Carney’s scream of agony eclipsed the sounds of battle, and he slumped to the deck while McGregor ran back to the railing. The lance was long, like an oversize spear, but McGregor hefted it with ease. He issued an old Gaelic battle cry and hurled the lance out past the bunkers below. His aim found fortune, and the lance descended upon a large group of Cilik’ti warriors. A meter before the lance reached the ground, it detonated with resounding power. The blast incinerated four of the closest warriors and sent several others flying meters into the air.

				“Corpsman! Get a corpsman out here!” McGregor ordered and kneeled beside his wounded lieutenant. “Ahh! Blasted Tikis.” Blood flowed from the folds in the Marine lieutenant’s armor, and Carney’s face paled. McGregor’s concern for Carney made him temporarily forget his anger. “Hold on, son, the medics are on the way.”

				Two medical triage personnel arrived seconds later and started working on Carney’s injury. McGregor stood by but continued to check on the battle while they worked.

				One of the medical team tapped McGregor’s leg. “Sir, we’ve got to get him inside. It’s safe to move him, but we must hurry.”

				McGregor bent down and hoisted Carney’s limp form in a gentle fireman’s carry, resting the man’s wounded arm across his shoulder. With a few strides, McGregor bore Carney into the command center and placed him on a table near the left wall.

				The medical staff started to peel off Carney’s torso armor, and McGregor stepped back out of the way. He started to walk back outside when Searcy’s voice stopped him. “Sir, Cover Flight has located the enemy guns, and Condor Flight is already en route to the coordinates.”

				“Good,” he said. “Once they hit those guns, I need ’em to squeeze into the valley and cut off the enemy escape. For now, get all surviving forward units and reinforcements to the rear positions and the platform. The Tikis have overrun the forward bunkers. We have to make a strong stand now or they’ll mow us all down.”

				“Roger that. Oh, one more thing. Cover Flight reports explosions and smoke at the lake site.”

				“Have him circle back and get us more intel on the situation over there. I don’t know what scrap Sergeant Toronaga has gotten into, but I’m sure the lad can handle it until we can get to ‘em.” McGregor grabbed another M20 and headed back to the deck. As he exited the short hall from the command center, he passed Jonathan Hood, who was headed for the stairwell to the lower level. “Commander, where are you going?”

				“You ordered a withdrawal to the rear positions. All my people are there and the fight’s going to get nasty,” Jonathan said. The stress in his voice was thick and he didn’t hold it in. “I should—no, I have to be there!”

				“Go, lad,” McGregor said. “Rally your people and link up with my squads when they reach your areas. It might get rough, but we’ve got enough here to stop them, that’s for sure.” He tossed Jonathan the M20 and some additional ammo packs. “Take it. You’ll need it more, lad. Good luck.”

				* * *

				When Jonathan reached the bottom of the platform, several armored Marines moved up from their station near the Magellan to the rear defenses that lined across the valley and centered on the platform. This was the final battle line. If the enemy broke through, they could split the defenders in two and wipe them out. Not to mention there would be nothing to stop them from destroying the Magellan and reaching the colonists in the caves.

				Gina was down in those caverns. The mere thought of any threat to her made Jonathan’s heart beat faster, and he ran for the bunkers to the right of the platform that held the colonist volunteers. He stepped to the back of the first bunker and opened the door just as massive new explosions lit up the eastern sky. Condor was hitting the enemy rear guns. He paused and waited for a few seconds. Marine weapon and Cilik’ti pulse lance fire was all around, but he could hear their distinct sounds now. The Cilik’ti concussive rounds had been coming in about every five seconds like clockwork, and the lack of their massive blasts was welcome indeed.

				He opened the door to the bunker and was greeted by several smiling but concerned faces. He put on his best face, patted shoulders and lifted spirits. Peering out the front of the bunker, he could see more Cilik’ti warriors moving in the battlefield, headed their way. His people had already made a tremendous sacrifice just to come here. Well, at least some of them had, but this was their home now and he intended to make sure it stayed that way.

				Heavy weapons fire erupted from the rear bunkers to his right, creating huge explosions in the ranks of the Cilik’ti warriors. Scattered groups of warriors survived the assault and skirted their way past the forward bunkers toward the hundred-meter span to the rear positions and the platform.

				Backlit against the explosive brilliance, Jonathan saw five large Cilik’ti warriors move into view. Covered in jet-black armor trimmed in bright green down their legs and arms, these giants were a full meter taller than the other warriors they encountered. Their huge hands cradled lances that resembled massive cannons, and they walked together almost uninterested in or phased by the chaotic battle around them.

				Jonathan activated his wrist comm unit and opened a channel to the command center. Searcy answered and patched him to McGregor. “Major. Take a look at bunker A4. Some new breed of Cilik’ti warrior just showed up. Ever seen these guys before?”

				There was a brief pause over the comms. “Negative, Commander. The Tikis seem to be full of surprises these days,” McGregor said. “From the look of ’em, I’d guess they’re some sort of elite guard or field general.”

				“Great. We’re pressed enough as it is down here. Any ideas on how to deal with them?”

				“Frag ‘em,” McGregor laughed. “We can always find out how they tick after they’re dead. McGregor out.”

				Jonathan rolled his eyes in frustration when the channel closed and readied his weapon. “How can he make jokes at a time like this?” he muttered, and several of the colonists beside him chuckled.

				The brief moment of levity was short-lived as more warriors swarmed in front of the five Cilik’ti elite guards and advanced on the colonists’ bunkers. Jonathan and the others opened fire on the warriors, and pulse blasts from Cilik’ti lances ricocheted off the plating of the bunker en masse. Jonathan felt his heart in his throat and realized this might be his last moment alive. Would he ever see Gina again? He was sure the other defenders in the bunker had similar feelings, but despite the fear, no one ran. When one of the front defenders fell or was injured, another from the rear reserve stepped in and filled the gap.

				The Cilik’ti warriors were close now, just twenty meters away, and weapons fire continued to pour out in both directions. Cilik’ti and human fell alike under the barrages, but then something unexpected happened. The Cilik’ti warriors in front of them stopped firing. Jonathan and his men continued to shoot, but he noticed more and more of the warriors down the line to his right stopped, as well. Some stood still, while others shook their head in confusion.

				One of the elite warriors approached the group of Cilik’ti nearest Jonathan’s bunker from the rear. The large, dark-armored Cilik’ti struck one of the warriors with the butt of its lance. The warrior turned to bow at the elite unit in almost reverence and gestured toward Jonathan’s bunker. Not sure what was happening, everyone in Jonathan’s bunker continued firing, but many shrugged their shoulders in silent conversation with one another. Why have they stopped?

				The huge, dark-armored warrior roared and fired a blast of blue particle energy at the bunker. The energy deflected off the lower blast plating and went up toward the ceiling, where it dissipated in an almost psychedelic shower. The crackling energy filled the bunker with the scent of ozone and scorched metal. Several of the colonist defenders dove for the more protected corners of the bunker.

				To Jonathan’s surprise, the smaller warriors still had not resumed their attack. In a clear challenge to the warriors’ insubordination, the big Chi’tan warrior turned his lance on the warrior in front of him and fired. The blast left a gaping hole where its upper torso had been, and he repeated the act until all the warriors before him were dead.

				Inspired by the surprising sacrifice of the other Cilik’ti warriors, Jonathan’s men opened fire on their dark-armored executioner. The flurry of bullets strafed over the giant warrior, but the colonists’ M20 rounds bounced off its armor, scuffing it, and angered the warrior even more.

				The green lines accenting the warrior’s armor flared. It raised its lance over its head and charged the bunker. Out of defiance or pure terror, none of the colonists abandoned the bunker as the monstrous Cilik’ti closed the distance.

				The warrior readied its lance for a point-blank shot when another figure dove into view and tackled the armored giant. The Marine MACE unit rolled free of its target and switched to its weapon. The large automatic weapon spewed a blistering assault of fifteen millimeter rounds at the warrior who was still sprawled on the ground, while more of the surviving Marine MACE units charged back into the fight, no longer pinned by the surrounding Cilik’ti forces. A few of the rounds struck home, and the roar of fury that arose from the warrior was almost deafening. With catlike grace, the elite warrior sprang back to its feet. The six armored legs were in motion before they touched the ground and it stormed toward the backpedaling MACE.

