
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    The Four Horsemen: CASPer Alamo 
 
      
 
    Book Nine of the Revelations Cycle 
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Eric S. Brown and Jason Brannon 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PUBLISHED BY: Seventh Seal Press 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2018 Eric S. Brown and Jason Brannon 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get the free Four Horseman prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other Seventh Seal Press titles at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    License Notes 
 
      
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cover Design by Brenda Mihalko 
 
      
 
    Original Art by Ricky Ryan 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
      
 
    CASPer Alamo 
 
    Devils 
 
    Four Horsemen Titles 
 
    Connect with Seventh Seal Press 
 
    About Eric S. Brown 
 
    About Jason Brannon 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Revelations Cycle: 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of The Psyche of War: 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Kin Wars Saga: 
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CASPer Alamo  
 
    The stars were beacons of light, positioned strategically across the heavens as if to prevent an uprising from the darkness. Scattered across the black expanses of the galaxy, they seemed to be a final line of defense against whatever might be coming through the bleak void of space. This stand between light and darkness was an eternal struggle, seen just as frequently in the hearts of men as it was in the lonely emptiness of the black depths.  
 
    Considering how close most men were to the darkness brought about a sense of melancholy that wasn’t good for anyone traveling through the vast reaches of space. Those were thoughts best suited for soldiers whose feet were set firmly on terra firma. Lieutenant Blair pondered the idea of good men turning bad until he heard the rhythmic clang of boots on metal, and was grateful for the distraction. Or at least he was, until he smelled the stench of cigar smoke that accompanied Colonel Travis everywhere he went, even when he wasn’t actively smoking. 
 
    That was not what he needed right now.  
 
    Lieutenant Blair snapped to attention, almost dropping the data pad in his hand, as Colonel Travis entered the hold. ECS Sawyer had just dropped in-system and was decelerating toward Durin II.  
 
    “May I help you, sir?” Lieutenant Blair stammered as Colonel Travis walked toward him, an unlit cigar clamped between his teeth. The colonel took one last smell of the heady tobacco before sticking the cigar into a case and pocketing it. The further out in the galaxy they got, the harder those were to come by. Given the distance from Earth, the cigar might have been more valuable than gold.  
 
    “The Mark VIs,” Colonel Travis said, flashing his nicotine-stained teeth. “I’d like to see them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Blair said, barely resisting the urge to salute the colonel. “Right this way.” 
 
    Lieutenant Blair led Colonel Travis toward the rear of Sawyer’s hold. They passed rows of Mark VIII CASPers where they stood, secured for the transit, before they reached the section of the hold that contained the Mark VI suits. Each suit was polished to a dull gleam, like futuristic suits of armor—what King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table might have worn if Merlin had given them ceramic composites and magnetic accelerator cannons.  
 
    “We barely managed to get them all on board in time, sir,” Lieutenant Blair said, “The dealer you acquired them from arrived at the port late.” 
 
    “All that matters is that they are here,” Colonel Travis said, trying to put the young lieutenant at ease. “We’re going to need every last one of them. Things are sure to get a little thorny before all is said and done. But we wouldn’t have it any other way. Right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Blair replied without thinking. He had learned to just agree with Colonel Travis, even if it wasn’t truly the way he felt. It was easier that way.  
 
    Lieutenant Blair entered the security code that opened the secondary section of Sawyer’s primary hold. The door slid open to reveal a room full of older mecha. Each of the Mark VI suits stood close to nine feet tall and weighed in at nearly a ton, like sarcophagi for space-age mummies. The suits had been retrofitted to make them as close to the Mark VIIIs as possible, although they were still heavier and slower than the Mark VIIIs. Colonel Travis didn’t need speed, however. He needed suits that could take heavy damage and continue to hold their ground, and the CASPer Mark VI delivered in spades. Many mercs considered them to be some of the best defensive suits ever built.  
 
    The Mark VI CASPers all bore the scars of battle—scratches too deep to grind out, dents, the occasional deep gouges in metal—but they were fully functional. “Battle-tested” is the way the dealer had positioned them when attempting to close the negotiation. Having been around the block once or twice when it came to the mech game, Colonel Travis had known better than to take the word of his dealer and made sure his techs checked out all the units before agreeing to purchase them.  
 
    These suits had served their previous pilots well, and Colonel Travis trusted they would do the same for his men. Each of them had cost only a fraction of what a new Mark VIII suit would have cost him. Even so, they had stretched his already-strained credit to its breaking point.  
 
    The last year hadn’t been kind to his business. His unit, Bowie’s Marauders, had suffered from a string of low yield contracts that had brought him to the edge of bankruptcy. The current contract was his only chance of digging himself out of debt and getting the company back on its feet.  
 
    If the contract with the colonists of Durin II wasn’t fulfilled, that would be the end of Bowie’s Marauders. Creditors were already lining up to seize his assets on Earth, and Colonel Travis would be lucky if he didn’t end up in jail for failing to pay his debts, bankruptcy or no. Everything he had, and everything his father had left him, was tied up in the merc company. It was the unchanging nature of war—since the days of the Romans, money had been the sinews of war. Or maybe the savagery of this line of work was precisely why it had the potential to be so profitable. Either way, Colonel Travis was at the point of desperation. He would do what he needed to do, even if it meant killing.  
 
    Although he would never show anything other than a cool, steely exterior to his men, Travis was a wreck. So much was riding on this mission. It was a matter of life and death, feast or famine, profitability or financial ruin.  
 
    Needing something to calm his nerves, Colonel Travis thought about lighting his cigar, then thought better of it. It was his last one. Who knew how long it would be before he got any more? Instead, he removed the pack of smokes he carried in the pocket of his uniform, slapped one onto his palm, and lit up as he stared at the three rows of Mark VI CASPers, wondering how he had gotten roped into this mission. 
 
    Of course, the answer was simple: money. It always came down to the money.  
 
    The folks on Durin II were a religious order. God only knew where their money came from, but they had enough to offer three times the contract fees that Bowie’s Marauders normally got. That alone might not have been enough to convince Colonel Travis to take the contract, given the circumstances, but they were offering even more than that.  
 
    Durin II was a mineral-rich planet, and the leader of the cult, or order, or whatever you wanted to call it, Father Valero, had added on a whopping twenty-five percent of all profits made by the colony over the next twenty years.  
 
    Such an offer bordered on insanity and was nearly unheard of. It was simply too good for Colonel Travis to resist. The fact that the offer was too good bothered him on a marginal level, but he wasn’t in any position to look this gift horse in the mouth. The fact that the horse might be Trojan had occurred to him, but it wasn’t enough to sway his decision. This deal could set him up for life.  
 
    The leader of the colony’s almost non-existent military/security force, Commander Neill, had seemed greatly relieved that Bowie’s Marauders had opted to take the contract. The security force was desperate, and Colonel Travis had thrown them a lifeline by accepting the deal. The commander had been present in the video conference with Father Valero when the contract was finalized, and the look of relief on his face was proof enough that these folks were in trouble. Travis’ company wasn’t the first they had approached with the offer. However, everyone else had turned them down. He knew he probably should have tried harder to find out why everyone else had said no to Father Valero’s offer, but the prospect of solvency made him overlook the obvious problems with the job. 
 
    Travis took a long drag on his cigarette. A tiny bit of ash smoldered at the tip and fell to the ground. “Sir,” Lieutenant Blair stammered weakly, gesturing at his cigarette. “You can’t do that here.” 
 
    Laughing, Colonel Travis blew a lungful of smoke at the young lieutenant. “I’m aware of the protocol. I just don’t care. For what I’m paying the captain of this ship, his deck monkeys can clean the air filters some more.” 
 
    The tone of Colonel Travis’ voice made it clear that if the captain did try to make something of it, he would have far bigger issues to deal with. Lieutenant Blair, pale-faced, took a step back from where the colonel stood. 
 
    “I want your staff to make sure each of these suits is fully loaded-up and combat-ready by the time we reach the surface of Durin II,” Colonel Travis ordered. “We’re going to hit the ground running when we get there. Time’s a wasting.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll get it done,” Lieutenant Blair assured him.  
 
    Colonel Travis knew that the lieutenant and his staff were pulling extra duty on this one. Normally, they would only need to worry about the unit’s two dozen Mark VIII CASPers. Now they had an additional three dozen Mark VI suits to deal with, too. They were overworked and underpaid, and morale was starting to suffer. But that would all change soon if things went according to plan. Besides, no matter how much Lieutenant Blair might complain and gripe about the extra work to his staff, he would never say anything to Colonel Travis’ face. Good thing too, because Colonel Travis had never tolerated insubordination.  
 
    With thoughts of profit floating around in his brain, Colonel Travis took one final glance at the Mark VI suits before he tossed his cigarette onto the floor of the hold and ground it out with his boot. Lieutenant Blair gave a disapproving look but decided not to say anything. Instead, he went back to his work, readying the CASPers and contemplating the line between light and darkness.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Commander Neill backed away from the wreckage of the car. Its hood was a tangled mess of metal that looked like entrails ripped from the bowels of some fallen steampunk god. Spilled fluids steamed and pooled beneath the twisted frame.  
 
    The driver’s door had been torn from the vehicle and tossed aside, where it now rested in the bushes at the side of the makeshift road. The car’s roof was folded inward from where something appeared to have jumped onto it. The driver’s compartment was caked with dried blood, and its forward windshield shattered. Pieces of broken glass were strewn about everywhere.  
 
    Johnson’s corpse—or rather, what was left of it—lay in a crumpled heap next to the car. Most of the man’s face was simply gone, as were his right arm and leg. Tooth marks scarred his decaying flesh. The heat of the day hadn’t been kind to Johnson’s remains. The red-slicked cords of his exposed intestines were swollen, some even bloated to the point of rupturing, where they lay like purple serpents around his body.  
 
    The only sign of Johnson’s partner, Page, was his right hand, which still clutched his pistol. The hand rotted in the floorboard of the car’s passenger seat. Only the gold wedding band identified it as belonging to Page and not Johnson. 
 
    If the two men were able to kill any of the fiends that had attacked them, the other creatures had surely dragged the bodies of their kin away. The few spots of black blood on the car and along the road gave Commander Neill hope that they had managed to at least hurt some of the monsters.  
 
    Neill heard Robbins vomiting up his lunch behind him. He held a hand over his own lips to prevent himself from doing the same. The whole scene reeked of rotting meat, blood, and emptied bowels. He cursed himself for the deaths of the two men, and cursed them for not being able to save themselves. Things were officially out of hand at this point, and he was out of his depth. This was supposed to be a comfy job running basic security for a religious order that had no known enemies, not a war zone where each excursion outside The Sanctuary’s walls resulted in bloodshed and the need for body bags.  
 
    The monsters grew bolder with each passing day. Whatever initial fear of the colony’s technology they might have felt was clearly gone now. There had been no distress call from Johnson and Page. The monsters had hit them too fast and too viciously. Commander Neill took comfort in the fact that God had finally allowed Father Valero to find a merc company willing to take on a contract to defend their new, fledgling colony.  
 
    The mercs were supposed to be arriving later today. The Commander prayed they would keep their intended schedule and not be late. The danger to the colony grew with each passing hour. If the monsters showed up at its gates, he knew that he and his handful of men wouldn’t be able to stop the things.  
 
    “Commander Neill,” Dustin said as he helped Robbins to his feet. “I think we need to go. There’s nothing we can do for them.” 
 
    Nodding, Commander Neill turned away from the grisly scene and walked to where Dustin and Robbins were waiting for him next to their own car. He moved past them to open their car’s passenger side door and slid into its cab. His trembling hand reached to activate its comm.  
 
    “Central, this is Commander Neill,” he said over the comm. “Order the other patrols to return to The Sanctuary at once.” 
 
    “Sir?” the confused voice of the on-duty officer answered.  
 
    “I said order the other patrols in, Brooks,” Commander Neill growled. “It’s too dangerous out here for them now. We found Johnson and Page not ten miles from The Sanctuary, and they’re dead, ripped to pieces by those monsters we’ve been dealing with. Don’t make me repeat myself.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir,” Brooks said after a moment. “Calling in the other patrols right now.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea, sir,” Dustin said. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you,” Commander Neill snapped and instantly felt bad for doing so, as Dustin took a step back from him. 
 
    “Look, just get Robbins in the car and let’s get moving. The longer we stay out here, the more chance we have of ending up like them.” Commander Neill sighed as he gestured at the wreckage of the car across the road.  
 
    Dustin started to help Robbins, but the younger man shoved him away.  
 
    “I’m okay,” Robbins assured Dustin. “Seeing Johnson and Page like…that, just threw me a bit.” 
 
    “No need to explain,” Dustin responding, gesturing to the blood-soaked carnage the monsters had left behind.  
 
    Robbins climbed into the car’s rear behind Commander Neill, and Dustin took the driver’s seat. The car’s engine roared to life as Dustin got them moving. He guided the car around the wreckage and brought it about in the direction of The Sanctuary.  
 
    Commander Neill pulled his automatic shotgun free from the floorboard and checked the weapon over to make sure it was ready for use. It had been a while since he had fired one, yet the adage about old habits dying hard was true, and the weapon felt comfortable in his hands, as if it had been constructed with him in mind. “Look sharp, boys,” he told the others. “Those things could come at us from anywhere out here.” 
 
    As the car raced along the makeshift road, Commander Neill wondered how everything had gone so wrong for The Sanctuary. Before Father Valero had chosen it for their home, every scan of the planet had indicated it was devoid of threatening life forms.  
 
    When the religious order first arrived, Durin II had seemed like a paradise. It was so close to Earth in its atmosphere and ecosystem that it truly seemed like God had provided the perfect world for them to call home and make their own. Months had passed without trouble, until The Sanctuary’s mining operations got underway in the distant mountains on the horizon. Then everything had gone to hell, fast.  
 
    Miners had started dying, their bodies found partially eaten and torn apart. Funerals became first a weekly occurrence, then a daily one. The miners were frightened, but bound by their contracts.  
 
    Commander Neill had figured those first deaths were the work of some sort of predator the orbital scans had failed to recognize as a threat. As the numbers of deaths continued to increase, he began to revise his opinion. Despite his attempts to stop the flow of blood on Durin II, men kept dying.  
 
    Eventually, the mining operation had to be shut down, and soon the miners would be pulled back into the safety of The Sanctuary. So far none of the monsters had dared to come at The Sanctuary’s walls, but Commander Neill knew it was only a matter of time before the fiends launched some sort of offensive at the place every human on Durin II called home. It was why he had petitioned Father Valero to seek outside help. Ordinarily, Father Valero would have refused to do such a thing, but the growing number of corpses convinced him otherwise. 
 
    The fact that Valero relented and agreed to hire Bowie’s Marauders made Neill more than a little nervous. It meant Valero was out of options and this was a situation which reeked of desperation. That kind of thinking kept Commander Neill up at night. Well, that, and the howling sounds that came from the nearby mountain… 
 
    “Can you make this thing go faster, Dustin?” Commander Neill barked as he tried to shut off the barrage of thoughts plaguing him. “The sooner we get back, the better.”  
 
    Dustin nodded and hit the accelerator, leaving what was left of Johnson and Page as little more than a blood-stained smear in the rearview mirror.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The Sanctuary was a stunning, gleaming mass of metal that sparkled in the dust of Durin II. Although the planet was an Earth-like substitute, and base camp was as much like home as any gold rush town had ever been, The Sanctuary itself was out of place in the strange shadows of the mountains Father Valero and his brethren had been mining. In that way, it lived up to its name, serving as a place of protection against the beasts that had reduced Johnson and Page to scraps of meat on a butcher’s floor. 
 
    Commander Neill felt equally relieved and uneasy when he saw it, appearing on the horizon like the hand of an iron giant digging its way out of a premature grave, metal spires rising into the air like steely fingers grasping for air, for life. Digital glass had been set at intervals, displaying cryptic scenes from the religion in which Father Valero and the others placed their faith. Images of fire and mushroom clouds raced across the polished walls of The Sanctuary, alternating with scenes of strange beings with eyes like golden coins performing rituals in a circle at the bottom of a dried-up Martian canal. Even now, Neill didn’t know as much about the sect as he would have liked, and none of the scenes made sense to him. But it didn’t have to make sense; Neill and his group were hired guns here, not acolytes.  
 
    “Am I the only one who thinks it’s a little weird we didn’t find the monsters on the scans?” Dustin asked as he gunned the engine, eager to get back inside the walls of The Sanctuary. “Those things are pretty reliable. And yet, here we are having to scrape Johnson and Page up off the ground.” 
 
    “I think about it every time somebody else gets torn apart,” Robbins admitted as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. “These religious types really creep me out. I don’t see how anyone can believe in an all-powerful, merciful creator given the constant conflict all around the galaxy.” 
 
    “They really do seem to believe though,” Dustin commented. “Why else would they willingly choose to live in these kinds of conditions if it wasn’t ordained by a higher being?”  
 
    “Hey, Sherlock,” Commander Neill said to Robbins. “You ever think that maybe all the electromagnetic radiation beneath the planet’s surface just might have been enough to mess up the scans of this place? We have enough real problems without you seeing shadows at every turn.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Robbins conceded. “But still…”  
 
    “I think you’ve been plugging into too many digital dreams,” Neill said. “Lay off those for a while.”  
 
    “The guy who believes in conspiracy theories is always made fun of until he’s proven right,” Robbins said with a nervous laugh. “Maybe I’d just prefer to think we’re all going to die for a purpose, and not just because some radiation messed up the scans. We don’t even know how many of the monsters there are out there, but I know it’s more than we can handle.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have just skipped the scans and consulted you instead, Robbins. You seem to have all the answers.” 
 
    “We’re on a wasteland planet with a group of religious fanatics, and a horde of unknown monsters have been systematically picking us off a few at a time. Conspiracy or not, those are the facts,” Robbins said. “If we can’t do the job, there is a very good chance we won’t make it off this rock.”  
 
    “He has a point,” Dustin noted.  
 
    “You meatheads knew the gig going in,” Commander Neill reminded them. “We don’t have to understand Valero’s religion to protect him and the others. It’s a very simple job. Keep Valero and his people alive, make sure the miners are able to do their thing, and blast any monster we see within a thousand yards of this place. Now, enough talk about all of this. This is our job, and that’s what we’ll do. I have a headache from listening to you two whine about seeing a little blood.” 
 
    Both Dustin and Robbins went quiet as they approached The Sanctuary. Truth be told, Commander Neill didn’t want to die because of some kind of scanning glitch either, but he couldn’t show his fear. If he crumbled, the entire unit would crumble. Obviously, Robbins was right to be afraid of perishing. Seeing men like Johnson and Page eviscerated would make even the most hardened veteran go pale. But it wasn’t just the savagery of the killings that had Neill’s men running scared. It was also their inability to understand and fight the unknown that made the fear more palpable. So far they had very little idea what they were up against. They might as well have been fighting against ghosts.  
 
    Neill knew they were going to die if these mercs didn’t live up to their rep.  
 
    The Father and his people were a peaceful lot. They didn’t believe in killing, and had no combat training whatsoever. That was why he and his small group of men had been hired in the first place. But now, as the monsters had shown themselves and spilled blood in ever-growing amounts, Commander Neill realized the number of their unseen enemy was far greater than he had first anticipated. They were ill-equipped to handle this.  
 
     Commander Neill knew he just had to survive the gig, and then it would be onto the next world, the next colony. Still, in this line of work, there were no guarantees, and he couldn’t simply assume he would make it out alive. That kind of thinking is exactly what got men killed. He told himself to remain tough in the face of the carnage. Yet, telling himself to be brave and actually doing it were two different things. He was scared. The only consolation was that, soon enough, the mercs would be there, and much of the responsibility would be lifted from his shoulders. Colonel Travis and his group couldn’t get there fast enough. 
 
    As they finally arrived at The Sanctuary and Neill witnessed some of Father Valero’s group engaged in prayer, he thought to himself that maybe this was exactly the kind of place he could find religion. At the moment, he needed the kind of fervent conviction that Valero and his men had, the kind of unwavering belief that drove you to settle on a frontier planet and set up a mining operation while bloodthirsty dangers waited on the fringes of civilization. He needed to believe in something, because right now he couldn’t even believe in himself.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    As ordered, Lieutenant Blair and his men had serviced the CASPers, both their unit’s standard Mark VIIIs and its newly-acquired Mark VIs, and made sure they were combat-ready. Colonel Travis and Blair’s boss, Major Robert Evans, the unit’s ordnance officer, would likely find something that wasn’t to their liking, but Blair knew the CASPer suits were good to go. They had checked the jumpjets, made sure the enhanced arm shields that had been retrofitted specifically for the Mark VIs were operational, serviced the fuel cell modules on the Eights, and run diagnostics. Nothing would go wrong…well, at least not with the mecha. 
 
    Lieutenant Blair waited until he was sure Colonel Travis was at the other end of the ship before slipping into his cabin and re-reading the anonymous comm message that had appeared on the plasma readout: “Only death can be found on Durin II,” it read. 
 
    Who had sent it? Why? Lieutenant Blair had no clue. It didn’t make sense that someone would send the message to him. He wasn’t the one calling the shots. If someone was trying to issue a warning, why not send it to Travis?  
 
    Death on Durin II?  
 
    It didn’t make him feel any better about the mission. On the surface, suiting up to blast a few bloodthirsty creatures on an Earth-like planet sounded like just another day at the office. It was the terms of the arrangement that made Blair uneasy. Three times the normal rate plus a percentage of profits from all mining operations. That was a crazy deal that seemed too good to be true. Why had Father Valero made such a lucrative offer when the job should have only warranted a fraction of that cost? Why had so many other groups turned him down? Did the colonel know something about the planet and the situation there the rest of the company didn’t? How had the man been able to haggle such a rate?  
 
    They only had a short time before reaching Durin II, and then it would be too late. Thinking he might be able to gain more information before they landed, Blair decided to try reaching out to his anonymous tipster. 
 
    He tapped out a response. “Who is this? What kind of danger on Durin II?” 
 
    Not expecting an immediate answer, Blair was about to head back to the mech bay to double-check that all of Colonel Travis’ orders had been followed to the letter when he heard the ding of a comm message.  
 
    “There are some things that even CASPers aren’t tough enough to destroy,” the message read. 
 
    Blair’s blood ran cold at the thought. He was just about to type out a reply and ask for more intel when the colonel’s gruff voice came through his comm. “Blair, get to the mech bay ASAP. We have some things to discuss.” 
 
    Blair sighed and hit a red button on his comm. “Be there in five,” he said, glancing back at the last message on the plasma readout.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Crockett sighed and ended his transmission to Sawyer. He sat in the small pilot compartment of his transport ship, Bear. Running his fingers through his thick, brown hair, Crockett knew he had done all he could to warn the inbound vessel away from Durin II. If the mercs aboard it were too dumb to listen to what he’d told them, well then, that wasn’t on him.  
 
    Sliding his tomahawk from where it hung on his belt, he held the weapon in his lap, staring at it. It wasn’t a real tomahawk. It had a blade that could cut through low level armor, and its shaft was made of metal not wood, but it looked enough like an actual tomahawk to warrant the name.  
 
    Crockett had owned the weapon for many years and carried it with him during his years as a frontiersman and explorer. Now it was little more than a gimmick, a part of the appearance he put on in order to live up to the legends about him. Most of the stories were just crap but, for whatever reason, folks liked to believe in them.  
 
    Being famous had its ups and downs, yet it was his fame that had gotten him permission to land on Durin II. Crockett had been surprised to hear that Father Valero was a fan. The isolationist priest had invited him to land almost as soon as Crockett told them who he was.  
 
    These days, he made his living as a courier and peddler. Bear had been stocked full of exotic foods, knick-knacks, toys, and other odds and ends from across known space when he arrived. Almost all of his stock had been snapped up by the colonists of Durin II.  
 
    The colonists were a peaceful lot and really seemed to walk the faith they talked. That was a rare thing no matter where you went. He really felt bad for them. They were all going to die horrible, bloody deaths. And unless he could talk the inbound mercs out of the replacement part he needed for Bear’s astrogation system, he was going to be dying alongside them, because Father Valero and his followers didn’t have any spare units lying around.  
 
    He had heard of Bowie’s Marauders and knew them to be a hard-hitting merc company. Against most threats, they would have been a more than adequate adversary. However, this threat wasn’t normal, and he was one of the few people who knew what they were truly up against. Maybe he should have gone the direct route with his warning and told the lieutenant who he really was, explained himself a little better, and offered to help the mercs in exchange for the part he needed. There would have been some challenges, but nothing that couldn’t have been overcome.  
 
    Crockett hoped he was wrong about what was about to go down on Durin II, but he doubted it. He knew the signs, had seen them in other frontier colonies much like this one, and remembered how they could pour out of those fissures in the earth like ants out of a wrecked anthill. The thought made him shudder.  
 
    He didn’t have any hard data on the number of monsters living beneath the planet’s surface, but he figured them to be an overwhelming force even against heavily-armed professionals like Bowie’s Marauders. None of it was his business. He just needed to get his ship fixed and away from Durin II. Sure, Bear was flight-capable right now, but once it cleared the planet’s atmosphere, he’d have no means of navigating the void or getting to the stargate. His only option would be to attempt a blind transit, and those, more often than not, ended in tragedy.  
 
    Crockett’s thumb unconsciously stroked the side of his tomahawk’s blade as he thought the whole mess over. It was hard to accept that he was just as trapped as Father Valero and his order without the part he needed. There was no easy way to obtain it from the mercs without tipping them off, face to face, about what they were likely up against on Durin II. In his experience, mercs liked to establish martial law in situations like the one here until they were able to fulfill their contract. Colonel Travis was just as likely to order him to remain on-world as he was to sell or trade Crockett the part he needed. The only comfort Crockett could find in the entire mess was that Travis couldn’t legally conscript him into service, no matter how desperate things might get. Bowie’s Marauders was a merc company, not a Peacekeeper force.  
 
    The roar of a massive ship’s engines overhead tore Crockett from his thoughts. He jumped up from his seat and raced out of Bear. His boots clanged on the metal of the small ship’s unloading ramp as he ran down to have a better look at Sawyer. The word ‘behemoth’ came to mind as he watched Sawyer fly over The Sanctuary, and slow to land in the clearing beyond its northern wall. His little ship had been able to land inside The Sanctuary, making use of the trading vessel spaceport that was still under construction.  
 
    Based on random bits of comm chatter he’d picked up, Crockett knew that Sawyer wouldn’t be hanging around any longer than she needed to. Her captain would unload the mercs as quickly as possible and then get back out among the stars. In that way, Sawyer was little more than a glorified space taxi, and its captain was basically a well-paid shuttle driver.  
 
    There was no point in heading over to the northern wall, though that looked to be where everyone else in the streets near the spaceport was heading. He had seen mercs disembarking many times in his life, and the sight held no thrill for him. The mercs would be too busy offloading and meeting with Father Valero for him to approach them about the part he needed. He would hit them up when they were settled in, provided they made it that long.  
 
    Crockett watched as the last of the colonists making for the northern wall vanished from his line of sight, then stomped up the ramp and back into Bear. If he was going to have to wait, he might as well do it somewhere with air conditioning.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Dillard watched from the guard shack as Sawyer seemed to grow before his eyes, starting first as a pinprick in the strangely-purpled sky, then blotting out more and more of the two closest stars as it began its descent. Help was on the way, and he couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief. He had heard enough about the merc group aboard Sawyer to know they were bad news and not to be messed with, which was exactly what they needed here on Durin II.  
 
    He had considered joining a merc outfit himself, before realizing that he didn’t have the stomach for it. He was only 19, and hadn’t been hardened and shaped by life to a point where spilling blood came naturally. He considered that to be a good thing, even if it made him seem a little soft to other guys in his unit. He wasn’t even sure he could kill someone if the situation called for it. Thankfully, he’d never even been in a situation that required drawing his weapon. Now that the mercs were here, he hoped that meant he wouldn’t have to.  
 
    Dillard rested his hand on the butt of his pistol and wondered what it would take to goad him into using it; whether he could pull the trigger even if the situation called for it. The other men in Commander Neill’s unit had been grumbling about monsters picking them off one or two at a time. So far guns hadn’t done much to save the folks who had been torn apart by whatever was lurking nearby. Maybe bullets wouldn’t work on them. Nobody really knew what they were, only that they were deadly. Everybody was spooked, and Dillard was no exception. Could he kill one of those things if it came for his throat? Or would he freeze in his tracks and die horribly? 
 
    He lifted his field glasses to his eyes and scanned the mines for any sign of trouble. Everything at the foot of the mountain looked normal…or as normal as it could look on a foreign planet. Father Valero’s group had gouged out deep tunnels in the rock, and dozens of men were busy blasting and hauling chunks of stone away from the mouth of the mine shafts. Several groups of rugged, dirty miners manned industrial drills, boring new holes in the side of the mountain.  
 
    Satisfied things were fine down at base camp, Dillard leaned back in his chair and began to daydream about the girl with cornsilk hair he had left behind. Her name was Sarah, and even now, as he thought about the last summer they’d spent together, it made him wistful for home. There was nothing as beautiful as Sarah here on Durin II, only harsh, rugged landscapes…and monsters. Why had he elected to join Commander Neill’s group again? His father had forced him to do it, thinking that a little time spent off-world would harden him, teach him responsibility, and make a man out of him. 
 