				The warrior swatted the assault rifle out of the MACE’s hands with a stunning attack of its lance and followed with a blow to the armored unit’s legs. The blow landed with a crack that made Jonathan cringe, almost as if it had dislocated the MACE’s knee joint.

				The MACE pilot maintained his balance and struck back with the blades on his armor’s left hand. The blades scraped across the dark armor and caught one of the plates, just above its arms, and ripped it free.

				The elite warrior’s lance came in high and smashed into the head of the MACE unit sending it staggering away. Not letting its new prey escape, the Chi’tan elite warrior closed again and pummeled the MACE again and again with its lance. The MACE fell over at an odd angle.

				Thick black-and-yellow blood dripped from Chi’tan warrior’s wounds and landed on the dull gray plating of the fallen MACE. The elite warrior loomed over its fallen foe. It lashed out and grasped the MACE’s chest armor with its powerful arm. In triumph, the warrior hoisted the MACE up over its head and threw the heavy-powered armor unit into the pile of Cilik’ti warrior bodies it had just vanquished.

				Jonathan crouched behind the cover of his bunker’s forward plating and witnessed the terrifying warrior move in to finish off the MACE. None of their weapons could even slow it down.

				More figures entered the rear of the bunker and Jonathan turned to see Marine reinforcements taking positions beside his people. Two members of the platoon caught his eye. Both Marines carried heavy weapons the colonists lacked.

				“You two,” he called out to the Marines in question. “Get over here.” Both Marines hustled to his side and slid in beneath the lower front wall of the bunker. “Listen. There’s some ultra-tough Cilik’ti out there tearing one of the MACEs apart. We can’t stop it, but maybe you can. Light it up!”

				“Yes, sir!” the Marines yelled in unison.

				One of the Marines pulled his AP launcher from his back and loaded the projectile.

				His companion checked the rear to make sure there was no one behind him for blowback and tapped him on the helmet. “All clear!” she said and then covered her ears.

				Jonathan followed the Marine’s example. A bright green targeting laser appeared on the left side of the hulking warrior. There was a sudden flash, and the projectile launched toward its intended target. The AP warhead ripped into the Cilik’ti warrior’s armor—and more important—the softer carapace underneath where the thorax met its upper torso. The massive impact threw the warrior sideways, away from the MACE, and flooded the ground with more dark Cilik’ti blood.

				The colonists cheered in tentative celebration when the Cilik’ti fell, and hopes raised again as another MACE arrived on the scene. The injured Cilik’ti struggled to stand. The elite warrior slipped and fell back to the muddy ground. It screeched in agony. The Marine pilot, having seen his fallen comrade close by, approached the warrior with caution and readied his weapon. The Cilik’ti snapped its lance in front its body and fired a bolt of energy at the MACE. The poorly aimed shot went high and wide. The MACE raced forward, pointed its rifle at the injured warrior’s armored face and triggered a three-round burst.

				Jonathan Hood watched in grim satisfaction as the Cilik’ti elite guard member’s form slumped to the ground. The MACE saluted the Marines and colonists in the bunker, then ran off to another gun battle down the line. Jonathan could hear another roar similar to the elite warrior that had fallen near their bunker. He hadn’t seen what happened to the other four elite warriors, but he hoped the Marines had better luck taking them down.

				One of the Marines tapped Jonathan on the shoulder. “Commander, defense command says the enemy attack has broken and their forces are in a scattered retreat. They say to break cover, pursue and drive them west out of the valley.”

				“Very well,” Jonathan replied. He turned to face the rest of the defenders in the bunker. “All right, listen up!” he shouted. “All of you who are able to move, we’re taking the fight to the Cilik’ti. They’re pulling back, and we need to keep the pressure on them. The rest, stay here and medical teams will be arriving soon.” He scooped up his rifle and jumped up on the lip of the bunker front blast plates. “Let’s go, people!”

				Several of the Marines and colonists followed him and were joined by others from the right flank bunkers. Blasted hulks of both Cilik’ti and Marine tanks were visible after they passed the frontline bunkers, but the Marines and colonists encountered spotty resistance. They took cover behind the wreckage. After a moment’s pause, the pursuing Marines advanced farther and caught sight of what was left of the Cilik’ti attack force. Scattered Cilik’ti infantry scrambled past the field of vehicles that were destroyed in McGregor’s special surprise. All the Cilik’ti vehicles had been disabled or destroyed.

				Command contacted the group again, ordering a halt. Explosions erupted across the path of the fleeing forces. Condor Flight unleashed a new fury of attacks on the remaining Cilik’ti in the valley. Without any air cover or protection from the forest, the Cilik’ti warriors on the ground didn’t stand a chance.

				The assault continued for another ten minutes, and the smell of smoke and burning alien flesh started to burn at Jonathan’s lungs. He almost choked. There was so much death, and all for a world that promised life.

				Several of the colonists walked up beside him and one asked, “Commander, is it over? Are we safe?”

				He didn’t say anything and just surveyed the battlefield. His eyes came upon one of the Marine tanks several meters away. Clutched to the side of the tank were two bodies of fallen Marines, both burned and melted from an energy blast. Jonathan let his rifle slip from his fingers and trudged over to the tank. One of the Marines’ helmets wasn’t burned, and he flipped back the visor to examine his face. The boy was nineteen, tops. Jonathan recognized him. He was a member of the Marines who had helped Toronaga train his people.

				The young Marine’s lifeless eyes just stared past him, but he felt their weight on his soul. Jonathan reached out his trembling hand and closed them. He wasn’t a soldier. He was a pilot, a mission commander, a scientist—well, not a good one—but he wasn’t a soldier. Jonathan closed his eyes and tried to block out the death around him, but the face of the young man was still there. The emotions inside were too much to hold in now. He leaned against the tank next the Marine, put his hands to his face and wept.

				* * *

				Even during the final second before the Cilik’ti bomb impacted, Hood was frantic to find a way to change the inevitable outcome. In his mind, it was as if someone had complained of cheating and flipped the chessboard over in disgust. It just wasn’t supposed to happen.

				The Stinger impacted on the Armstrong’s weakened shield with a flash so bright that Hood and others on the Command Deck had to shield their eyes. The entire ship shook, and all lighting was knocked out on the Command Deck, except for the sparks exploding from overloaded panels.

				Hood groaned when the restraints of his chair constricted his legs and shoulders, but the inertial dampeners, weakened as they were, reduced the effect of the explosion. Once the ship stabilized, he released the restraints and called out to the stations around him, “Damage report! How are bad are we hit?”

				There weren’t any answers, and many of the crew was still finding their feet from the blast. Hood started to make his way to the Tactical Station, but his side grabbed at him. His ribs ached and it hurt to breathe, but he fought past it.

				Aldridge was back at her station, and reports were pouring in. “Our shield is down. Port weapons are all off-line, but no reports of structural damage.”

				Hood tapped a key on his terminal and opened a comm channel to Engineering. “Mr. Whitaker, what’s your status?”

				“Not good, Captain,” the chief engineer replied with a grimace. “The explosion overloaded the shield circuits, and I had to take them off-line or we would lose the entire space-fold drive.”

				“Can we get it back?”

				“Not without a complete overhaul of the system,” Whitaker explained. “Sorry, but getting it back is not in my bag of tricks.”

				“It’s all right. It served its purpose and kept us in the fight. We just have to finish it.” Hood jumped to his feet. Something didn’t feel right. The ship should be turning now as part of its evasive pattern. The effect would be almost negligible with the inertia dampener, but he’d trained himself to notice changes in the ship’s speed and direction, especially in combat situations. But now, he didn’t feel it. Hood snapped his gaze to the Helmsman Station. Lieutenant Sparks was still in his chair, his hand on the controls, but something was wrong. His head was tilted forward and his free hand was limp at his side. The other helm operator managed to climb back into her seat, and Hood yelled to her, “Ensign, man that helm!”

				The young ensign transferred the primary helm control from Sparks’s station to her own and gained control, but it was too late. A bright flash lit up the starboard side view ports. A new attack from the Cilik’ti mother ship struck the Armstrong unimpeded now. Without the shield to hinder the attack and the Armstrong’s course steady, the Cilik’ti gunners managed a powerful and crippling blow that trailed down the starboard side of the Armstrong.