    He wanted to go home, but the contract he’d signed wouldn’t be up for another couple of months. He hoped Sarah would be waiting for him when he got back. She had promised she would. In that moment, sitting in a guard shack on a frontier world, Dillard made up his mind. This wasn’t the life for him. If nothing else, his father had been right about this job teaching him a lesson. He knew this wasn’t what he wanted. When his time was up, he would go find Sarah, get a mundane job, and hit the reset button on life. Maybe this time next year, he and Sarah would be engaged, planning their life together.  
 
    Dillard closed his eyes and thought about how much he missed her, how he would give anything to be headed home. Then he heard a deep, guttural growl from behind the guard shack. He immediately realized his mistake and regretted not being more alert. Startled, he nearly fell out of his chair as he scrambled to unholster his gun, but there simply wasn’t time. He heard the breaking of glass, saw the yellow-eyes and open mouth filled with teeth like knives, felt the claws sink into the tender flesh of his abdomen, and watched his life spill out of him in rivers of red. “I love you, Sarah,” he mouthed as his eyes glazed over, and his last breath left him like steam from a kettle. Dillard died as he had lived, never having fired a shot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Sawyer’s landing legs unfolded beneath the massive transport as she prepared to touch down on the surface of Durin II. Clouds of dust billowed like the ghosts of dead sand beasts rising up from the earth. Thrusters firing to keep her descent under control, she thudded onto the dirt of the open field beyond The Sanctuary’s walls. Her landing shook the ground, sending shockwaves out from the spot where she made contact. Sawyer’s bay doors opened, and an unloading ramp extended itself for Colonel Travis and his men to disembark.  
 
    Colonel Travis, accompanied by three heavily-armed infantrymen, was the first one down. The sky above held a purplish hue, as the planet’s sunset was underway. Travis and those with him cleared the ramp to allow the rest of the company to exit the massive transport. After spending so long in flight, everyone’s legs were wobbly. They looked happy to be on firm ground, even if it was the acrid dust of Durin II.  
 
    The company’s three Armored Personal Carriers drove out of the transport and spread out, taking up defensive positions around it. Their sensor suites were fully active, making sweeps of the immediate area. Mercs manned the top-mounted machine gun turrets on their roofs, their eyes alert and scanning the horizon for any signs of danger. By this point, they had all heard the stories about what had happened, and was still happening, to Commander Neill’s men, how they had been torn limb from limb, slaughtered in horrifying ways, murdered in cold blood by beasts that no one had seen, except the dead they left behind. This was a hostile place, populated by hostile creatures. The mercs were aware of that and at the ready.  
 
    The CASPers were next off the ship. Sixty armored warriors moving in formation marched down the ramp. The smaller Mark VIII suits moved with an almost human grace, despite their size and the heavy armaments with which they were equipped. The larger Mark VI suits lumbered down the ramp like mechanical apes. All the Mark VI CASPers were in the middle of the formation, with a dozen Mark VIII CASPers in the lead, and another dozen bringing up the rear. Colonel Travis smiled as he watched them and chewed on his last cigar, still unwilling to light it until he was certain he could obtain more. 
 
    Once this job was done, he would have enough money to buy all the cigars he wanted, even the Cubans he loved; he just needed to focus on the task at hand.  
 
    By buying the cheaper Mark VI suits, he had more than doubled the size of his company’s armored personnel—and numbers, as he had learned over the years, meant everything in war. He refused to be outmanned or outgunned, and this new batch of mech suits meant that neither outcome was probable. Of course, his pilots were still learning the ropes of the Mark VIs, but they weren’t that different from the Mark VIIIs in terms of systems operation. He had shelled out a bit extra to make sure they were all capable of pinplant interface, and that could very easily turn the tide if things started to get bloody.  
 
    Pinplants allowed the pilots to control them via mental link instead of manually. The mind was quicker than the hand, which meant that a merc who was alert, focused, and using pinplants could outgun just about anything.  
 
     Major Bowie, however, wasn’t overly happy with the addition of the Mark VI CASPers, and he made that fact clear as his voice rang out over the comm piece Colonel Travis wore in his ear. “Those older suits are a joke, sir. I can’t believe you bought them. We may as well be making our men wear garbage cans and handing them a couple of handguns for all the good these outdated relics will do.” 
 
    “We needed numbers, Bowie, and they’ve given us that,” Colonel Travis replied. “This isn’t some surgical strike or hit and run op. We’re going to be defending an entire colony. As good as your Mark VIIIs are, there simply weren’t enough of them to get the job done, and you know it. Or maybe you have a few million credits stashed away somewhere that you want to use to purchase better equipment. Please, if that’s the case, feel free.” 
 
    Bowie grunted his displeasure but said nothing more. 
 
    Colonel Travis went on, “Mark VI CASPers were built for defense. Before this is over with, you’ll thank me for buying them.” 
 
    A crowd had gathered on the wall of the city facing the field where Sawyer had landed. Some were cheering at their arrival, but most were simply staring in awe at the mercs as they unloaded. The colonists were a peaceful lot, and most of them had never seen a CASPer in person before. The sight of sixty such battle-suits was likely a lot for them to take in. Colonel Travis had to admit that even he was still sometimes impressed at seeing so many of them moving in formation, and he had been doing this for most of his life.  
 
     The company’s two command cars rolled out of the transport next, joining the APCs already in place. All that remained now was for Major Evans and Lieutenant Blair to offload the company’s ordnance stockpile—simple, boring work that Colonel Travis had no intention of sticking around for—and then Sawyer would take flight again, not returning until the end of next month. He figured that would be more than enough time to deal with whatever creatures were attacking the colony and to drive the things away for good. They had done far more in less time before.  
 
    An old Earth-style car raced toward them from the city, flanked by two jeeps with rear-mounted .50 caliber weapons. Colonel Travis readied himself, dusting off his uniform and smoothing it out as he waited. The vehicles came to a stop just inside the perimeter his mercs had set up. Armed men—members of the colony’s security force from the look of them—jumped out of the jeeps. They looked the part: guns, uniforms with the company insignia, spring in their step. It was only the look in their eyes that revealed them to be greenhorns. There was too much hope. They hadn’t seen enough to harden them to the job, to give them the edge that would make the difference between life and death. They looked like teenagers who had taken on this security detail as a summer job, in much the same way kids chose to be lifeguards for the summer or work at one of the old-school restaurants back home on Earth.  
 
    One of them dashed over to open the car’s right rear door and helped an elderly man, dressed in black with a clerical collar, out of the car.  
 
    Some men were tethered to their jobs or their families. This man was tethered to his god, and the collar was a sign of that.  
 
    Colonel Travis stood where he was, hands clasped behind his back, letting the elderly priest and his escorts come to him. It was always good to establish who was in charge up front. The contract the priest had signed gave him near complete power over the colony until the job was finished. 
 
    “Welcome to Durin II, Colonel Travis,” the elderly priest said with a smile, extending his hand. “So glad you could make it. I appreciate you taking this job on such short notice. You really are a lifesaver.”  
 
    The greeting was sincere and seemed to have no underlying tone. Colonel Travis found this strange. In places like this everyone had an agenda, and most made no attempt to hide theirs.  
 
    For his part, however, Father Valero seemed like an archetypal man of the cloth who was doing his best to survive out in the wastelands. If he had any ulterior motives for bringing the merc group here, he showed no signs of it. He was either an expert thespian or a man of his word.  
 
    Colonel Travis accepted the priest’s hand and shook it firmly, eyeing the old man in much the same way a snake eyes its prey.  
 
    “My men could use some assistance in moving our gear into your colony,” Colonel Travis said bluntly.  
 
    “Anything you need, Colonel,” Father Valero nodded. “Commander Neill, send for some men to help them!” 
 
    “At once, Father,” Neill answered. “I’ll handle it myself.” 
 
    “Commander Neill,” Colonel Travis responded, looking at the head of Valero’s security forces with disdain. “I remember you from our video negotiations.”  
 
    The man nodded. “Nice to meet you, Colonel.” 
 
    Colonel Travis nodded but didn’t return the sentiment. “Your life will be much easier now that we’re here.”  
 
    “We’ve handled things the best we could,” Neill admitted, “but it is nice to have reinforcements.” 
 
    “Let’s correct that statement,” Travis said. “We will handle this the way the Marauders always handle things. You and your men will be our reinforcements. Not the other way around. Are we clear?” 
 
    “It’s your circus,” Neill said, not bothering to hide his dislike for the colonel. Travis dismissed him like he would a worrisome fly and turned his attention back to Valero.  
 
    “I assume you’ve prepared billets for us,” Colonel Travis said to Valero. 
 
    “Of course, Colonel,” Father Valero assured him, “and to your specifications as well. Our colony’s limited spaceport has all the equipment you need to set up a centralized command center and store your ordnance and CASPers. The houses and buildings surrounding it have been vacated temporarily, for use by your soldiers.” 
 
    “Good,” Colonel Travis said smugly. “As soon as we’re settled in, we can discuss how my men will be set up along your walls in the event of an attack by the ‘monsters’ that have been plaguing you. I’d also like to send a couple of squads to your mines to check things out there. That is where most of the attacks have occurred so far, yes?” 
 
    Commander Neill wasn’t used to being addressed with such disdain, and didn’t like it one bit. He could have let Valero handle the remainder of the details, but that would have shown weakness. He had dealt with men like Travis before, and he knew the key to gaining respect was not to allow them to walk all over you. Before Father Valero could respond, Neill interjected. 
 
    “I think you and I should be having this discussion, Colonel. I am the commander here, hired by Father Valero to oversee security. Until he tells me otherwise, that is what I will do. Now, you mentioned the attacks. The mines are where the attacks started and have been heaviest, but they are no longer confined to that area. Just this morning, one of my patrols was massacred by those things.”  
 
    Colonel Travis studied Neill for a moment with equal parts irritation and surprise. “Very well, Commander. I’ll expect a full briefing on all the attacks after we’ve settled in.”  
 
    “I’ll see that you get all the intel you need,” Neill said.  
 
    Colonel Travis looked the commander over once more, appraising him. Although he’d initially dismissed him as an interplanetary rent-a-cop, he realized that he might have misjudged the man. Neill seemed more competent than he’d initially given him credit for. That wasn’t the same, however, as considering him an equal. Neill and his men existed outside the contract the Marauders had with Father Valero. Neill and his men had a contract of their own to uphold. Clearly they hadn’t been up to the task; otherwise, Bowie’s Marauders would have never been hired.  
 
    “I would be most pleased if you would join me for dinner this evening, Colonel,” Father Valero offered, hoping to lessen the tension building between the two of them. 
 
    Bowing his head to the priest, Colonel Travis answered, “It would be my pleasure, Father, if there’s time. My men and I have a lot of setting up to do.” 
 
    “I understand, Colonel. As God wills, then.” 
 
    Father Valero turned his attention to Commander Neill. “See them to where they need to go, Neill, and assist them in any way that you can.” 
 
    Commander Neill nodded and was about to walk away when Father Valero motioned him closer and whispered one last order. “One more thing. Try to play well with these mercs, Neill. They are a necessary evil here. This Travis fellow isn’t the easiest person to get along with, but we need him. Our lives depend on it.”  
 
    With that, the priest climbed into the car and sped away toward the city, leaving Colonel Travis and Commander Neill to stare at each other. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to it, then.” Colonel Travis laughed. “It’s too fragging hot out here to be standing around like this. Let’s see just how deep the guano is here on this rock.” 
 
    Commander Neill nodded. This was the most arid, desolate planet he had ever been on, and that said a lot. On that point, he and Travis agreed. He was about to suggest they go someplace cooler when he saw one of the tactical jeeps speeding toward them from the direction of the mines. Clouds of dust rose in its wake. Please, not now, he thought to himself, hoping this wasn’t what it looked like. Not in front of Colonel Travis. But the jeep raced forward, bouncing over the rugged terrain, seeming to disregard any notion of safety, and didn’t stop until it was almost upon them.  
 
    The man behind the wheel was named Roja. Neill didn’t know him very well, easily recognized the look of panic on his face.  
 
    “Sir, it’s Dillard,” Roja said, not bothering to salute or to even exit the jeep.  
 
    “Attacked?” Neill asked.  
 
    “Torn apart,” Roja replied. “It’s terrible, sir. Those things are barely afraid of anything anymore. It’s like they’re getting braver by the day.” 
 
    “He’s dead, I presume?” 
 
    “That is an understatement, sir,” Roja said.  
 
    Colonel Travis didn’t bother introducing himself or flexing his authority. He ran to where the two men stood at the jeep.  
 
    “What’s happened?” Colonel Travis demanded. 
 
    “There’s been another attack,” Neill admitted.  
 
    “And this just occurred?” Colonel Travis asked. “Where?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. At the mines.” Roja answered before Neill could. “We’re in the process of shutting them down for the time being, given the level of danger there.” 
 
    “Commander Neill, I will be deploying a squad to check things out at the mines. The more we know about these creatures we’re dealing with the better. This is a good chance to gain that intel without waiting on those things to come to us,” Colonel Travis said, leaving little room for argument. 
 
    “The mines aren’t far,” Commander Neill commented. “My men and I can reach them before your CASPers. It might be better to get a look at what’s happened before just going in, guns blazing. There may still be personnel on site who need extraction.” 
 
    “Do what you like, Commander, but I’m sending my CASPers,” Colonel Travis said firmly.  
 
    Colonel Travis walked back toward his unit, already barking orders over his comm as Commander Neill slid into the passenger seat of the jeep. “Dustin, Robbins, you’re with us!” he called to the two men, and then, slapping the jeep’s dash, said to Roja, “What are you waiting for? Get us moving already!”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Commander Neill tried several times to raise the mines over his comm unit as the two jeeps tore along the dusty road. The only answer he got was the crackle of static, and it worried him. Someone should have been on hand to answer him, even with the chaos an attack on the guard shack would have caused.  
 
    Roja shot him a concerned look, and Neill met his glance with a look of determination. This was his post. These were his men under attack. This was his job to do. He wasn’t content to leave everything to Colonel Travis, even though he had played this very scenario over in his mind at least a dozen times. Before the mercs landed he had prayed for them. Now that they were here, their presence made him feel weak.  
 
    Roja kept watching him out of the corner of his eye as he drove, but wisely said nothing. Neill didn’t know the man well, but that was the case with about half the men under his command.  
 