				Power faded again on the Command Deck, only to be replaced by emergency lights. Smoke billowed into the room from the elevator lift hallway, but there was no visible sign of a fire. The Armstrong drifted to port for a few seconds until power returned to the Command Deck stations.

				Hood watched the young ensign in front of him wrestle with the sluggish helm control and he could feel the huge ship begin to turn again. Behind him, the Communications Station was a flurry of activity as new calls for help flooded Wells’s terminal.

				“Get our bombers back after the enemy,” Hood said to Aldridge and he watched the damage reports coming in from across the ship. Outer bulkheads on three decks had been breached, and the forward rail guns on the starboard side had been either disabled or destroyed. Hood rubbed his forehead as he searched for answers, but they were coming few and far between. He was spent. “Most of the drones have been dealt with, so there should be a clean path. Target the guns on the upper hemisphere and keep pounding them. We can’t take another hit like that.”

				“Sir,” Wells called to Hood. “Engineering reports reactor three is down to fifty percent and containment is in the yellow.”

				“Can they maintain it and still hold jump capability?” Hood asked, and a feeling of dread grabbed at his heart again. If they lost a reactor, the other two could keep the systems running, but any initiated jumps would take longer to activate.

				She conversed with Engineering and then turned back. “Mr. Whitaker says they can manage, but not give them any more bumps. Batteries have enough for a full jump, but not much more.”

				“Tell him we’ll do our best not get socked in the jaw again, Lieutenant,” Hood replied, dripping with sarcasm. Much to his liking and probably Whitaker’s, he could feel the Armstrong turn easier and the large ship accelerated back to her flank maneuvering speed. “Helm, get some more distance between us and that ship. I don’t want to be dancing toe-to-toe with that behemoth any more than we have to.”

				As the Armstrong vectored away, its massive particle cannon fired a new blast of energy at the mother ship. The salvo struck home and obliterated one of the upper hemisphere cannons. This time the energy penetrated the exterior armor and set off more secondary explosions on the interior of the ship. But unlike their bomber’s previous strike, it didn’t cascade. It was a trading blow for the black eye that had been dealt to the Armstrong, but the mother ship had other weapons to call on and was already powering up for another blast.

				A new warning beeped on Aldridge’s terminal, and the tactical officer gasped in surprise. “Sir...sensors just picked up a new gravitational anomaly.”

				“Blast it! I told Admiral Tramp no reinforcements!”

				“I don’t think it’s our people. The signature is huge.”

				Hood checked the reading himself. The signature of that size could mean one thing, and its position was almost on top of the mother ship. Moments later, a second mother ship completed its jump, and the Armstrong was now pitted against two gargantuan foes. The odds for the battle now had dropped off the range of impossible.

				Hood closed his eyes and whispered a prayer. After he finished, he glanced at Aldridge. Her demoralized stare was a plea for guidance, something to rally around, but he’d run out of options now. They had to fall back and take the fight away from the planet, but that left the Marines and colonists below at the mercy of the Cilik’ti. He didn’t like it, not one bit. He let out a curse and bowed his head. “Lieutenant, initiate jump to our fallback coordinates.”

				“Yes, sir.” Her voice echoed the sense of solemnity in his heart.

				He walked over to the Communications Station and put his hands on Wells’s shoulders. “Recall our fighters and bombers and cease all Search and Rescue Ops.” He knew his next call would be the most difficult of his career. “And get me a channel to McGregor. I need to speak with him.”

				“Sir,” Wells said with an unsuspected smile on her face. “I’ve already got him on the line. He says the Cilik’ti attack force has been defeated and his forces are wiping out the stragglers. Shall I transfer him to your station?”

				Hood had never felt so elated and so devastated at the same time. McGregor had done it! And now, he had to abandon him. “Yes, send it to my station please.” He wanted it to be more of a private confab, but there wasn’t time.

				He was about to return to the Command Station when Aldridge’s voice stopped him again. “Captain the second mother ship is moving. It seems to be positioning itself between us and the other mother ship.”

				“Probably shielding it. Its drones are going to be on us soon, so we need to get out of here,” Hood said and continued back to his station. “Let me know when all our craft are on board and pass the secondary jump coordinates to the gunships. We can link up with them later.”

				“Sir, the vessel’s actions are very strange. The new ship isn’t on approach. I haven’t detected any drone launches or weapons targeting us at all. It’s almost like that new mother ship is shielding us from the other one.”

				Confused, Hood checked his terminal and confirmed Aldridge’s assessment.

				“Sir, I’ve a priority call from planet-side,” Wells said.

				“I thought you already had McGregor.”

				“He’s still on the other line. This one’s coming from the canyon site,” she explained.

				“Patch it to me now,” Hood said, and Wells routed the audio signal to his terminal. “This is Hood. Who is this?”

				A familiar synthesized voice came over the terminal speakers. “Captain Hood. This one is pleased to hear your voice again.”

				“Kree?” Hood said, somewhat flabbergasted. “We thought you were dead!”

				Jillian, who was still at the Command Station, was ecstatic. “Kree!” she screamed and tears started down her cheeks. This time tears of joy. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

				“Yes, Jillian. This one is still with you.”

				Hood recognized Kree’s ruse for what it was. “Why did you do it, Kree?” Hood rubbed his throbbing cheek, but the pain in his ribs had subsided to a dull ache as long as he didn’t move.

				“The N’lan needed to be reminded of who they are, Captain,” Kree explained. “This one spoke to the Hal’ta, and they heard. This one knew actions would also be needed to remind the N’lan. Actions to show them who humans are.” High-pitched clicking sounds echoed in the background as Kree’s pointed legs skittered on the hard stone floor of the cave. “You honored the Shi by accepting K’rveen and you honored life by requesting innocents be removed from the difficulties of the trial. The Chi’tan chose to attack a noncombatant. Humans raced to its defense, risking their own lives to save it.”

				Several of the crew stood in silence at their stations and listened to Kree’s voice as it carried throughout the Command Deck.

				“The trial of K’rveen is over. The Chi’tan forces on the planet have been defeated. The Shi will be informed of the K’rveen’s conclusion, and the N’lan have sent their representatives here, as is their right, to embrace the acceptance of humanity by the Shi. Congratulations, Captain, you have held on to what few believed you could. This world will belong to your people. The N’lan welcome you.”

				Hood collapsed back into his chair and closed his eyes. He started to laugh. He understood it now. The code Kree had recited to him once before of the N’lan warriors: life, honor and sacrifice. He’d challenged them on each point and showed them that humans possessed the same qualities.

				“Excuse me, sir,” Aldridge called out from her station.

				“What is it, Lieutenant?” Hood replied, still stuck in the euphoric moment.

				“I’m picking up a powerful energy buildup from the first Cilik’ti mother ship.”

				“What kind of—” Hood stopped his question and looked at his screen that still showed the two Cilik’ti mother ships. “What in the world?” he muttered as a large red sphere of energy gathered on the side of the Chi’tan mother ship. The sphere, a half kilometer at least in size, detached from the mother ship and sped toward the planet.

				“The sphere’s energy signature is increasing,” Aldridge said. “Its current trajectory would place it right on top of the Magellan.”

				“Captain!” Kree’s synthesized voice seemed almost shrill now. “What is happening?”

				“The Chi’tan have launched some type of energy sphere at the planet,” Hood answered and he stood in alarm. “Helm, bring us about, flank speed.”

				“No. Even they would not do this,” Kree synthesized voiced trailed into a hiss. “Captain, you must destroy it now. It cannot reach the planet!”

				“Aldridge! Target all port rail gun batteries and the particle cannon on that sphere. Fire when we’re in range,” Hood ordered. “Kree, what is that thing?”

				“It is a weapon that should not be,” the Cilik’ti explained. “The sphere contains the remains of one of the power cores from the Chi’tan vessel. If it reaches the planet, the field will collapse and its energy will ignite the atmosphere. The resulting firestorm will blanket the planet surface and kill everyone and everything.”

				The Armstrong, in trying to gain more distance from the Chi’tan mother ship, was skirting the edge of its weapons’ range.

				“Weapons firing,” Aldridge announced.

				The blast of the particle cannon was first, but the energy from the cannon’s blast dissipated due to the range and passed just underneath the sphere. The rail guns opened fire. Two of the rounds struck the exterior of the sphere but were absorbed by the energy inside and failed to detonate the weapon.