    At first glance, Roja appeared to be as raw as Dillard. That didn’t bode well for him, given Dillard’s fate. When Neill had hired the men he needed for the security force on Durin II, he had taken on several new guards he had never worked with before, fresh faces who needed the experience on their resume and came cheap. Roja was in that group.  
 
    Of course, being new and inexperienced wasn’t an automatic death sentence. Everyone had to start somewhere, and there was no way to get experience without someone giving you a chance. Besides, Durin II was supposed to have been a cakewalk, not a hellish nightmare of monsters and death. Neill felt a surge of guilt run through him as he stared at Roja and thought about Dillard. Death came with the job, but it was never easy. Refusing to give in to the guilt he felt, Neill returned his focus to the task at hand as the mines came into view up ahead. 
 
    “Slow down,” he ordered Roja. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us up there.” 
 
    The jeep slowed and came to a stop at the barbed wire fence that ran the length of the mines’ perimeter. The sharp, steely needles on the wire looked like the teeth of iron demons. Despite its appearance, the barbed wire didn’t seem like it had been much of a deterrent, given the carnage that waited at the guard shack. The thought didn’t reassure Neill about their chances; fortunately, Dustin and Robbins’ jeep pulled up beside them before his mind could travel very far down that road. The fence was down in several sections, and putrid, black blood dripped from the barbs in the places that had been forced to the ground. Neill leaped out of his jeep, clutching his shotgun in a white-knuckled grip, eyes scanning for any sign of movement. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he walked to meet Dustin and Robbins at the fence’s gate. Roja followed them, his sidearm drawn.  
 
    The gate was still perfectly intact and untouched, although the fence was torn at random intervals on each side. Whatever had done this had realized that the fence was an easier point of entry, and disregarded the danger the barbed wire posed. That meant the beasts were smarter than Neill had given them credit for. The thought made the shotgun seem inadequate in his hands.  
 
    There was no sign of activity at the mines, up the hill from the gate. Night was falling, and it was becoming difficult to see in the pale light of Durin II’s twin moons. The air held a tinge of…something, as Neill stared up toward the mines. 
 
    “Boss…” Robbins called to him. “I don’t think going up there is a good idea.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dustin added, “I heard that colonel say he was sending CASPers out here. I think we should wait for them and let them handle this one. It’s okay, boss, the cavalry is here now. You can relax a little.” 
 
    Neill frowned at the two men. They already saw him as subordinate to Colonel Travis, and that wasn’t fair. The only difference between him and Travis was the mech suits. His group would have fared just as well if they’d been armed like the mercs, and if that had been the case, nobody would be questioning his authority to lead or looking at him with pity, the way these two were. Instead, they would be showing him every bit of the respect he deserved. Neill sighed. Maybe it was best to just let Travis take over and get the victory…or take credit for the defeat if that’s how things went.  
 
    Neill had desperately wanted to examine the scene of the attack personally before the heavy mecha showed up. His gut told him that Robbins and Dustin were right, though. Going up there with just the weapons they had was suicide, if the damage done to the fence was any indication of how many monsters had come out of the mines during the attack. One or two, they might be able to handle if they were lucky. More than that, and they were likely as dead as poor Dillard and the last of the miners who’d been working this evening. 
 
    The guard shack wasn’t too far inside the fence. Neill figured it was worth the risk, given the situation, and decided to check it out. Through his field glasses, it looked like an oversized coffin, stained with the blood of the man who had died inside: Dillard, the young recruit who wanted to go home. Neill could only imagine how the boy’s parents would feel when the remaining parts and pieces of their son returned home in a body bag. The thought made him angry.  
 
    “Dustin, get this gate open,” Neill barked. “Robbins, Roja, keep him covered. Shoot anything that moves, except me. This is our mess to clean up. Not Travis’.” 
 
    The two men took up positions that gave them a wide field of view, one on each side of the shack, as Dustin struggled to unlock the gate. Robbins carried a shotgun like Neill, while Roja had only his sidearm. Against most threats, the firearms would have been sufficient, but they still didn’t know what they were truly up against. Their eyes were wide, and their breathing heavy; it was clear they were spooked. The sound of something howling in the distance didn’t help. 
 
    “It won’t budge,” Dustin said, putting his weight into the job. The gate, however, remained in place.  
 
    “Power’s offline, moron,” Robbins said, pointing at the LED indicator that should have been glowing green.  
 
    “Fine,” Dustin grunted. “Let’s just get it open. The sooner we’re done, the sooner we can get back to The Sanctuary and let the mercs handle this.”  
 
    With a little skill, a lot of cursing, and some luck, Dustin fumbled with the mechanics of the gate latch until he was able to trigger its release, and the lock popped open with an audible click. Neill was the first one through, with Dustin following reluctantly after him. Robbins and Roja held their positions.  
 
    From afar, the guard shack looked like a can of brown paint had exploded inside. Up close, it was much, much worse. At the base of the mountains, a cool breeze carried the stink of death and wafted it like a war perfume. Neill put his hand over his nose and mouth to block out the stench, but it was a stopgap measure.  
 
    “Easy, old boy,” he told himself. “The last thing Travis needs to hear is that you lost your lunch out here on the front line.”  
 
    As he and Dustin approached it, Neill could see that the guard shack’s window had been shattered. Its door hung at an angle, dangling from its last intact hinge. Neill motioned for Dustin to hang back as he brought up the barrel of his shotgun and crept up to the shack’s doorway. Peering inside, he saw what was left of Dillard and two other men on the floor of the shack. In their current state of dismemberment, they were barely recognizable as human. The two men appeared to have entered the shack to collect Dillard’s corpse, but that was as far as the miners had made it. There was a body-bag resting on the floor near one of them, with the hand of a severed arm still clutching it tightly. Clearly, the attack on Dillard had just been the beginning, and the creatures had returned to finish the miners on their second round.  
 
    Seeing the shack was clear, Neill motioned for Dustin. “Get in there and bag up what you can of Dillard. I’ll be damned if I’m not at least sending something of him home to his family.” 
 
    Dustin had turned a sickly shade of green and looked on the verge of being sick as he saw the mess of scattered body parts, split entrails, and blood-smeared walls of the shack’s interior. To his credit, though, he managed to keep it together as he put on a pair of gloves. Neill watched as Dustin picked up the blood-soaked bag the two workers had carried in with them and stuffed some pieces of Dillard into it.  
 
    “Make sure to get his head,” Neill told Dustin, trying not to think too much about the order as he gave it. 
 
    “Got all I can, sir,” Dustin said after a few moments of grisly work. Neill knew there was plenty of room left in the body bag, but he wasn’t going to push the issue. Both of them had been through enough already. Besides, he wasn’t the one up to his elbows in the remains of another human being. He made a mental note to promote Dustin at some point, if they made it out of this alive. The recruit had waded into all the blood and muck without hesitation and followed orders. That was a sign of bravery and loyalty, both good qualities to have.  
 
    “Good,” Neill nodded. “Let’s get out of here before the things that did this decide they’re still hungry.” 
 
    They left the shack, starting back for the gate as another shrill cry rang out in the darkness from the hill above them. It was answered by another…and then another. A chorus of inhuman voices seemed to come from everywhere at once. 
 
    “Run for it!” Neill shouted, his cautious walk turning into an all-out sprint for the gate, and the jeeps waiting beyond it. The body bag swung at Dustin’s side as he tried to match Neill’s pace. 
 
    Robbins and Roja opened fire at something behind him. Neill didn’t dare glance over his shoulder to see what they were shooting at. Instead, he pushed his legs even harder, and his breath came in ragged gasps. He briefly regretted not working out more, but there was nothing he could do about it now.  
 
    Someone shouted in the amplified voice of a CASPer, “Get down!” 
 
    Neill threw himself to the ground as the cracks! of the CASPers’ magnetic accelerator cannons overpowered the sound of the small arms fire a fraction of a second later. The roar was felt as much as heard, and sounded like the mercs were using thunderbolts instead of artillery. The skies directly above them were lit with a man-made thunderstorm that rained death and destruction. Neill kept his face buried in the alien soil until the barrage of MAC fire fell silent. Only then did he finally look back toward the guard shack to see what had been on his heels. The corpses of three creatures twitched in their death throes on the ground, not ten feet from where he lay.  
 
    None of the creatures were exactly alike, but they were all bipedal and human-shaped. There the resemblance to anything human ended. Their bodies were covered in scales as dark as the ore Father Valero’s men had been mining, and the razor-like claws of their hands gleamed in the dim moonlight, still sticky with the blood of the men they’d killed.  
 
    The dead, sightless eyes of the fiends were yellow, cat-like, and seemed to track them even though there was no light in their gaze. These were the stuff of nightmares, and Neill wasn’t sure he would be able to sleep again for a while. He hoped he’d be able to erase the sight of those cold, feline eyes from his brain. It wasn’t likely.  
 
    “Commander!” Neill could barely hear Robbins shouting as he ran to help him to his feet. “Are you okay, sir?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Neill grunted. “Help Dustin up, and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Robbins looked at him as if he had gone insane. “Dustin didn’t make it, sir.” 
 
    Neill fully turned toward the guard shack, and saw that Dustin lay in an expanding puddle of his own blood. One of the monsters had overtaken him as they ran, and put a clawed hand straight through the center of his back. Although it was a fatalistic view of the occupation he had chosen, Neill couldn’t help thinking that this was the reward you received for being brave. So much for Dustin’s promotion. So much for the rest of Dustin’s life.  
 
    “Mother of God,” Neill breathed, rubbing at his face in disbelief. How had things gotten so bad so quickly?  
 
    “If Major Bowie and his men hadn’t shown up when they did…” Robbins stammered.  
 
    “Forget about it,” Neill grunted, walking over to where Dustin lay to collect the body bag the man had been carrying. He shoved it into Robbins’ hands. “This is what’s left of Dillard. See to it that it gets sent to his family.” 
 
    Before Robbins could say anything else, a hulking Mark VIII CASPer with the insignia of crossed knives on its right shoulder stepped up to them. 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive, Commander,” the man inside the CASPer told him. “I’m Major Bowie, second in command of the Marauders.”  
 
    “I guess I should say thank you,” Neill replied, instinctively extending his hand in friendship then realizing that it was a futile gesture.  
 
    “Just doing our job,” Bowie replied, his voice coming through the comm. “We’re paid to keep you safe.” 
 
    Neill bristled. That was the same reason he was being paid. Obviously, he had failed. So far, the mercs hadn’t.  
 
    The CASPer extended a metal finger toward the corpses of the creatures. “I need your men to collect one of the creatures. We need to study it and see what makes it tick. Learn what we’re up against. The colonel is going to want a look at these.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Sawyer had long since left the surface of Durin II. The supplies she’d carried had been offloaded and moved into The Sanctuary, but there was still a great deal of work to be done. Major Robert Evans, the company’s ordnance officer, and his assistant Lieutenant Blair, were busy getting spaces set up for the unit’s CASPers, heavy weapons, and ammo. This was no small feat when you considered that they were having to use a church as their base of operations.  
 
    Large stands of lights were positioned around The Sanctuary’s spaceport, which they were converting into a repair and storage area. Somehow the colonel expected them to have it all done before sunrise, which meant there was no choice but to make it happen. The colonel wasn’t big on excuses.  
 
    Major Evans barked orders at the unit’s small team of CASPer techs, and they scrambled like ants from a gasoline-soaked anthill. Lieutenant Blair, meanwhile, watched Major Bowie’s squad heading toward the command center Colonel Travis had set up in the spaceport’s control tower. Two jeeps belonging to the colony’s security force accompanied them. One of the jeeps carried something large and tarp-covered in its rear cargo space. Blair saw the jeeps pull up to the newly established command center. Colonel Travis and Dr. Amos Polland, the unit’s medical officer, came out to meet it, walking at a pace that suggested they were on an urgent mission and wouldn’t be deterred. 
 
    The jeep with the tarp-covered heap pulled forward so that men waiting nearby could unload it, and Blair gasped as he saw an oily, scale-covered hand slip out from beneath the heavy industrial plastic. It immediately reminded him of the warning he had received.  
 
    Only death can be found on Durin II.  
 
    The cryptic message Blair had received before Sawyer arrived on Durin II continued to haunt him. He hadn’t told anyone about it. Who did you report something like that to anyway? The colonel was too busy, and unless it had to do with the unit’s CASPers and ordnance, Major Evans wasn’t going to care.  
 
    The comm signal had come from an untraceable source and then erased itself from the logs. He didn’t have any proof it had ever even existed, and yet, he had no reason to question it. Lots of people had been dying on Durin II as of late. That’s why he and his unit were here. You didn’t have to be a genius to realize that the death that might be found on this frontier planet would probably come at the hands of creatures like the one under the tarp.  
 
    Blair tore his gaze away from the blood-caked alien claw and the scene unfolding outside the command center to see a strange man walking toward him. The man wore a brown leather jacket and was grinning from ear to ear. The smile alone was enough to put Blair on guard. Smiles, and happiness in general, were in short supply. Besides, he had spoken to several of the colonists living in The Sanctuary, and this guy stuck out like a sore thumb. He certainly wasn’t one of the colonists who had been drafted into helping them get things set up. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” the man asked, sticking a thumb out toward the squad of CASPers and those gathered in front of the command center. 
 
    “Uh…Who exactly are you?” Blair frowned. 
 
    “Name’s Crockett.” The man grinned at him. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the transport docked at the rear of this port. That’s my ship, the Bear.” 
 
    “So, you’re not a colonist?” Blair stared at Crockett. 
 
    “Nope.” Crockett shook his head.  
 
    “I thought this world was off limits to pretty much everyone who wasn’t of Father Valero’s faith,” Blair said. 
 
    “I said my name is Crockett, kid, as in David Crockett. Maybe you’ve heard of me.” The strange man looked at him expectantly, as if a flash of recognition should strike him at any moment. 
 
    “Should I know you from somewhere?” Blair asked. 
 
    Crockett sighed. “I guess not. It’s a pretty big galaxy out there, after all.” 
 
    “Look, if you’re not part of the volunteers helping us get settled in you really shouldn’t be here,” Blair said. “This isn’t a place for civilians.” 
 
    Crockett laughed. “Last I heard this was a free world, kid, and I’m about as far from a civilian as you can get. These colonists may seem like nut jobs, but they like their liberty. Father Valero gave me his permission to trade here, so I figure that means I can go wherever the devil I want as long as I’m not causing problems.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, Mr. Crockett, Colonel Travis is in charge around here now, until our contract with the colonists is fulfilled. That means his rules, not Father Valero’s, apply. The last thing we need is someone else to look after. We have enough people to defend around here.” 
 
    “It appears my reputation definitely doesn’t precede me,” Crockett said with a lopsided grin. “But that’s ok. You’ll learn about me soon enough I think.” 
 
    “Just stay out of the way, Mr. Crockett. I’m asking you nicely.” 
 
    “Or what? Martial law and all that, I guess. I get it, kid; I just don’t care. Now, you still haven’t answered my question. What’s going on over there?” 
 
    “I don’t know any more than you do, Mr. Crockett, but I suggest you either start helping or get out of here before Major Evans notices you.” 
 
    “Too late for that, kid,” Crockett said as Evans came storming toward them. 
 
    “Who is this and what he is doing here?” Major Evans asked. 
 
    “He says his name is David Crockett, sir,” Blair reported. “He’s apparently some kind of trader.” 
 
    Major Evans’ eyes widened, and his expression softened. Rage turned into fascination. He looked Crockett up and down, examining him like a kid meeting his favorite superhero in the flesh. “You’re really him, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am,” Crockett smirked at Blair. “At least somebody on this rock has heard of me.”  
 
    To Blair’s surprise, Major Evans extended his hand to Crockett. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Crockett. I’ve read all about your travels.” 
 
    Crockett winked at Blair as he shook Major Evans’s hand and released it. “See kid? Some folks do read.” 
 
    “I read,” Blair protested grumpily. 
 
    “Blair,” Major Evans snapped. “Drop whatever it is you’re doing, and take Mr. Crockett here to see the colonel. Colonel Travis is going to want to meet him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Blair managed, still trying to figure out why Crockett was so important. 
 
    “It was truly an honor to meet you, Mr. Crockett,” Major Evans said. “I hope we get a chance to talk before you depart.” 
 
    Major Evans spotted a volunteer carrying a case of repair parts in a manner he didn’t like and took off toward the man, yelling as he went. 
 
    “Guess you’re stuck with me, kid,” Crockett said as his smirk grew even wider.  
 
    “Right, then,” Blair nodded, ignoring Crockett’s annoying manner. “I guess we’ll both be finding out what’s going on over there.” 
 
    Crockett followed as Blair led him across the spaceport to the colonel.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Commander Neill and Robbins got out of the jeep. Robbins raced away, carrying the bag of Dillard’s remains, eager to be rid of its grisly contents. Colonel Travis and another man had emerged from the command center the mercenaries had set up, and Neill headed to meet them. They had been in radio contact since the incident at the mines, and the colonel was expecting them. Travis was eager to get a close-up look at one of the monsters that had brought him and his unit to Durin II. Neill thought the colonel might reconsider once he saw one of them up close.  
 
    “Neill,” Colonel Travis nodded at him. “Good to see you made it back alive.”  
 
    Neill let it slide that the colonel didn’t use his rank. There were far more important matters that needed attending to. Still, it rankled. Maybe he should start addressing the colonel as Travis to even the playing field a little. He knew he was being petty, thinking about pulling rank. Still, he couldn’t shake his intense dislike for the man.  
 
    “This is Dr. Polland,” Colonel Travis said, introducing the tall, lanky man standing next to him. “He’s the closest thing we have on hand to a scientist. If anyone can tell us what the things we’re dealing with are, it’s him.” 
 
    Major Bowie’s CASPer stepped forward, taking hold of the corner of the tarp in the jeep’s rear and yanking it off the corpse. “This here’s one of them, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Travis scowled as the stench of the creature hit him.  
 
    “Do they all stink like that?” Colonel Travis asked. “Good Lord!”  
 
    “Don’t know, sir. It’s hard to smell things in a CASPer,” Bowie joked. Colonel Travis frowned at Bowie’s inappropriate display of wit.  
 
    “Didn’t you read through the data I sent you while you were in transit?” Neill asked as Colonel Travis stared at the corpse. The monster was roughly human in size and shape, but its body was covered in scales. It was like something that hell had coughed up and spit out. A small tail, barely a foot long, extended from its back just above its buttocks. The thing had no visible ears, but there were inward-curving holes in its head where they should have been. Its eyes, now dull and glazed over, were yellow, the pupils slitted like a cat’s. Long, gleaming claws tipped the three fingers of each of its hands. Equally deadly-looking teeth filled its open mouth.  
 
    “What in the devil is this thing?” Colonel Travis demanded of Dr. Polland. 
 
    Dr. Polland appeared as disgusted and horrified as the colonel. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, sir, but if you can see it gets to the medical area we’re getting set up over in Building II, I’ll properly examine it,” Dr. Polland answered.  
 
    “Look at those claws,” Colonel Travis said, stepping closer to the body of the monster. “They look sharp and tough enough to rend metal.” 
 
    “They are, Travis,” Neill spoke up, deliberately choosing to return the slight. “If you had read through the information I sent you, you’d know that already.” 
 
    Anger flashed in the colonel’s eyes as he turned to glare at Neill. “In your reports you talk about them doing so, but I find it best not to trust anything until you have proof that it’s true. And I certainly didn’t think it prudent to take the word of a man who can’t even keep his own recruits alive!” 
 
    Neill was in Travis’ face before he realized what he had done. In that moment, he didn’t care that Travis was in charge. All he knew was that he had just been blamed for the deaths of his own men, and that was inexcusable. He reacted without thought, without regard for consequence.  
 
    Colonel Travis seemed surprised when Neill grabbed him by the collar of his uniform and pulled him close enough that their noses touched. Neill’s hot breath hit him in the face as he spit out each word. “Don’t you ever speak to me that way again! Not in front of my men! Not in private! You are nothing more than a bully with better toys, and you would do well to remember that. The security detail on this planet is mine to manage, and you were brought here as reinforcements, not to take over. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    The armored hand of Major Bowie’s CASPer shot out, grabbing Neill by the back of his neck. Bowie lifted the security chief effortlessly with the amplified strength the suit provided him. He flung Neill away from Colonel Travis, sending him rolling across the dirt toward the spaceport. Neill hit the ground with a grunt that emptied his lungs of breath. He fought for air as Bowie’s CASPer lumbered toward him.  
 
    “Enough!” Colonel Travis shouted.  
 
    Bowie froze in place as Neill sucked air back into his lungs and staggered to his feet. Neill’s hand hovered over his sidearm. It was a stance that any seasoned gunslinger would have recognized.  
 
    “Draw that sidearm, and Bowie will rip you in half.” 
 
    Neill straightened up, rubbing his neck with both hands.  
 
    “If you touch me again, Commander, I will have you shot,” Colonel Travis said in the gruffest of voices. “Is that clear?” 
 
    “Try it if you like,” Neill gasped. “But I don’t think Father Valero will go for that. Just remember that I am your peer out here in this wasteland, not a subordinate, and until he says differently, that is the way things are. No merc boss is going to tell me what to do!”  
 
    Colonel Travis studied him carefully, the cords in his neck still taut with rage. Everyone had stopped what they were doing and were watching them. Neill had surprised him. The man had more steel than he’d given him credit for. “This isn’t over,” Travis said. “We just aren’t going to do it out here in front of the men. You will learn your place here soon enough. Don’t be surprised when it happens!” 
 
    Neill seemed unfazed and disregarded the threat. “As I mentioned in the report, these beasts can claw their way through metal. There’s your proof, colonel. If you have any further questions that I can help with, feel free to ask.” He ended with a smile.  
 
    Travis looked on the verge of a meltdown. He pulled a cigar that had seen better days—but no fire—out of his pocket and clamped it between his teeth. “Step aside,” he said, heading back to have another look at the monster. “Polland, over here, now!” Colonel Travis waved Dr. Polland over to inspect the beast closer, hoping the doctor would find something to contradict Neill and make him look like a fool.  
 
    Dr. Polland, however, was a man of science, not politics, and he reported exactly what he saw. “In my estimation, those should be able to tear through metal all right,” he confirmed. “They’re made of a chitinous material that appears harder than the nails on most of the creatures I’ve seen before. These are as sharp as obsidian, but not nearly as brittle—I wouldn’t be surprised if they could tear through CASPer armor, just as the commander said. Look at the muscles of this thing’s arms. Its strength must be staggering. Put enough force behind an attack made with those claws, and the damage would be immense.” 
 
    “They’re fast when they want to be, too,” Neill added. “If your CASPers hadn’t showed when they did, I’d be dead right now.” 
 
    “One of the great regrets of my life,” Travis muttered.  
 
    “It would look bad if we’d lost the colony’s head of security on day one,” Major Bowie said. No one laughed. There was an edge of threat in Bowie’s tone.  
 
    Colonel Travis and Neill glanced in the direction of the spaceport as a young lieutenant and a wild looking man in a brown leather jacket approached the command center.  
 
    “I do hate to have missed a good scuffle, gentlemen, but I’m sure there’ll be another one ‘fore too long,” the man in the jacket laughed. No one seemed to appreciate his attempt at light-hearted banter. The man sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, this kid here told me I needed to pay you a visit, colonel.” 
 
    “You’re Crockett, the explorer, aren’t you?” Colonel Travis asked, shocked by the appearance of such a famous figure on such a nowhere world. 
 
    “I am,” Crockett nodded. “Or at least I am unless I owe you money. Then, I’ll be someone else.”  
 
    “Lieutenant Blair, you’re dismissed,” Colonel Travis said. Blair raced away as Travis eyed Crockett. 
 
    “That’s a pretty nasty looking beastie you got there, colonel,” Crockett gestured at the corpse in the rear of the jeep. “I hear there’re a lot of them about these parts. In fact, I can guarantee there are.” 
 
    Colonel Travis wasn’t about to pass up the chance to question an explorer like Crockett about the alien. 
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like it before, Mr. Crockett?” Colonel Travis motioned for him to take a closer look at the body. 
 
    Crockett waved off his offer. “I’ve seen these before, and they’re like Durin II’s version of fire ants. Nasty, nasty critters. I’d be willing to bet that this fellow here has a heap of kinfolk out there. Usually I’d say creatures like that don’t come out to hunt above ground much, unless something really ticks them off. Whatever’s been going on down here has got them all riled up. Remember what happens when you kick the fire ant nest. This won’t be any different.” 
 
    Colonel Travis raised an eyebrow. “You think the colonists’ presence here is what’s drawn them out?” 
 
    “No doubt about it,” Crockett replied. “Creatures like that one don’t care for folks messing with their turf, and these kind, colonial people came here to mine, didn’t they? First thing I did when I found out those beasties were out there was tell Father Valero to pack up and get the heck out of Dodge, but he wasn’t having it. He hired you and your boys instead.” 
 
    Commander Neill reeled at the revelation that Father Valero had been warned about the monsters on this planet and blatantly ignored it. “How long ago did you warn Valero?” 
 
    Crockett hooked his thumbs into the lapels of his duster and rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Oh, it’s been a couple of months at least. He and I go way back. I don’t think he took me seriously when I told him. He thought he knew best about how things would be on this planet. Figured that if God had led him and his people here, that God would also take care of them. It’s a notion I can appreciate, but God also gave us the good sense not to go poking around in a fire ant’s nest…or else we suffer the consequences. Of course there are dangers to living on a frontier planet. That was another part of his reasoning. You go into the desert, you risk dying of thirst. It was a calculated risk on his part. Still, he was in over his head, and I was the only one who knew it. I think he’s come around to my way of thinking right about now, though.”  
 
    Neill was outraged. “A lot of lives could have been saved if he had listened!” 
 
    Crockett nodded. “I expect so. But Father Valero isn’t a frontiersman, a soldier, or a tactician. He’s a man of faith, and sometimes that clouds your thinking. Me, I think there’s a place where those two things can intersect. I believe in God, but I also believe in using my brain. My brain would have told me to get off this rock and travel to someplace safer.” 
 
    “If you’re that concerned about these things Mr. Crockett, why are you still here?” Colonel Travis asked. “You aren’t tied to this planet in any way. Are you?” 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” Crockett said. “My ship, the Bear, she’s got some major astrogation issues, Colonel. I was hoping that you might have a spare nav unit I could trade you for. That ship you hired sped out of here before I got a chance to talk to her captain about getting the part from him. So, effectively, I’m stuck. At least until your transport comes back, and I can see about cutting a deal for the part I need.” 
 
    “I see.” Colonel Travis frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t help you, Mr. Crockett.” 
 
    “You don’t have a nav unit then?” Crockett asked, matching the colonel’s frown. 
 
    “We do not,” Colonel Travis said firmly. “However, you are welcome to use our comm gear if you need. This world may be on the butt end of space, but some ships still pass through here, and they might respond to a call from someone such as yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel,” Crockett said with a slight nod. “Father Valero has offered the same, but it appears the universe is sending me a message that I need to stick around.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Colonel Travis shrugged. “Your expertise with such completely unknown lifeforms would be a most welcome asset. I don’t have much experience with these…fire ants…as you call them.” 
 
    “No offense, Colonel, but my ‘expertise’ tells me we’re all dead men unless we get off this rock,” Crockett said. “You and your boys better be bloody tough, because you’re going to need to be when these things come calling. You may be able to hold the fort for a little while, but I can guarantee there are far more of them than there are of us. You don’t have infinite supplies of ammo, do you?” 
 
    “Is that even a serious question?” Travis said, frowning. “Of course we don’t have unlimited munitions.” 
 
    “Just think about what I’m saying,” Crockett persisted.  
 
    “What I’m thinking about is putting this merc company’s bottom line back in the black. There’s money to be made with this job—quite a bit of it, actually—and that is what we are here to do.” 
 
    “You won’t be the first folks I’ve seen die trying to earn a dollar, and I am sure you won’t be the last. I’ve done all I can, though; I’ve told you my honest opinion.” Crockett turned and walked away, heading back toward the spaceport. 
 
    Colonel Travis grunted but let him go. He looked over at Bowie’s CASPer. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think we need to hit these creatures right now, sir,” Bowie answered. “We have the element of surprise on our side. Other than any of the creatures that might have gotten away at the mines, these things don’t have a clue about the amount of firepower we can rain down on them.” 
 
    “Sending men into those mines after those things is murder, Colonel,” Neill spoke up. “They may not have a clue about the kind of firepower you have, but you also don’t have a clue about how many of them are inside those shafts.”  
 
    “You’ve seen my men in action, Commander,” Bowie reminded him. “We saved your butt without taking a single loss, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You killed what, three of them?” Neill pointed out. “How many do you think will be waiting for you in those mines? CASPers or not, going in there is asking to die. Remember, their claws will cut through your suits. I’ve seen the damage they can do.” 
 
    “I think it’s our best option, sir,” Bowie said, ignoring Neill. “Hit them hard, hit them fast, before they can come at us and we end up on the defensive.” 
 
    “Sometimes the odds are against you, but you have to try anyway and hope,” Colonel Travis agreed. “How many men do you think you’ll need?” 
 