				Nothing seemed to stop or slow the sphere down. The particle cannon was Hood’s best chance, but it was recharging, and the sphere was approaching the edge of the planet’s atmosphere. Nonetheless, he wasn’t about to stop and witness the destruction of the planet and, quite possibly, the future of Earth.

				Without warning, several energy weapons struck the surface of the sphere in rapid succession. The sphere contorted under the stress, and red ribbons of energy leaked from long thin seams in the containment field. The seams expanded until the sphere exploded, scattering the energy inside into space. A portion of the energy reached the atmosphere. An approximate twenty-kilometer area glowed with an intense orange light for a few moments but soon dissipated.

				“We didn’t hit it,” Aldridge said. “The weapons fire came from the N’lan mother ship. She took out the sphere.”

				Hood was dumbfounded. The N’lan had saved the colony, and he was in their debt. He supposed he should thank them, but he wasn’t sure how or even where to start. Hood enlarged the area of the atmosphere affected by the sphere’s energy. “Do you have any sensor readings on the damage to the atmosphere?”

				“Negative, Captain. The energy is clouding any readings.” She tried a few more times, but it was no use. “We’ll have to wait until the energy cloud dissipates.”

				New flashes and explosions lit up the main view port as the Armstrong continued to close on the planet. The Chi’tan had opened fire on the N’lan mother ship. Even in its weakened state, the Chi’tan mother ship scored several hits across the N’lan mother ship’s superstructure. The N’lan responded with a volley of particle energy blasts. Some of the weapons impacted on areas damaged by the Armstrong, penetrating deep into the Chi’tan ship. Atmosphere leaks and fires were spread out along its hull.

				“Sir, do we assist the N’lan?” Aldridge asked.

				“Do not intervene, Captain,” Kree’s voice informed him. “The Chi’tan have violated the terms of the K’rveen and are being dealt with.”

				Honor. Hood figured the Chi’tan had crossed the line. “This is their fight now. Helm, pull us back to a safe distance but close enough to shoot anything else they might try to send down to the planet.”

				The Armstrong moved higher into the planet’s orbit, and everyone on the Command Deck watched the N’lan weapons pound what remained of the Chi’tan mother ship.

				“Captain, the Chi’tan mother ship’s power cores are going critical,” Aldridge said, continuing to monitor the battle. “She’s going to blow.”

				A few moments later, a massive internal explosion fractured the Chi’tan ship. Several large pieces separated along jagged cracks in the mother ship’s hull, and more explosions sent them tumbling away into deep space. The surviving pieces fell into the planet’s atmosphere and disintegrated on reentry.

				Crew members from every station on the Armstrong’s Command Deck celebrated and cheered. While they celebrated their victory, Hood was still seated in his chair. Exhausted and relieved, he leaned back and closed his eyes, trying to find a moment’s peace that had eluded him for the past several days. It was over. The cheers were but whispers around him now. The stress began to ebb from his body and his hands relaxed their grip on the sides of his chair. The pain in his cheek and residual soreness across his midsection reminded him that he was still alive. His arms and legs went limp. Hood was certain that if he tried to stand, he would collapse.

				His theory was shattered when he was yanked to his feet by someone pulling on his left arm. Hood managed to catch his balance and was about to reprimand the person responsible when he realized it was none other than Jillian. The strawberry blonde beauty lifted his arms to the ceiling with hers and howled in celebration. Unsure of what to do, Hood was about to join her when she moved closer and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was awkward and closed-mouthed at first, but as he relaxed, the fullness and warmth of it deepened. Their embrace lasted for several seconds at least, but to Hood it was an eternity. Finally, she pulled back and gazed into Hood’s eyes. Her eyes held hope, joy, excitement and passion. All the things he’d admired in her since the day they’d first met. He smiled, and she returned it with no sign of shyness or shame. For Hood, his dreams of her coming to recognize him as a man and not some young boy from her past were coming true right before his eyes.

				“Oh, James,” she whispered. She laid her head against his chest and wrapped her arms around him. He held her tight and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead, praying this one moment of joy, his chance at true happiness, would never end.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Magellan colony site
Cygni 4
Saturday, February 1
Earth Year 2155

				McGregor stepped out past what remained of the forward bunker positions, flanked by a platoon of Marines. Despite a structured word of caution form Lieutenant Searcy, he insisted on leading the mop up team to search for survivors, be they friend or foe. Medical teams fanned out behind them. When new wounded were discovered, the Marines would move up and allow the medical team to treat and remove them from the battlefield while providing protection from any threats.

				McGregor frowned and his eyes soaked in the devastation before him. He could smell both burned metal and flesh all around. It had been a long time since he’d seen a battlefield like this, not since the latter part of the Cilik’ti invasion of Mars. Bodies of the fallen were everywhere. His daring strategy had worked, but the cost was high. Based on Searcy’s initial readings from online health monitors, his companies had suffered over 60 percent casualties, and that number didn’t reflect the number of colonists who’d given their lives. Lieutenant Carney was still in critical condition back in the command center, but his prognosis was good. The lad was a glorified pain in McGregor’s ass, but his heart was always in the right place.

				As the Marine scout group passed an upended Shredder tank, McGregor heard something—a brief crunch, followed by a muffled gnawing. McGregor held up his fist in warning, and the Marines stopped and readied their weapons. He waved two of the Marines to the far side of the tank and led the rest around the corner closest to him. Taking cover on the edge, McGregor leaned around the corner.

				What he saw made his old Scottish blood boil. Tucked under cover of the wreckage of the tank was one of the elite Chi’tan warriors, its back toward McGregor. The warrior’s dark armor was cracked along the back of its carapace, and pieces were missing. Black blood oozed from small wounds under the armor, but there was no sign of the warrior’s deadly lance. He heard the sound again and knew what was happening.

				McGregor motioned his men to move around the warrior. They crept to positions at a safe distance, weapons trained and ready. McGregor moved along behind them until he had full view of the Cilik’ti warrior’s face. The warrior’s foreboding helmet was missing. The Cilik’ti’s faceted eyes scanned the other Marines then settled on him. More grievous wounds covered its long torso, and one of the warrior’s arms had been reduced to a stump. The other four-fingered hand held a long piece of what McGregor recognized as a piece of another Cilik’ti warrior’s leg. Without breaking eye contact with McGregor, the warrior brought the severed leg up to his mandibles. It cracked another bite of the carapace, spraying ichor over its face.

				Not impressed with the warrior’s stare down, McGregor studied the alien, and it didn’t take long for him to see what he expected. The warrior’s stump of an arm began to grow, a few centimeters at first, but after a few seconds, McGregor could see new definition of the regenerating arm take shape.

				McGregor knew it would take more than that morsel it held to heal itself, and he looked at the ground in front of the warrior. Two bodies of fallen Marines were in arm’s reach of the Cilik’ti. He was positive they would be next on the menu.

				McGregor took the grenade launcher and ammo belt from the heavy weapons specialist standing nearest to him. After loading a shell into the launcher’s breach, McGregor snapped it closed and walked three steps toward the Cilik’ti. The warrior continued to dine on the leg still in its hand but never took its eyes off McGregor. In a daring move, it dropped the leg and reached out for one of the bodies of the Marines. Its hand dragged the body closer until the corpse rested next to its legs and then it fumbled with the Marine’s armor. The armor proved to be a difficult task to remove with one free hand, and that made McGregor smile. He raised the launcher and aimed it at the warrior’s head.

				The warrior stopped and stared in silent fury at the weapon. In a vain act of defiance, it jerked on the arm of the dead Marine, forcing a loud crack as the shoulder dislocated.

				McGregor grit his teeth and placed his finger on the trigger of the launcher. In his mind, he remembered Garrett and all the other fallen friends he’d lost and the vow he had made. “Say ahh, Tiki!” he snarled and pulled the trigger.

				* * *

				The last wounded Marine was loaded into the shuttle, and Sanchez closed the door. Once the engines started up, he stepped away from the shuttle and joined Maya and one of the corpsman by a set of tables set up as a makeshift triage area near the bunkers. The shuttles had been packed to the gills with wounded. The more serious ones had been sent first once they were stable, but from the look of things they weren’t going to lose any more. He’d seen plenty of combat today and now he did what he could to piece the wounded back together. One of the corpsman supervised him with several of his patients and to his credit he didn’t vomit or pass out no matter how bad the injury. Well, except for that arterial leg wound that sprayed his face. He’d turned green and felt woozy for sure, but that didn’t count.

				With the shuttles gone, there was just the three of them remaining near the lake. Toronaga had the remaining Marines on a sweep of the surrounding area, searching for Cilik’ti survivors. Their search didn’t turn up anything, and Toronaga had declared the area secure. As the last of the shuttles were prepped, McGregor had called them back to assist his people. Once the next shuttle returned, it would be Sanchez’s turn to head back to the ship, but he was positive he would never forget what he’d experienced here. For now, at least, he was glad to be free of that constricting armor. The medics had to remove it from his waist up to treat his wounds. For Sanchez, it felt good to breathe deep again without getting pinched in the process.

				“Commander, Lieutenant, can you help me with these?” the corpsman asked, and he placed his hands under a large scanner. The medical team that had arrived after the battle had brought three portable scanners along. The scanners had saved a lot of lives by improving the time to diagnose the extent of injuries. Despite being portable, the equipment was quite heavy and needed to be placed back into their protective boxes for the ride back to the Armstrong.

				Maya, who’d been standing guard for most of the triage, set her rifle and sword down on the nearest table and joined Sanchez at the first scanner. Together, the three of them lifted the bulky and fragile scanner into the crate and sealed it for transport. After they sealed the second scanner away, Sanchez could tell that Maya hadn’t strained to lift the heavy scanner. His arms and legs ached from fatigue and he was surprised she showed no signs.

				“Lieutenant, you could at least act like these things are heavy, you know,” he joked. He rolled his neck and tried to ease stiffness. “We wouldn’t be offended.”

				Maya looked at Sanchez with her blue eyes awash in bewilderment of Sanchez’s meaning. “I am.” She paused. It was so unlike her to be unsure of herself, and Sanchez picked up on it. “I do apologize, Commander.” She shook her head and walked over to the last scanner. “For most of my life, I’ve trained myself to look for weakness, tells and idiosyncrasies. Anything to track, outwit and overcome even the most dangerous of adversary. As a strict practice, I forced myself to not show reactions that might be used against me. When dealing with criminals and even the aliens we encountered here, one detectable flaw could change the outcome of a contest or battle.”

				They lifted the last scanner and this time he could see a small glint of strain in her face, forced though it was. “That’s all right,” he said when they laid the machine in the crate. “We’re all human, you know. Besides, without those fantastic skills of yours, I would’ve been crocodile chow.”

				Maya managed a small laugh and leaned against one of the tables.

				“Now, you know I owe you one, and I don’t like to be in the hole on something like that.” He wagged his finger at Maya. “You’re going to have to let me get even.”

				Maya put up her hands, “Oh no, Commander. What I did was part of my duty. You can’t possibly think that—”

				“Eh, eh,” he interrupted. “Come on there must be something I can do. A movie?”

				She shook her head.

				“No, that won’t work. I can make you dinner!”

				“No,” she said with too much emphasis.

				“Yeah, I’d pass on the dinner option too,” he said, rubbing his chin and trying to find the best option. But he couldn’t place it. “Well, I’ll find it and I won’t take no for an answer.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “Thanks for coming along. If I’ve learned anything down here it’s that you and I make a good team.”

				Her eyes met his again and this time Maya smiled. Sanchez returned a bigger one. He could feel a connection growing with the beautiful security officer, he was sure of it.

				He wanted to stay and be lost in those eyes a little longer, but Maya’s focus changed. She was looking past him now. Without warning, her eyes narrowed much like that of a cat zeroing in on its prey. Her lip curled in a feral snarl and her powerful hands grasped him by the arms.

				Before she could throw him out of the way, he heard the whistle of the assassin’s bullet slicing through the air millimeters from his arm. His eyes captured it when it struck Maya’s left shoulder. The armor-piercing bullet penetrated her body armor, and the impact sent her backward. Her grip on Sanchez still held and they went tumbling into the triage tables.

				Sanchez landed on his side and stars filled his vision. His head pounded. He must have hit it on one of the tables. After a few moments, his vision cleared and he searched in desperation for Maya. He found her a few meters to his right. A table had fallen over her.

				The corpsman who’d remained behind ran over to the tables. The man called Sanchez’s name and his words sounded like deep-panned echoes to Sanchez’s ears. The young Marine started around the tables to reach him when he staggered. Blood burst from his chest as another one of the assassin’s bullets entered his back and exited the other side. Dropping to his knees, the corpsman cupped his hands in front of him and then brought them up to his face. He stared in silence at the dark blood that coated them and jerked forward when a second bullet pierced his neck.

				Sanchez froze. Whoever was shooting had a clear line of sight and if he moved, he risked being the next victim. He activated his comm band. “Armstrong, come in! This is Commander Sanchez. I need a medical evac at my location.” Static answered. “What’s wrong now?” He tried again and it was the same result.

				He was a sitting duck. Fear and grief gripped him in a vise. He couldn’t save the corpsman, and Maya might be dying. He waited a few agonizing minutes and summoned his courage. Get moving, dammit! He scooted on his belly toward Maya’s position. He reached the table and peered underneath it. She wasn’t moving, but he did see the slight chest falls of her breathing. She’s alive!

				There hadn’t been any more shots fired, and Sanchez counted himself lucky. He crawled around the table to Maya. The wound in her shoulder was serious and her blood was everywhere. Reaching back around the table, he grabbed a box of med-gel packs and bandages. He opened the box but stopped when he heard something behind him. He reduced his breathing to small, silent breaths and listened. Footsteps were coming closer. They were almost to him now.

				Sanchez leaned closer to the fallen table for concealment and waited. It was a long half a minute before he noticed the barrel of a rifle come into view above him. He used his legs for leverage and thrust the table up into their assailant. The gun went flying, and Sanchez faced the person responsible.

				“Tsk, tsk,” a male voice chided. “You know, I couldn’t believe my luck when I was given the opportunity to snuff out two birds with one stone, but alas, my aim just wasn’t good enough. Even with all that training.”

				Sanchez stared in surprise at face of the man who’d just tried to kill him. “Kingston?”

				The leader of the lake site was still clad in his Marine scout armor and he rolled his eyes at Sanchez’s question. “Oh come on, Commander. You know who I am.” He pointed toward Maya’s body. “She knew, but she couldn’t prove it, and that makes this all the more sweet.”

				“Descherra?”

				“Bingo! Give the man his prize,” Descherra applauded him. “You’re not that bright, are you, Commander?” he mocked.

				Sanchez slid his hand down and activated his comm band again, but Descherra unclipped a small cylinder from his belt and waved it at him. Sanchez recognized it. It was a comm scrambler similar to the ones the security teams used to lock down frequencies aboard ships and stations.

				Descherra wagged his finger at him. “I guess not. You know everything was going like aces until you arrived with your big ship and that...” his voice turned angry, “that woman in tow.” He glared in her direction again, and a deep raucous and coarse laughter erupted from his lips.

				Aiming for surprise, Sanchez charged him, and the two men tumbled away from the tables. Sanchez freed himself from Descherra with a twist of his arms. He rolled to his left and came up in a fighting stance. His boots found a patch of firm dirt and he pressed down on the balls of his feet. Using his solid footing to spin around toward Descherra, Sanchez executed a tight jump that ended in the combat stance Maya had worked on with him over the past several days.

				Descherra seemed impressed. “Well, you are full of surprises. I like that.” He waved to Sanchez in an obvious taunt and settled into a relaxed stance of his own. “You want to play hero? That’s fine. I’ll play your little game.” He rolled his neck, the tendons popping as he stretched. “Let’s go.”

				Sanchez waded in while his eyes scanned his opponent for weaknesses. Descherra’s armor presented a definite problem, but not insurmountable. The Marine scout armor wasn’t designed for full-body protection and had a few small unprotected areas along the midsection and under the arms and legs to promote ease of movement. He took note of the areas. Striking that armor with a bare hand would be painful to say the least.