    “There’ll be areas in those mines where things are likely going to be pretty tight,” Bowie said. “The fewer it takes to get the job done, the better. I’d say maybe three squads. All in our standard CASPers though. Not the Mark VIs you bought for this job.” 
 
    “That’s half of our modern suits, Bowie,” Travis cautioned. “If things go south…” 
 
    “They won’t, sir,” Bowie promised. “I’ll lead the attack myself.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Neill shouted. “You people are insane.” 
 
    Bowie’s armored hand snatched the front of Neill’s uniform and lifted him from the ground. “I think it’s time you left now, Commander, before something unfortunate does happen to you today.” 
 
    Bowie flung Neill several feet through the air. Neill shifted his body to roll with the impact as he struck the ground, and came up on his feet facing Bowie’s CASPer. His hand reached for his sidearm, but a hand grabbed his arm, stopping him before he drew it. Robbins had returned and stood beside him. 
 
    “It’s not worth it, sir,” Robbins told him loudly and then whispered, “You can’t help any of us if you’re dead.” 
 
    “I said, ‘scram’,” Bowie warned as Neill took his hand away from his sidearm.  
 
    “Let’s get going, sir,” Robbins urged him. Neill allowed Robbins to lead him away from Bowie and the others. Those fools were going to get everyone killed, but for now, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Major Bowie left his CASPer with the unit’s tech and ordnance before heading off to where the CASPer pilots were being billeted. Travis had given him several hours to get some rest, gear up, and move out. He planned on hitting the mines shortly after dawn. Everything suggested the creatures were less likely to be out and about during the daytime hours. The colonists had offered up the homes closest to the spaceport as quarters for himself and his men, but Colonel Travis had scrapped that idea. He wanted them all to stay together and alert, in case the creatures did make a move against The Sanctuary. Bowie doubted the creatures would, for now, but one never knew. The colonel had requested to use one of the massive, warehouse-like structures near the spaceport for their quarters instead. Though Bowie regretted losing the chance to sleep in an actual bed rather than on a cot, he agreed with Travis’ thinking.  
 
    As Bowie entered the makeshift barracks, he found a cot and pulled out a whetstone and an enormous knife. Bowie began to drag the blade back and forth, honing the edge to razor-perfection. There wasn’t much need for something as antiquated as a knife anymore, yet sharpening its blade brought him comfort and reminded him of the arm blades of his CASPer. With the CASPer suits, fighting with blades was a different thing, an act forged more by technology than any blacksmith.  
 
    Most CASPer pilots didn’t like to get in too close to their enemy. Why bother when a Mark VIII CASPer had such powerful weapons at its disposal? Yet there was something more personal about killing with his suit’s arm blades. It was as low-tech as you could get in an era of MACs and lasers, but to Bowie, it was so much more.  
 
    Arm blades never jammed, ran out of bullets, or malfunctioned in any way once they were extended. Killing with them was pure, and it was a last line of defense against whatever came at you. He thought of all the beasts and men he had killed over the years, and how many of them had fallen beneath his blades.  
 
    Very few of the men in his company joked about his up-close style anymore. They had seen it save their own hides too many times to laugh about it. Bowie honestly didn’t much care one way or the other. When their CASPer was nearly blown to bits and there was nothing left but a red-eyed, bloodthirsty enemy racing toward them with a mouthful of fangs, they all saw the need for his kind of fighting. They all came around…eventually. The only question was whether their thinking changed in this life or the next.  
 
    The act of honing the knife’s edge was therapeutic. The simple act of the back and forth motion across the stone had a calming effect. The purity of the job helped him clear his mind, focus on the task at hand, and plot all of the killing he was going to do when those fiends from the mines started rushing out. They had their claws, which were capable of rending metal. He had his knife. In his mind, they were the ones who were at a disadvantage.  
 
    He ran the blade over the exposed skin of his forearm, shaving the hair neatly away. He gingerly touched the tip of the blade with his thumb and winced when he went a little deeper than he meant to, drawing blood. For the briefest of moments, he imagined that it was the blood of something else, one of those things from the mines. He thought about how it would feel, hacking away at them, meeting resistance as his CASPer’s blades met bone, slicing away at the fiends as they rushed at him beneath a hot, steaming crimson rain.  
 
    He drew the blade back and forth over the whetstone again, loving the way it grated, relishing in the resistance. That was the sound of something lesser being made into something more. That was how transformation felt. That was essentially what their job was here, to make this place into something that it wasn’t, to hone life and fortune from death and desolation.  
 
    “I think that’s about as sharp as she’s going to get, sir,” Ben said with smile, sitting down on the empty cot across from Bowie’s.  
 
    Ben Nobles was a tough guy, even by Bowie’s standards. The two got along well. That was why Ben was second in command of Alpha Squad. Bowie knew he could trust and count on the big guy in a fight. He stood well over six feet tall, and his body was hard with the thick muscles of a weightlifter.  
 
    “Ben…” Bowie started, but Ben cut him off.  
 
    “I know, I know. It helps you think. So what exactly are you thinking so hard about, sir?” he asked. 
 
    Bowie set his knife and whetstone aside. “It’s good you’re here. I was about to come find you. We’re going after those monsters, Ben. I want you to find the Whites and let them know too.” 
 
    The Whites made up the other two members of Alpha Squad, a brother and sister team of killers. Isaac was the oldest, but there was no question that Cally was the deadliest, in or out of a CASPer. The woman was born with a penchant for death, and rained hellfire down on whatever target you gave her. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ben asked. “Anything else?” 
 
    “We’ll be taking Wolf and Viper Squads with us too. I need everyone suited and ready before dawn.” 
 
     Ben nodded, and hurried away to carry out his orders. Bowie slid his knife into its sheath and stretched out on his cot. There was still time to catch a little sleep, and he figured he was going to need it.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The twelve CASPers of Alpha, Wolf, and Viper Squads stood outside the mines as a new day began on Durin II. The sunlight wasn’t the customary brilliant yellow of Earth’s star, but rather a dull, sickly maroon that would intensify and brighten, and eventually wash into a hazy red. For now, in the wan glow of sunrise, the CASPer suits looked like they had been caught in a rain of blood…possibly of their own making. They looked savage and indestructible.  
 
    In the chill of early morning, with every post abandoned and all the mining equipment unmanned, the place had the feel of an old gold rush ghost town. Back home on Earth, this would have been the place you went to catch a case of dysentery and die with dreams of undiscovered gold on your mind. Here, this was the place you went to risk having your guts opened in front of you as you mined for unusual ores at the bequest of a space padre.  
 
    Although Bowie was in charge of the operation, Colonel Travis wasn’t going to be left out of the action. He spoke to the group through their comm units from his position back at their base of operations. 
 
    “Listen up, mercs! You’re here on this waste of a rock with me at this ungodly hour, at a time when most every other member of the human race would be having a cup of coffee, reading the news, and putting on a pair of sensible shoes as they prepare to head out into a world that will threaten them with mundane things like mortgages, deadlines, and performance evaluations.  
 
    “You, however, are here, where the threats are much more dangerous and certainly more real. Unlike the manufactured reality back home, this is a place where you can make a difference, where you can save lives, and that is what we will do.  
 
    “Bowie, you’re in charge, and I offer you only one bit of advice. Show no mercy. Lead your team into that hole and blast everything you see to a pulp. Use every weapon at your disposal, and show these creatures why humanity is still at the top of the food chain. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Crystal, sir,” Bowie responded. “Alpha, form up on me, we’re taking point. Viper, you have the rear.” 
 
    Some of the CASPers were equipped with lasers, others with MACs. Every other CASPer carried a shield. Bowie didn’t. With his combat style, a shield would only hinder him if things went south. He and his men were all used to fighting in large open spaces, not the enclosed tunnels of a mine that could grow tight for troopers in armor. Besides, shields were for defending yourself, and Bowie was planning to attack, not cower behind a hunk of metal.  
 
    “Okay, everyone, listen up!” he barked over his CASPer’s comm. “Be careful where you’re shooting. We don’t want to take out support beams or do enough damage to the mine shafts to bring the ceiling down on us. Keep your wits about you, and we should get through this just fine. This isn’t our first rodeo. We’ve all done this before. Let’s stick to the plan and react accordingly.” 
 
    The Whites led the three squads of CASPers into the mines. Bowie and Ben followed closely after them. Both of the CASPers piloted by the Whites carried shields as they pressed forward. The opening into the mine was large, as was its initial chamber, leaving plenty of room to move about. All the CASPers had mounted shoulder lamps, and their beams cut through the darkness, flickering about the mine’s walls. Shadows jumped and moved at every turn, but everyone was seasoned enough to hold their fire. They knew that the mind and the scans could play tricks on you in tight, claustrophobic spaces like these.  
 
    Two tunnels led out of the mine’s entrance chamber into its depths, stretching away through the jasper-colored rock. Neither tunnel offered any indication where they went. The CASPers aimed their floodlights down each one, chasing away the darkness, seeing no sign of the beasts. Instead, they saw plenty of evidence that the mining operations were well under way. Mine carts used for transporting the various ores from deep within the mountain sat unused on tracks covered in reddish dust. Mining equipment hung from designated places. Crates filled with tools huddled in corners of the rock tunnels. Huge, industrial drills lay dormant, sleeping.  
 
    “Which way, sir?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “Surprise me,” Bowie grunted. “I’m sure if we don’t find them, they’ll find us soon enough. It’s just a matter of making enough noise to get their attention.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we try to camouflage our movements?” Isaac asked.  
 
    “It’ll be impossible to be quiet in here. Every sound echoes. Besides, we’re here to kill them, not sign a peace treaty. The sooner they show themselves to us, the sooner we can unload our cannons on them. Now, choose a tunnel and let’s get to it!”  
 
    The Whites opted for the left tunnel and started down it. The further it went, the narrower it became. Two CASPers could still stand side by side at its narrowest point, but not with much room to move about. 
 
    “Single file,” Isaac said, his voice coming through as little more than an ordered burst of static. Whatever kind of ore was being mined here also seemed to wreak havoc on their comm units. Most things had to be said more than once before everyone could decipher the order.  
 
    “Viper Squad, hold position in the entrance chamber,” Bowie ordered as he and Ben followed the Whites into the tunnel. “Wolf Squad, take the other tunnel. Everybody stay vocal and let us know what you see. First one to spot one of the beasts gets a weekend furlough. Eyes open!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ward, the CO of Wolf Squad, acknowledged.  
 
    The squads went in their appointed directions, trudging through the mines with heavy steps illuminated by lamps that seemed to grow weaker and weaker the deeper into the mountain they went. Every merc hoped that they’d be the ones to receive the weekend pass, but they were also a bit apprehensive to be the first, since none of them knew exactly what they were up against. As fate would have it, it was Wolf Squad who encountered the creatures first.  
 
    “Major, we’ve got movement up ahead,” Ward’s voice rang out. “Something just came out of the shadows and disappeared into a side tunnel. Wasn’t able to get a good shot at it, but I can tell you for sure that whatever it was, it wasn’t human.” 
 
    “If anything moves in here, don’t hesitate to kill it. That’s an order,” Bowie growled. “The only colonists left in these shafts are dead ones by now. I, for one, am not all that eager to join them.” 
 
    Dewall and Ewing crept forward, ahead of Ward and Garvin, as Wolf Squad entered another open chamber of the mine. There were numerous tunnels leading out of the chamber, branching off in different directions like ever-expanding cracks in a pane of glass. Ward took up position in the chamber’s center as the other three CASPers of Wolf Squad spread out.  
 
    “Sir! I’ve got movement!” Dewall yelled over the comm  
 
    “Me too,” Ewing added.  
 
    Every so often, something fast and black would dart through the light of the CASPers’ searching beams. But these devils were fast, and they knew the mines; the mountain was their home.  
 
    “Hold your fire until you get a clean shot,” Ward warned the others. “You heard what the major said about damaging the mine’s structure. The last thing I want is to be buried under several thousand tons of rubble. Durin II is a terrible place to visit, and I sure don’t want to live here. Dying on this rock would be even worse.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think that coming in here was a very bad idea,” Ewing commented. “We’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    “Stow that, trooper,” Ward ordered. “Maybe you’ve forgotten that we’re the ones with all the weapons. We’ve got a job to do, so let’s just get it done and get out of here.” 
 
    “Should we continue to advance, sir?” Dewall asked. “There are so many tunnels now we have no idea which ones to explore.” 
 
    Before Ward could answer, everything went to hell. Wolf Squad’s attention had been focused on the tunnels leading out of the chamber they were in, and they paid the price for it. Without warning, dark, scaled forms dropped from the chamber’s ceiling onto their CASPers in a rain of chaos.  
 
    An alien creature with burning yellow eyes thudded down onto Dewall. The impact toppled his CASPer. The creature hissed violently as its claws slashed at the mecha. The light mounted on the shoulder of Dewall’s suit shattered as he tried to roll the CASPer to its feet and escape the monster that was attempting to hold him against the floor. The thing was in too close for him to use the MAC mounted on the other shoulder.  
 
    Another of the monsters landed directly in front of Ewing, and its claws opened up the front of his suit, and his guts in the process. Mechanical fluids, entrails, and blood poured out of the ragged remnants of his CASPer’s mangled abdomen. Ewing tried to bring the heavy machine gun he carried to bear on the monster as he fought to stay conscious.  
 
    The monster was too fast. It snatched hold of the weapon and ripped it from the CASPer’s hands, flinging it deeper into the mine. Ewing took a swing at it with an armored fist, but the monster easily ducked under the blow and lashed out at him again. Its claws ripped open his CASPer’s forward section to completely expose him. Ewing screamed as gleaming, razor teeth bit into his throat.  
 
    He grabbed the beast with an iron fist and squeezed until he felt it turn to mush in his grasp, but the damage was already done. He could feel hot blood jetting from his throat, and hydraulic fluids leaking from his suit. He knew his fate was sealed when more of the creatures rushed him from a side-tunnel, ripping and slashing at him in revenge for their fallen brother. His scream became a horrid gargling noise and then fell silent.  
 
    Dewall used the amplified strength his CASPer gave him to grab the monster attacking him by the sides of its head. With a sharp twist, he snapped the creature’s neck. Its body flopped over to rest at his feet, but more of the fiends dropped from the ceiling, landing on or around him. He grabbed them and flung them off as quickly as he could, but they just kept coming. Another of the creatures plowed into his CASPer from behind, sending it staggering forward. Dewall whirled about, opening fire with his shoulder-mounted MAC. High velocity rounds blazed out of the weapon, lighting up the chamber as they cut the monster to shreds. The roar of the cannon in such a confined space was deafening, but that didn’t deter the creatures in their single-minded task of destruction. For each one he shot and killed, two more stepped in to take its place.  
 