				Sanchez started with a few quick jabs, hoping to feel out what Descherra would do. Descherra, the shorter of the two men by a few centimeters, had the same reach as Sanchez and knocked the jabs away. Sanchez launched a strong right hand at Descherra’s face that was again deflected, but Sanchez was expecting that and used the momentum to generate a spinning back fist. Descherra continued to stay on the defensive and backed away as Sanchez’s fist flew past.

				Not giving up, Sanchez pressed in again this time with a left hand lead that he then used to start a string of strikes, but Descherra measured each one in sequence. For each attack, Descherra gave ground and prepared himself for Sanchez’s next blow. Frustration mounted, and Sanchez launched a powerful roundhouse kick to Descherra’s face. He hoped to gain an advantage with the kick by again forcing him backward and off-balance. It would be his best opportunity to then strike hard at Descherra’s midsection, but instead of dodging the kick, his opponent blocked it with an open hand, grabbed hold and threw Sanchez to the ground. Tucking into a roll, Sanchez managed to keep his distance and not let Descherra follow up. When he regained his feet, Sanchez noticed Descherra hadn’t moved. In fact, he taunted him in once more.

				“Advanced combat training,” Descherra said. “Nice little perk for a long deep space sleep, don’t you think?”

				Ignoring Descherra’s words, Sanchez wiped the sweat from his forehead with his forearm and moved in slower this time. He’d hoped to see an attack, even a counter from Descherra, something to gauge an opening, but the man had thwarted each of his attacks with ease. He needed an edge if he was going to get past him and help Maya. He decided it was time to try some good old-fashioned moxie.

				Moving to his left, Sanchez started to circle Descherra, getting him to move. At the three-quarter point in the circle he lunged forward with a left hook. The attack was a ruse and as Descherra’s right hand moved to block, Sanchez shifted on his hips and delivered a sharp right toward his opponent’s unprotected face. Already prepared for his next strike, Sanchez planned to put his training from Maya to good use. However, centimeters from impact, Descherra’s left hand intervened and caught his fist, stopping it cold.

				Sanchez tried to follow with another attack, but Descherra turned his captured hand to the left, forcing him down to the ground. Excruciating pain washed over his forearm and he began to feel the edge splinter of the bones that occurred just before the break. He grabbed in desperation with his other hand, trying to free himself, but Descherra’s grip was incredible.

				“Genetic manipulation was my idea,” Descherra boasted and he applied even more pressure to Sanchez’s arm. “My contacts at Epherium weren’t sure it would work, but who knows, my little recipe could be the building blocks for a new type of soldier or even my own personal army for that matter.”

				Sanchez looked up at Descherra and groaned. His face was met by a powerful right cross that stuck his cheek just below his left eye. He felt something pop when his head snapped around. It could have been his nose or his cheekbone fracturing, he couldn’t tell. All he knew was that it hurt like hell and he could already sense the swelling begin as he lay facedown on the ground.

				Not giving up, Sanchez made it to his hands and knees but received a vicious kick to his side for his efforts, which sent him rolling away. He landed on his back, gasping for breath. He tried to sit back up, but the pain was unbearable. He was certain Descherra had broken a few of his ribs.

				“Come on, Commander!” Descherra taunted. “Is that all you have? I expected better.”

				It took him a few agonizing moments, but Sanchez managed to roll to one side. Something was jabbing him in his mouth and he spit a tooth, followed by a spray of blood, onto the ground. “Get it over with already,” he grunted, “but there’s no way you’re walking away from this clean. The Armstrong has bio sensors tracking us and they’ll have already sent a rescue team.”

				Descherra walked over and kneeled beside Sanchez. “How stupid do you think I am? Of course I know they’re tracking you.” He checked his watch on his armor’s wristband. “By my estimate, I have twenty-two minutes before a rescue attempt can be made from the Armstrong. Now help would be faster from your friends at the Magellan, but I’m positive their communications gear is having severe difficulty at the moment.” He gestured back to the Cilik’ti lance by the table. “Oh, and uh, if you’re wondering about evidence that might lead to me. Well, I have our alien friends to thank for covering that for me. Those lances set on overload do a cleaner’s job proud. I can just chalk your deaths up to one of their survivors who just happened to find you all by yourselves. Tragic, wouldn’t you say?”

				“Seems you’ve thought of everything,” Sanchez said, still trying to stand up, but Descherra pushed him hard back to the ground. Stars filled his vision again and he noticed the former criminal overlord draw his combat knife. Descherra traced his gloved finger over the sharp edge.

				“Don’t worry, son. Your time is coming soon. I can’t promise that it’s going to be painless, but it’s nothing like what I’m going to do her.” Descherra flicked the edge of the blade and an evil smirk curled on his lips. “In fact, I’m going to let you watch.”

				Anger swelled inside Sanchez’s chest and he reached out to grab Descherra’s boots as he stood, but Descherra stepped back and let him flounder. Out of breath again, he stopped and then glanced to where he last saw Maya. His left eye was swollen now and he struggled to see out of it. But what he did see made him freeze. Descherra noticed it too and followed his vision.

				Standing behind the toppled tables was Maya, her right hand cupped over her bloodstained left shoulder. The Armstrong’s chief security officer seemed pale compared to her normal dark complexion and her blue eyes blazed as she focused on Descherra. “Let him go,” she said, emphasizing each word. Her voice was deep, angry and full of venom.

				“Somehow I knew one bullet wasn’t about to keep you down,” Descherra said, keeping his ill-placed wit into play.

				Maya walked around the triage tables and let her hand slide away from the wound. Sanchez, swollen eye and all, caught sight of something falling away. He recognized it. It was the remnant of a med-gel packet. Even from where he lay on the ground, Sanchez could tell the bullet wound in her shoulder was bad and one of the packets couldn’t have healed it, but the bleeding had stopped.

				“This isn’t about him. You want me,” Maya said.

				Descherra crossed his arms in obvious contempt. “Of course I always wanted you. My organization was always in need of someone of your...talents.” The last words were a taunt at Maya, but she didn’t bite.

				“You wanted a slave. That’s what everyone who’s ever worked for you was, just a slave to your sick and demented whims.”

				“What do you think you are now?” Descherra responded, his voice raised, and he pointed his knife toward her chest. “Do you think serving in the ranks of your human masters is any freer than working for me?”

				“They’re not my masters. I asked to serve. I could’ve chosen to go my own way, try to live a normal everyday life, but I wanted to go where I was needed. Do something that mattered,” Maya said. “What I found were people who cared about justice, integrity and honor.” She pointed her finger at Descherra. “Most of those things your petty excuse for a life could never understand. You think you know me? You haven’t even scratched the surface.”

				Descherra waved the knife in front of him again and his telltale smirk returned. “Well then. Let’s find out.”

				Not allowing him time to set himself, Maya sprinted at Descherra. As she neared, Descherra altered his hold on the knife with a more standard reverse grip, exposing the blade along his right wrist.

				Descherra timed his attack with perfection and swept his arm across her path, aiming for her shoulder and neck, but Maya dropped low. She passed under the swipe as it whipped just over her head, severing several strands of her red hair in the process. Using her left hand to support her, she snapped her hips to the left and delivered a deceptive foot sweep that struck Descherra’s plant leg high on the calf. The move caught him off-balance and dropped him to his back. Maya rotated the same leg to bring down a vicious heel kick to his throat, but Descherra recognized it in time and rolled to his right. Her foot slammed into the ground beside him a split second later.

				Sanchez crawled back to the table. He kept looking back at Maya and Descherra as he went, but his eye was swelling shut. He had to find something and help her.

				Showing no ill effects from her shoulder, Maya launched into a handspring and landed in an even stance just as Descherra gained his feet.

				“Nifty,” Descherra spat. “Won’t happen again.” This time, he charged in, leading with a deceptive left hand and following the strike with another slash of the knife.

				Maya waited, almost too long. Dropping into a crouch, she stepped back out of the path of the first punch but used her crouch to spring into a reactive defensive attack against Descherra’s knife hand. A fast pair of open-hand strikes met the inside of his forearm, loosening his grip on the blade. Maya finished her combination when she stepped closer to Descherra and delivered a snapback fist to his jaw. The impact was solid, jerking his body to the right and sending his knife flying.

				Maya used her momentum to continue her assault, but Descherra faltered as if stunned from her latest strike. She closed again with another fist to his solar plexus, but his move was a ruse to draw her in. He dropped his shoulder to block her attack and sprang forward, grasping her shoulders and unleashing a nasty head butt.

				Maya stumbled and tried to keep her hands up to protect herself. Descherra’s first two punches were ineffective. Maya managed to deflect their force with her arms. The third struck the left side of her abdomen hard, almost crumpling her. She hopped away gingerly, trying to get distance, but Descherra refused to let her escape.

				Two more punches rained in, but Maya seemed to regain her composure. She deflected the blows and managed to set herself low to block Descherra’s front kick. Her hands grasped his shin and pushed his leg sideways, throwing him off-balance. As he recovered, Maya crammed her right knee into his groin, staggering him amid a flurry of curses.

				Maya hooked her foot behind his back leg and drove her elbow hard into his back. As Descherra’s back arched, Maya grabbed the inside of his right arm and then his hair, swung her body across his shoulders and used her momentum to whip Descherra into a powerful throw. He landed hard on the ground and then hopped to his feet as Maya charged in again. She ducked another right hand and whipped a kick into the side of his left knee. Descherra howled in pain but managed to stay on his feet.

				Keeping up the pressure, she struck the knee a second time with a solid kick. Descherra, in obvious pain, bellowed and grabbed at his knee, dropping his defense. Sensing his weakness, Maya launched another kick, this time at his head. With unbelievable timing, he managed to lift his left shoulder and deflected the force of the blow. The redirection of her kick put her off-balance and she was forced to spring away just as he struggled to his feet.

				Sitting at the tables now, Sanchez was amazed Descherra managed to stand, but even so, the man wasn’t faring well. He favored his left leg and grimaced whenever he tried to put any weight on it. Maya kept moving, forcing Descherra to move laterally. The tactic was effective and after a few steps he stumbled. Maya flashed in for another strike at the injured knee. Her attack was fast, but Descherra’s counter was faster. Using his uninjured leg, he jumped inside her kick and pounded his fist into Maya’s injured shoulder.

				She screamed. The pain had to be excruciating. She grabbed her shoulder and backpedaled. Under her palm, fresh blood oozed from the reopened wound. The med-gel had only clotted the wound and now its work was being undone. Maya gritted her teeth and tried to raise her arm, but she couldn’t. She wheeled to face Descherra just in time to catch a hard left-handed backhand to the face. A loud crack sounded when his hand struck her, and the blow spun her sideways. Before she could recover, Descherra grabbed hold of her injured shoulder with his other hand and squeezed.

				Maya dropped to one knee in agony. Blood no longer oozed from the wound, it flowed down her arm and the side of her body armor. Instead of a scream, a whimper escaped her lips. Helpless, her blue eyes gaped at her triumphant foe.

				Still hobbling, Descherra kept his hand on her shoulder. “I told you before, you’d be mine someday. Sooner or later, I always get what I want.” She slipped toward unconsciousness, but Descherra grabbed her chin with his left hand. “Ah, ah, ah. Not yet. I want you lucid for your final moments.” His voice echoed his bluster. “Oh, how I’ve waited for this moment. To see you crawl.”

				But in his moment of triumph, Descherra paused and raised his head skyward.

				Sanchez cracked a painful smile. In the distance he could hear a familiar telltale engine whine and it was getting closer.

				Descherra checked his belt. The scrambler was gone. He clenched his teeth in anger. Descherra turned his attention back to Maya. “Too bad I don’t have much time to savor this longer.” He reached down and pulled a small knife from its sheath on his boot. He waved the blade in front of her face. “Well now, where should I—”

				He gasped and his body tightened. He looked down and tracked the edge of the long gray blade that protruded from his chest to its sharp point nearly half a meter in front of him. He released Maya and the knife almost simultaneously, allowing her to slip to the ground, still conscious.

				Descherra wobbled to his left and his eyes locked on to Sanchez. Despite the swollen face and pain, Sanchez sported a determined grin. Descherra stared at the Armstrong’s XO for a few seconds and managed a choked laugh. “Cheater,” he said with a gurgle as blood trickled from the sides of his mouth. He was dead before his body hit the ground a few moments later.

				Struggling to stand, Sanchez dropped to his knees and crawled to Maya’s side. He reached into a pouch on his belt and removed more of the med-gel packs he’d gathered moments earlier. Blood had stained the ground around her shoulder. He had to close that wound fast. He tore open one of the packs and squeezed the gel on the surface of her injury. As he spread it over both sides, Maya’s hand grabbed his wrist.

				He stared at her face, still beautiful, despite the welts from her fight with Descherra. He cradled her in his arms as the shuttle landed. The sound of the shuttle engines was near deafening now, but it was a welcome ballad to his ears. He knew she was going to be fine. Her blue eyes found his, and he could feel the warmth in them.

				“I know, Lieutenant. We’re even,” he said and winced from the pain in his jaw.

				Maya smiled at him and for the moment, all the hurt melted away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				EDF Armstrong
Cygni 4 Orbit
Monday, February 3
Earth Year 2155

				Official report, Captain James Hood, EDF ARMSTRONG to Admiral Tramp, Monday, February 3, 2155 6:30 p.m.. Sir, it’s been less than thirty-six hours since the hostilities ended with the enemy Cilik’ti forces known as the Chi’tan. Our status has improved with the arrival of the support fleet you’d dispatched earlier, and repairs to our ships have already begun. I believe the system is secure, thanks in part to the N’lan, but seeing our ships arrive was a grateful boost to morale.

				As you’re already aware, our casualties have been high. Major McGregor’s forces suffered severe losses in both ground engagements and have been reduced below half strength. Most of the Marines’ armor and vehicles, except for a half dozen of the MACE units, were destroyed or damaged beyond repair. There were some civilian casualties. Several gave their lives fighting alongside the Marines, but the majority occurred in a cave-in near the MAGELLAN. It seems my Aunt Gina managed to save a lot of lives down there, including Dr. Caris Wilder. The latest medical report from Dr. Patton says he’s going to lose his legs, but he’s a prime candidate for cybernetic replacements. He’ll be transported to the medical ship DOVAN in the next day or so for the procedure.

				Major McGregor’s troops are still conducting sweeps for any Cilik’ti survivors. They did find a pile of bodies in a valley to the northeast near some caves. There were bite and claw marks all over them, but the carcasses were just left in the open. I guess the Night Cats didn’t think Cilik’ti flesh was to their liking.

				Our sensors did pick up two small craft leaving the surface long after the battle. McGregor believes the three remaining Chi’tan elite warriors managed to make it off world. The N’lan weren’t able to pursue them, and we haven’t seen them since. I’m certain the loss of a mother ship and their best troops will make the Chi’tan think twice before they ever try something like this again.

				As for my ship, the ARMSTRONG sustained heavy damage to our primary rail gun emplacements on the forward port and starboard quarters. The last few rounds with that mother ship hammered us, but the good news is that many of our new systems, including the particle cannon and defensive shield Mr. Whitaker installed, worked beyond their call. The shield went off-line late in the battle, but Mr. Whitaker assured me the system can be put back into operation once our space-fold drive power feeds and reactor are repaired.

				Despite the loss of several of our fighters, pilot losses were minimal. All pilots who managed to reach EVA were recovered, and I count that as a blessing in itself. The fighters were able to provide ample support to our gunships, and it showed in the number of enemy drone kills recorded. Even with the vast number of drones laid against us, damage to the gunships was light.

				We did lose several good crewmen, most due to rapid decompression during the final stages of the battle. I have the full list of those killed in action, including Marines, my crewmen and colonists. It needs your final review, and I’ll send it along with this report. I’ve already started working with Major McGregor on letters to their families. It’s going to be difficult for some of them. Many never had the chance to say goodbye, and no one back home knew they would be headed into this kind of action. Despite the large number of letters for the fallen, there’s a long list of accommodations. I’m sure you will want to add your own comments, as well.