    Garvin raised the laser rifle he carried, blasting one of the monsters as it charged at his CASPer. The beam burnt a gaping hole through the monster’s chest. It went down rolling, carried forward by its momentum as it bounced across the chamber. More of the monsters poured out of the same tunnel it had emerged from like a stream of ticked off ants. He managed to waste two more of them before the rest crashed into him like a tidal wave, taking him to the floor. Claws tore at and through the metal of his suit as he struggled against them. In one last move meant to take as many of the monsters with him as he could, he used his laser rifle to blast at the ones that were on top of him, cutting most of them in half.  
 
    “Fall back!” Ward yelled over his suit’s comm as one of the monsters dropped from the chamber’s ceiling onto him, punching downward as it fell. The blow sent shockwaves rippling throughout Ward’s suit, as he fought to keep his CASPer on its feet while trying to shake the monster loose from its back. Warning lights were going off everywhere in his HUD as numerous suit systems were damaged by the blow and the frenzied slashing of the monster’s claws that followed it. Desperate to get free of the monster, he slammed his suit backwards against the wall of the chamber using the weight of his CASPer and its strength to crush it into the rock. The monster’s body splattered like a rotten melon between the rock of the wall and the CASPer. He staggered forward as the right leg of his suit locked up. The unexpected shutdown of the leg caused him to careen about and topple sideways onto the floor. Half a dozen of the monsters were on him before he could right himself. Ward was dead in a matter of seconds as they tore apart his CASPer and the body inside it. 
 
    Dewall realized he was the last surviving member of Wolf Squad, and he backed his CASPer up toward the tunnel through which he and the others had entered the chamber. His MAC continued to blaze, ripping through the monsters like tissue paper, and splashing their blood onto the tunnel walls.  
 
    “I need backup!” Dewall shouted.  
 
    Bowie heard the entire battle taking place over his comm, but there was nothing he could do except listen to his men die in gruesome and horrific ways. Alpha Squad abandoned its advance, and pulled back into the mine’s entrance chamber where Viper Squad was waiting. Viper Squad had already taken up defensive positions facing the tunnel Wolf Squad had gone into. The flashes of Dewall’s MACs could be seen around the bend of the tunnel.  
 
    “Everyone, be ready!” Bowie warned, expecting Dewall to emerge from the tunnel and take cover as the rest of them opened fire at the monsters that would surely be following him. To his surprise though, the roar and flashes of Dewall’s cannon came to a sudden stop. 
 
    As the echoes of cannon fire faded, Bowie heard the shrieks and hisses of the monsters from the tunnel. He and all the others trained their weapons on the passage, nervous about what they couldn’t see. His eyes went wide as his mind processed the sounds, and he realized just how many of the monsters had to be coming at them. Thankfully, they were coming straight into a perfect kill zone. Because of the bottleneck, only a handful at a time would be able to emerge from the tunnel, straight into the combined firepower of Alpha and Viper Squads. It would be like shooting fish in a barrel.  
 
   
  
 

 Prepared to open fire at any moment, the men were confused to see Dewall suddenly appear at the bend of the tunnel. His light had been smashed to bits, which made it difficult to see how much damage he had sustained. But it was him. There was no mistaking the CASPer’s hulking shape and size. He moved forward with a strange jerking motion that indicated malfunctions in his mobility systems, and he didn’t say anything, which indicated his comm unit was destroyed. Yet he kept coming, slowly and methodically.  
 
    “Hold your fire,” Bowie ordered. “Dewall has got to be hurt. Isaac, come with me. He needs help.” 
 
    Strangely enough, the monsters had gone quiet in the mining tunnel and showed no sign of themselves.  
 
    It was wishful thinking to imagine they had retreated deeper into the mountain, though, and no one thought that likely. Bowie and Isaac moved forward with careful deliberation while Dewall kept creeping forward slowly. They were about halfway down the tunnel when Dewall’s foot struck a rock and he toppled over, revealing the hordes of monsters that had been behind him, pushing him forward and using him like a shield. That the man inside the CASPer had been dead for some time was apparent as the beasts charged, swarming over and around his fallen corpse, their sights set on what was left of the merc company.  
 
    Bowie and Isaac opened fire and backed up as quickly as they could as a tidal wave of beasts flooded the shaft. They were soon joined by reinforcements, who stepped up to fire round after round to drive the hell spawn back. MACs thundered and laser beams flashed as the monsters died by the dozens. Their bodies began to pile up in the mouth of the tunnel, but still more of the things came, leaping over the corpses of their brethren as they screeched their hatred at the armored soldiers.  
 
    “Keep it up!” Bowie ordered. “We only have one shot at this! We can’t let them make it any further into this chamber with us! As long as we keep them where they are, we should be good.” 
 
    “Movement to the left!” Ben barked at him, as more of the monsters began to emerge from the other tunnel leading into the entrance chamber.  
 
    The two squads of CASPers split their fire, covering the mouths of both tunnels. Bowie couldn’t even guess at how many of the monsters they had killed, as their weapons began to run dry. The clicking of empty guns was infinitely more frightening than the screeching sounds the monsters made.  
 
    “We’re running out of ammo, sir!” Ben warned him. “We can’t keep this up forever!” 
 
    “Steady, people!” Bowie raged. “We’re winning! Look at how those mothers are dying!” 
 
    “They just keep coming,” he heard Cally mutter over his comm. 
 
    “These fraggers just don’t know when to quit,” Isaac shouted. 
 
    Several of the CASPers’ primary weapons all ran dry at once as the monsters continued to surge forward in unimaginable numbers. Bowie loosed a litany of curses as he saw they were going to have to retreat. He flung the heavy machine gun he carried aside as it clicked empty, and popped the arm blades of his CASPer. The monsters had entered melee range now, and were spreading out among the ranks of the CASPers. The right arm blade of his suit impaled one of the monsters as it leaped at him. He shook its thrashing, mortally-wounded body free of the blade as another charged. A quick slash of the blade on his left arm cleaved its head from its shoulders in a spray of a blood.  
 
    “I’d say it’s time we got the hell out of here, sir,” Ben shouted. 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” Bowie snapped. “All units, fall back to the mine entrance!”  
 
    The CASPers who still had ammo left for their primary weapons laid down cover fire as the two squads fought their way out of the mine and into the bright morning sun. Not all of them made it out, though. The monsters swarmed over two members of Viper squad. It was like watching a school of piranha systematically dismember a couple of wayward deer that had wandered into the river for a drink. Soon, there was little left of those CASPers save for a heap of shredded metal and bloodied remains.  
 
    As soon as the surviving CASPers were clear of the mine, Bowie ordered, “Head for The Sanctuary!”  
 
    The CASPers ran at their maximum speed away from the mine’s entrance, and Bowie’s aft cameras showed the horde of monsters wasn’t following them. He didn’t understand why, but he didn’t really fragging care; he just wanted to live to fight another day. 
 
    They had seriously underestimated what they were up against, gotten cocky because they had armored suits and heavy artillery. Maybe they should have listened to Commander Neill and to Crockett after all. Colonel Travis wouldn’t want to hear that, though. He would want to be briefed immediately on what had happened and would likely rationalize the losses away as he usually did. It was one of the things Bowie liked least about the colonel. As he headed back to The Sanctuary, he ran through the series of events in his mind over and over again, getting his story just right so he could handle the briefing with Colonel Travis.  
 
    Bowie couldn’t remember the last time they had been beaten so thoroughly and lost so many so quickly. It put a knot in his stomach, and he wondered, for the first time, if maybe they were in over their heads.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Upon his return to The Sanctuary, Major Bowie doubled the number of active CASPers guarding the colony’s walls. He still had his doubts about the older Mark VI suits, but his misgivings were colored by the bloodshed he had witnessed inside the mountain. He trusted the colonel on the call to use them for The Sanctuary’s defense, and right now, the more defenses they had, the better. The Mark VI suits were built for defense, and were far heavier than the Mark VIIIs he and the others normally used.  
 
    As Bowie stood at attention in front of Colonel Travis’ desk inside the unit’s command center, what had happened in the mines kept replaying itself over and over in his head. He wasn’t used to losing and wasn’t taking it well.  
 
    Colonel Travis stared at him with both shock and disbelief in his eyes. He was chewing heavily on the last remaining cigar he refused to light.  
 
    “You’re telling me we just lost six of our Mark VIII CASPers?” Travis asked him again, hoping he had misunderstood something.  
 
    Bowie gave a sharp nod. “Yes, sir. I take full responsibility for it. I should have anticipated the dangers of engaging the enemy in such close quarters.” 
 
    Travis shook his head. “It’s not your fault, Bowie.” 
 
    The two of them had known each other for a long, long time, and Travis knew he couldn’t run the Marauders without Bowie. Bowie thought of himself as the muscle and Travis as the brains. The two of them together had built the Marauders from nothing, and had kept the unit turning a profit until recently. They had been through a lot together: war, bloodshed, failed relationships, success, and defeat. They would see this mission to the end as well.  
 
    “I’m the one who ordered you and your men into those mines,” Travis sighed. “I’m not going to lie. The loss of those suits hurts us pretty badly. Not just the cost either…” 
 
    “Sir…” Bowie started but then paused, considering his words carefully. “I know this job is our last chance to get out of debt, but those monsters…I’ve never seen anything like them. It wasn’t just that they tore our boys apart with their bare hands. There are lots of enemies out there that can do that. It’s the fact that they just kept coming. There seemed to be no end to their numbers. Who knows how many of them live inside that mountain?” 
 
    “You think we’re in trouble then?” Travis asked point blank. 
 
    “My gut tells me we are, sir,” Bowie admitted. “At least after what I saw in the mines. If I’m even half right about how many of those creatures are alive beneath the surface of this world, well, I’m just not sure that we can fulfill our contract on this rock even with the extra suits you bought.” 
 
    “We have no choice but to pull this off, Bowie, and you know it,” Travis said firmly. “If we blow this job, that’s it. The Marauders are over. The pay from this contract is the only way we can keep going. We both knew the risk when we signed on for this. It’s do or die time. The question is not whether we succeed or not. The question is how do we do it?” 
 
    Travis picked up a data-pad from his desk. “I’d say another offensive on the creatures isn’t a viable option. We can’t afford to risk losing any more CASPers because we underestimated what we’re up against here.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bowie nodded. “Our best option is to make use of the colony’s walls. This place was built to be easily defended, and those old suits you bought are perfect for the job.” 
 
    Bowie couldn’t help but wonder if Travis had seen a siege coming from the moment he had taken on the contract. Travis often knew more than he did about a contract and sometimes held back details he felt the men in the unit didn’t need to know. “You saw this coming didn’t you, Travis?” Bowie asked. “That’s why you bought those old suits in the first place.” 
 
    “I saw it as a possibility,” Travis shrugged. “You know how I like to be prepared for the worst. We were hired to defend this place, after all, not go out and eradicate all of those creatures on the planet. We needed the proper equipment to do the defending with. It only made sense.” 
 
    Bowie could see that Travis was just as concerned about their ability to protect the colony as he was, but he had pressed the man enough already. Any more would just tick him off.  
 
    “I want half our CASPers stationed on the walls at all times, and the other half on alert status,” Travis ordered. “Supplement them with our infantry troopers, half on, half off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bowie answered, hoping Travis’ precautions would be enough. “What about Commander Neill and his men? We could really use them.” 
 
    “If he and his men stay out of our way, I don’t give a crap what they do,” Travis grunted. “We don’t have time to deal with them. Bigger fish and all that.”  
 
    “And if they do get in our way?” Bowie asked. 
 
    “Arrest them, shoot them, whatever you feel like, Major,” Travis frowned. “Just see that they don’t.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Privates Hayes and Gwin shared their spot on the wall with Lieutenant Brooks. Brooks was suited up in one of the old Mark VI CASPers. Like his other brothers in arms, he looked like a space-age version of one of the Knights of the Round Table. Like those knights of old, their mission was one built on honor and valor. They even had swords, though after hearing about what had happened to Bowie and 3 squads in the mines, even CASPer blades weren’t enough. Cannons were a much better option, although it seemed that they were pitifully ineffective too. It didn’t bode well for the mission.  
 
    The three of them made up one of the numerous watch squads posted about The Sanctuary’s walls. All of them had heard the rumors about Bowie getting his butt handed to him in the mines, and the stories weren’t kind. The fact that the watch along the wall had been so heavily reinforced added validity to the rumors. Normally, they all felt a sense of cautious invincibility in their CASPers, but that wasn’t the case today. If the rumors were true, they had lost six men inside that mountain. Such a thing was unheard of for a squad of CASPers. What kind of creatures were these that could eliminate a bunch of highly-trained, heavily-armed veterans in a matter of minutes?  
 
    Brooks clutched a massive, belt-fed machine gun in his armored hands. The weapon was some reassurance against the growing unease that was spreading among the mercs, but he would have felt even better if he’d had more time to get familiar with the CASPer, and the weaponry that went with it, before being ordered to suit up for battle.  
 
    Like most of those who had ended up stuck in the Mark VI suits, Brooks wasn’t ordinarily one of the unit’s CASPer pilots. He and the others weren’t completely inexperienced in suit combat, but they weren’t the experts Bowie and the Mark VIII pilots were either. Most of them were learning or re-learning CASPer combat on the fly. Even so, the presence of the heavily-armored CASPer made Hayes feel a bit safer. You could never have too much firepower on your side.  
 
    Hayes looked out across the clearing toward the distant alien trees. The colonists, despite being religious weirdos, had at least had the sense to clear out the area around The Sanctuary’s walls on all sides of the colony. Doing so gave whoever was standing watch a large, open field of fire at anything that came out of the tree-line. Pretty basic defense strategy, but Hayes had been surprised over the years at how many folks who had hired the Marauders hadn’t had even that much sense.  
 
    “Stop worrying, will you?” Gwin punched him on the shoulder. “From what I hear, the things we’re fighting don’t even have any guns.” 
 
    “Man, I saw the one they brought in yesterday,” Hayes said, looking over at Gwin. “That thing looked like something out of a fragging nightmare I had when I was a kid.” 
 
    Gwin laughed. “But it was dead, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hayes nodded. “But…” 
 
    “Then that means we’re going to be just fine. Right, Lieutenant?” Gwin looked over at Brooks.  
 
    “I will be,” Brooks said. “You two grunts…who knows?” 
 
    It was clear that Brooks was joking, but Hayes didn’t laugh. 
 
    “If Bowie couldn’t handle those things, sir, what makes you think we can?” Hayes kept his gaze fixed on the distant tree-line. 
 