				Admiral, I need to speak freely on this next topic and I know you won’t like hearing it. If the N’lan hadn’t intervened, I probably wouldn’t be sending this to you now. I was just as amazed as everyone else at the sacrifice Kree made to bring his people into the fight. Even if we’d prevailed, the Chi’tan were going to scorch the planet. We owe him a debt I’m sure I can’t put a value on. But there’s an opportunity here we can’t afford to ignore. The N’lan intervention symbolizes their recognition of humans and, from what little I’ve learned of their culture, it’s a pretty serious step. The move holds power not just for the N’lan, but for all the other Cilik’ti Shi. Open and peaceful negotiations are possible and I’d like to be a part of them. I know I’m not a diplomat and the chancellor will want to send his best people, but I’m here now. Despite my history with the Cilik’ti, there seems to be some measure of respect toward me. The N’lan have already augmented defense screens throughout the system, should the Chi’tan or their allies return, but I don’t suspect there will be any repercussions. The Cilik’ti culture is bound in honor and this entire scenario—from initial communication of intentions to the final outcome—was a contest of honor. The Chi’tan will abide by the result or it will cost them their standing among the other Shi.

				But there is another issue I was to raise, Admiral. It seems one of the colonists, Harvey Kingston, was never reprogrammed by the Embrace and maintained his identity of Frank Descherra. I’m sending his file to you, as well. Both Commander Sanchez and Lieutenant Greywalker are still recuperating in Medical after their encounter with Descherra following the battle. From what I’ve read about Lieutenant Greywalker and seen with my own eyes, I didn’t think anything other than a raging bull coming down a closed and narrow alley could harm her. Even then I would’ve still bet against the bull, but Descherra worked both of them over pretty well.

				According to Commander Sanchez’s report, they found a treasure trove of encrypted information in Descherra’s quarters. Once my people decrypted the files, the documents shed more light on his activities. It seems Descherra was buying off key personnel on Epherium’s colony ship program to get him on board and keep him from being reprogrammed. He also managed to have additional augmentations added to him while in stasis. There’s nothing so far that leads me to believe he might have tampered with the other colonists’ profiles or that they’re at risk for reverting, but I’ve ordered a more in-depth review of all their profiles just to be sure.

				In several of his entries, he claimed to be monitoring all the colonists, but one entry was different. He encountered a man he didn’t recognize from the MAGELLAN’S personnel records. The man claimed to be a technician working on the colony’s comm gear. Descherra secretly killed him and found his bag full of the comm-jamming devices we later discovered in the canyon team’s gear. Descherra still carried some of the man’s belongings, and we were able to get a match from DNA on the items. The man’s name was Reuben Cordova, Technician Second Class on board the ESSEX, a reinforced supply vessel. The ESSEX was en route to Proxima almost ten years ago before the end of the Cilik’ti conflict and was reported lost with all hands. I had Lieutenant Aldridge run one more check and sure enough, he’s one of the people on the list in Epherium’s secret files. So how can a man who’s been declared dead manage to show up here, and why now? Better yet, why would he need to reroute this colony’s communication grid?

				I assume this has something to do with our missing stealth frigate. It’s the only non-Cilik’ti vessel we’ve encountered thus far. Ever since the asteroids, we haven’t detected any sign of it, not even another scanner shadow. It’s possible that shadow was bait for the trap and their ship can truly disappear from our sensors, but I don’t have all the facts yet, just my gut. I don’t know how all these things are tied together, but gut hunches aside, I’ll bet you my next paycheck that someone in the Epherium hierarchy knows. The glaring fact is we need answers. If we keep stumbling around in the dark, we’ll miss it when these guys try to make their move for whatever they’re after. If these people know about this colony, odds are they’re aware of the other two and possibly have arrived at both of them. That puts them several steps ahead of us, and for me, I don’t like to play catch-up. For now, we’re just going to continue to lick our wounds and wait.

				Hope to hear from you soon, sir. Hood out.

				* * *

				Lieutenant Wells sat down on one of the leftover chairs in the canyon where Jillian had discovered Kree and examined the raised carving in the reddish stone wall. She’d spent the past two days going over every image taken of the carving and she was stumped. Wells had decided she needed time with the actual carving to uncover any clue to its origin, and Hood agreed.

				She turned to her left and smiled at the handsome Marine who set the two boxes of equipment next to her chair. Wells opened the first box and removed the signal scanner. Unlike the one she’d left in place earlier, this one held a special configuration she designed to analyze the low-level radiation emanating from the carving.

				The radiation has to have some significance. She needed some clue to the markings, some hidden and masterful cipher that could point her in the right direction. Wells picked up the scanner and turned it on. She calibrated the settings and soon she had a strong reading on the radiation. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The radiation intensity seemed to be constant. Her equipment didn’t detect different levels, but there were gaps. The radiation field itself wasn’t uniform.

				Over the next several minutes she adjusted her scanner to detect the gaps and display them on her data pad. The results were astounding. The radiation field was changing. She expanded her time window for the results, desperate to uncover more. She smiled in triumph. The gaps weren’t random, but held a clear pattern.

				Each gap pattern varied in length and as she expected, the entire process repeated. She recorded all the patterns and took them back to one of the tarp-covered areas to analyze further. She found several repeated sets of patterns in the long process and mapped out potential references to a cipher, but nothing fit. Wells spent another hour cross-referencing the markings to the patterns in the radiation signal. She examined every possible connection again and again, but she could find no correlation.

				Frustrated, she put her forehead down on the table in front of her and tried to think it through in her head without watching the patterns. She was sure the signal began with a clear Prologue and ended with an Epilogue before it restarted.

				Determined, Wells went back to the carving and opened the second box. It was a multiphase frequency transmitter, the same one she’d kept since her early academy days. She used the transmitter to mimic the pattern, creating a series of pulses along the same wavelength of the radiation, and directing them back at the carving. She attempted the entire process and several smaller pieces, even out of order, but there was nothing. No response and no more clues.

				Undaunted, she reassembled the pulses again, but it was no use. She was so close. She knew it. Now her mind was too cluttered, and she couldn’t think straight. She cleared her mind and focused on potential options for assistance. Wells’s thoughts led her back to her new alien ally, Kree. Perhaps he could help, but he was off world visiting his people. The other viable option was to send all her information back to Earth and let them take a crack at it, but that was too easy. Once she started a puzzle, she needed to finish it, even if it meant staying up late to put the last piece into place.

				Then a new idea appeared in her head. It was crazy, but it was the best thing that came to mind. At the academy, the other students played a game with special encryption of signals. The encryption would use music as a key at the start and end of each message. Like the combination of a harmony and melody, the Prologue and Epilogue would be merged together as the proper response to unlock the message. The trick was to unravel the song and figure out how they intertwined.

				She changed her transmitter to send the patterns with the information from both parts of the signal and resent her broadcast. Nothing happened and it was already getting late. Once it got dark, those Night Cats would be out and she felt much safer aboard the Armstrong. She tried one more sequence. This time reversing the pattern of the Epilogue and then inserting it into the Prologue pattern.

				When she clicked the transmission button, she heard a soft hum coming from the carving and it increased in intensity. The sound grew more powerful. Soon, Wells had to hold her hands over her ears to protect them.

				As abruptly as it began, the hum ceased, and the carving started to change. The raised area’s background color altered from the reddish stone to near pitch-black, and lines on the carving turned bright silver. The markings shifted to form long lines with several junctions on the face of the carving, and new symbols appeared on the near the base. These symbols were familiar. They were reminiscent of markings seen on some of the Cilik’ti vessels in the past.

				She still didn’t know what they meant, but it didn’t matter. Wells knew what she’d unlocked. The lines and junctions showed purpose now, and the symbols along the bottom were a legend of some sort. Wells saved a new image of her find to her data pad. She stared at the carving with eyes of wonder and couldn’t hold in her excitement. The carving had become some sort of map. But a map to what?

				* * * * *
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				Book one of The Epherium
					Chronicles

				Hope. Captain James Hood of the
					Earth Defense Forces remembers what it felt like. Twenty-five years ago, it
					surged through him as a young boy watching the colony ships launched by
					mega-corporation Epherium rocket away. He, like so many others, dreamed of
					following in the colonists’ footsteps. He wanted to help settle a new world—to
					be something greater.

				Then came the war...

				Hope. During years of vicious
					conflict with an insectoid alien race, it was nearly lost. Though Earth has
					slowly rebuilt in the six years since the war, overcrowding and an unstable sun
					have made life increasingly inhospitable. When mysterious signals from the
					nearly forgotten colony ships are received, Hood is ordered to embark on a
					dangerous reconnaissance mission. Could humanity’s future sit among the
					stars?
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