    “Bowie is one tough mother, Hayes, but at the end of the day, he’s just a man. He took three squads of CASPers into their home, and they got their collective butts handed to them because they didn’t really know what they were going to be up against. We know exactly what’s going to be coming at us.” Brooks raised the hand of his CASPer to point across the clearing surrounding The Sanctuary. “And that’s one heck of a beautiful kill zone out there.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Gwin smiled. 
 
    “But they did all that damage without guns,” Hayes reminded them. “They don’t run out of ammo or have equipment malfunctions.” 
 
    “No, they don’t,” Brooks agreed with a wry smile, “but they bleed.”  
 
    The day had ticked by slowly for all of them, but it was still another hour until the evening shift was slated to show up and relieve them. The sunset that accompanied their final hour on watch was both beautiful and disturbing. It wasn’t totally unlike the sunsets they had back on Earth. In some ways, that lifted their spirits, reminding them that fighting and winning meant a chance to go back home at some point and see their own sunset again. Still, where Brooks and Gwin saw that melting sun as a good thing—one that boosted their morale a little in spite of what lay before them—Hayes only saw the reddish light the sun gave off and couldn’t help thinking how much it looked like blood.  
 
    “You’d think that those things would have come after us by now if they were going to,” Gwin commented. “The major attacking them on their own turf had to tick them off. I can’t imagine those things just letting something like that slide.” 
 
    “You are assuming they think like we do,” Hayes said. “These are monsters, not grad students working on their Ph.D.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Gwin said, “but they were smart enough to take out some of our best guys. You have to give them credit. We can’t underestimate their intelligence.”  
 
    “From what I’ve heard, the creatures are mostly nocturnal,” Brooks said. “Could be they’re just waiting for nightfall to make their move.” 
 
    “Great.” Hayes frowned. “In case you haven’t noticed, it’s starting to get dark, sir.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that they would be coming, private,” Brooks pointed out. “They clearly move about during the day too. They took out a security patrol on the morning of the day we landed. I was just saying the odds were higher for them to make a move after the sun went down…especially if they’re as smart as Gwin seems to think they are.” 
 
    Hayes produced a cigarette from the pocket of his jacket. Using one hand to shield its tip from the slight wind that was blowing and the other to work his lighter, he fired it up. The smoke drifted away like the remnants of a burnt offering to some alien god.  
 
    “That’ll kill you one day,” Gwin said, looking disgusted as the wind blew Hayes’s second-hand smoke into his face. 
 
    “I’d say that’s the least of our worries,” Brooks grumbled. “Look sharp. I’m picking up movement in the trees. Zooming in on it now.”  
 
    “Pass me the binoculars.” Gwin held out a hand to Hayes, but Hayes shook his head.  
 
    Hayes stuck his cigarette between his lips and raised the binoculars to his eyes, trying to see what Brooks was seeing. The setting sun cast long shadows in the trees, and it was hard to see anything through the foliage. Hayes thought he caught a glimpse of something black, moving fast, darting among the shadows, but he wasn’t sure it if was just his mind playing a trick on him or an actual threat, moving with extreme stealth. He reached up to click the binoculars into another setting that amplified the existing light. As he did so, a cloud passed overhead, blocking out the last rays of sunlight still shining over the horizon. In that moment, he saw them. Thousands of yellow, glowing eyes stared at The Sanctuary from the cover of the trees. Hayes froze and felt the knot in his stomach harden. His worst fear was about to come true. Hayes lowered his binoculars and turned to tell the lieutenant what he saw, but Brooks was already calling it in. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Brooks at Watch Point 13. Looks like we’ve got company, and a hell of a lot of it,” Brooks said over the comm of his CASPer. Hayes and Gwin heard him as well; he hadn’t bothered to shut down his suit’s external speakers from when he had been talking to them. 
 
    “Roger that, Brooks,” Major Evans, who was overseeing the day watch, replied. “You’re not the only one, either. I’ve got sightings coming in from all around the perimeter. Just hang tight and don’t engage unless those things make a rush at The Sanctuary.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brooks answered before turning to Gwin and Hayes. “You heard the man. No one fires at those things unless I give the word.” 
 
    Hayes couldn’t stop staring at the sea of glowing eyes. It made him think of an army of demons getting ready to storm the gates of Heaven, only there were no angels here to stop them. There was only his unit and the civilians they had been hired to protect. Hayes was no stranger to combat. He had seen aliens before and had watched men die all around him, but this…this was something else altogether. A feeling of dread washed over him as he continued to stare at the monsters in the woods.  
 
    “What are they waiting for?” he muttered more to himself than Gwin or the lieutenant. 
 
    “I got no fragging clue,” Gwin said next to him, raising his rifle to his shoulder and taking aim at the trees.  
 
    Hayes checked the readiness of his own rifle and then followed Gwin’s example. He knew when the things out there did finally make their move, it would be the CASPers that opened fire on them first. Several of the CASPers stationed on each side of the city carried shoulder-mounted missile launchers with more than enough range to hit the creatures where they currently stood. Hayes hoped that when the CASPers were given the green light to open up on the monsters, the amount of hell the mobile combat suits rained on them would drive them away without infantry troopers like himself ever needing to fire a shot. 
 
    A chorus of shrieks rang out among the distant trees. It seemed to come from everywhere at once. A chill ran along Hayes’ spine at the sound. The cries were utterly inhuman and made him think of the final shrieks of a cat being tortured to death.  
 
    “Holy frag…” Gwin gasped next to him as the monsters came charging from the trees.  
 
    If the monster corpse Hayes had seen reminded him of something out of a childhood nightmare, then the living creatures rushing into and across the clearing reminded him of demons. Their bodies were as black as the night and covered with scales that sometimes glinted in the dim light of the stars, now that the cloud cover had broken. They moved with superhuman speed and cat-like grace, though they were clearly reptilian in nature.  
 
    Some idiot down the wall from them must have gotten spooked and let loose a volley of missiles from his CASPer before the order to fire was given. The thrusters of the missiles blazed a hot orange as they streaked from the top of The Sanctuary’s wall into the ranks of the approaching monsters. Their detonation sent splashes of gore and severed limbs spinning into the night as dozens of the monsters met their deaths.  
 
    Major Evans’s voice rang out in Hayes’s ear through the comm of his combat helmet. “All units, fire at will! I repeat, engage the enemy, and fire at will!” 
 
    Hayes and Gwin ducked closer to top of their section of the wall as Brooks’ CASPer let loose at the monsters. Brooks didn’t hold back. He emptied the entire payload of his suit’s missile launcher in a single volley. Hayes gritted his teeth at the pain in his ears from the roar of the missiles.  
 
    The western clearing around The Sanctuary’s walls lit up as CASPer missiles hammered into it. Explosions rippled through the ranks of the monsters, blowing gaping holes in them. Even before the explosions had died away, the CASPers opened up with their MACs. The creatures closest to the wall were literally shredded by the barrage of fire that poured into them.  
 
    Hayes could hear officers barking frantic orders over his helmet’s comm. The monsters were more than halfway across the clearing and still coming. He took aim at one and squeezed the trigger of his rifle. It kicked against his shoulder as he fired a burst that ripped into the chest of the creature he had been aiming at. Holes blossomed as the high velocity rounds tore through the monsters. The creature reeled from the impact and collapsed to the ground.  
 
    Gwin was firing, too. The fight no longer belonged solely to the CASPers. Hayes glanced over at Gwin to see that his buddy had emptied his rifle’s mag and was in the process of slamming a fresh one into it.  
 
    Hayes realized The Sanctuary’s alarm klaxons were howling. He imagined they had been for some time, he just hadn’t heard them over the cacophony of gunfire raging around him. It was Colonel Travis’ voice, not Major Evans, that was giving the orders over the comm now. If the colonel had taken over, things were going south.  
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the attack on The Sanctuary ended. The creatures that were still alive in the clearing turned tail, heading back for the trees. Hayes got off another shot that splattered a creature’s head into a shower of gore before the order to cease fire came down the line. 
 
    Hayes lowered his still-smoking weapon, his heart pounding in his chest, as he looked out over the clearing. Corpses filled it. The bodies of the creatures lay scattered as far as he could see in any given direction. It was impossible to even guess at how many bodies there were, but it had to be in the hundreds at the very least. 
 
    “That was too fragging close,” Gwin said, looking as shaken and exhausted as Hayes felt. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Brooks agreed. 
 
    “Any idea what made them give up, Lieutenant?” Gwin asked. 
 
    “Frag if I know,” Brooks grunted. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to look a gift horse in the mouth?” 
 
    Gwin shrugged as if he had no idea what Brooks had just said. Truth be told, Hayes didn’t fully understand it either, but he got the point. Like the lieutenant, he was just glad the fight was over.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Commander Neill heard the klaxons blaring, and knew that meant his worst fears were coming true. The devils from the mountain were launching an attack on The Sanctuary. He felt a little useless stuck inside the walls of the place while the mercs were out there getting ready to go to war. Colonel Travis had basically handcuffed him and his men, refusing to let them join the fight. But there was one thing he could do. Father Valero had hired him to protect them against any threats they might run into on Durin II. Now that the monsters had decided to bring the fight here, that meant everyone inside was in danger…including Father Valero and the other members of the order. He needed to protect all those inside, and that was what he was determined to do. 
 
    He called Roja and Robbins on his comm link and told them to report to the armory on the double. Father Valero had initially balked at having an armory inside The Sanctuary, insisting there was no room in this place of worship for violence. Neill was glad he had been firm with the padre, insisting on stocking semi-automatic weapons, sawed-off shotguns, and other assorted firearms in the heart of The Sanctuary. The precautions he had taken months ago might finally pay off. Neill was sorry he’d been right about how bad things could get. 
 
    Roja and Robbins must have been close by, as they were there within minutes. No doubt, they already knew the score and had immediately started taking up arms, shrugging into their body armor, and readying themselves to fight. 
 
    “Find as many men as you can, arm them, and station them in the hallways. Put extra forces in front of the quarters where Valero’s men sleep and pray. I will guard Valero myself. Roja, you’re in charge of the east wing. Robbins, you take the west wing. Lord willing, the mercs will do all the heavy lifting, and those monsters won’t breach the walls. If they fail, we’ll need to be ready.” 
 
    Overhead, the roar of the sirens was deafening. Those familiar with air-raid drills from WWII would have been all too familiar with the sound, and the overwhelming dread it caused. 
 
    Roja and Robbins looked at each other with a mixture of fear, confusion, and resolution. In a matter of moments, the lives of others had been placed into their hands, and neither man seemed certain he was ready for that responsibility. They were scared of dying, scared of not making it home, and they regretted taking this gig. Yet, they also knew it was too late to do anything other than grab their rifles, buck up their courage, and prepare to fight.  
 
    Roja and Robbins shook hands and touched the barrels of their guns, a gesture that in times other than these might have been the equivalent of a toast. “Take care of yourself, soldier,” Roja said.  
 
    “Keep a sharp eye out,” Robbins replied. “I’ll see you on the other side of this mess.” 
 
    Before leaving, both men saluted Commander Neill and then rushed off to marshal their troops. Neill was just about to head off to find Father Valero when the sound of a Southern drawl behind him caught him off guard.  
 
    “Seems we’re in a bit of a bind, don’t it?” Crockett said, his voice cutting through the whine of the klaxons. 
 
    “It does indeed,” Neill responded. “You want off this rock?” 
 
    “This ain’t a place I would choose to vacation,” Crockett replied with lopsided smile. “Get me the part I need for my ship, and I’m out of here.” 
 
    “Grab a gun, fight with us, and you can have whatever part you need if we make it out of this alive.” 
 
    “Father Valero said he didn’t have the part,” Crockett pointed out. 
 
    “He might not, but I bet Travis does, no matter what he told you,” Neill said. “We’ll get it from him together, one way or another, if that’s what it comes down to.” 
 
    Crockett considered the offer and grabbed a double-barreled shotgun from the rack. “If you get me the part, I’ll gladly jump into this with both feet. I never turn down a chance to mix it up a little.” 
 
    “My word on it,” Commander Neill replied. “Now, grab whatever you need and come with me. We’re going to find Father Valero.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Several of Neill’s men stopped to salute him as he and Crockett headed down the brightly-lit hallway toward Valero’s quarters. With no time for such pleasantries, Neill waved his men on and increased his pace as he heard the roar of gunfire outside. The mercs were unleashing all the fury of their weapons on those beasts. The cacophony of explosions meant that the monsters were getting torn to bits, and Neill couldn’t help smiling as he thought about the payback being doled out for all the men who had fallen. From the sounds of things, war was being waged on a massive scale, and Neill breathed a sigh of relief, thinking to himself that there was no way they could lose with firepower like that on their side.  
 
    When they reached Valero’s sleeping quarters, Crockett didn’t bother knocking or announcing himself. He simply pushed past Neill with his shotgun held out in front of him, sweeping the room just in case any of the monsters had made it inside. 
 
    Father Valero knelt on the floor. He was praying.  
 
    He immediately realized he wasn’t alone and got to his feet. He seemed surprised to see Crockett, but unfazed by Neill. It only made sense the head of his security detail would rush to his side in case of catastrophe.  
 
    “Things are about to get bad, Father,” Neill warned him. “We came to protect you.” 
 
    Valero nodded solemnly and pushed the hood back away from his face. His eyes were red and weary, and his face was gaunt. His appearance surprised both men. Yet, it was the tracks of tears down both cheeks that confused them.  
 
    “This wasn’t supposed to end like this,” he said. “I thought we could make a difference here.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t chosen to mine on Durin II, someone else would have,” Neill said, trying to make the padre feel better.  
 
    “It isn’t that,” Valero said, struggling with the words, yet needing to get them out.  
 
    “You think the deaths of all the men here are on you. Is that it?” Crockett said. “I tried to warn you, but lots of folks don’t take me seriously. You wouldn’t be the first, and you wouldn’t be wrong to ignore me if you believe half of the things you hear about me.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t that either,” Valero protested. “We came here to this planet to make a difference. To save souls. Not to destroy lives. I have failed. My order has failed, and now we will be judged for our failure.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Neill said, struggling to make his voice heard over the volley of explosions from outside the walls. 
 
    “I heard about this place long ago,” Valero began. “The stories I was told were of a race of creatures who lived in that mountain and hated humankind. You see, this isn’t the first time someone has tried to settle on Durin II. The first group that came here was a mining company, not unlike ours, except for the fact they believed in little besides money.”  
 
    “They are monsters. They don’t have the ability to hate,” Crockett said. “They think in terms of predator and prey.” 
 
    “Ordinarily, I would agree with you. The mining company believed differently, however, after someone started sabotaging their operations. Tools were stolen. Power lines were cut. Men of authority were slaughtered in the dead of night. These weren’t simple acts of predator and prey. These were deliberate acts meant to terrorize and ultimately drive away the miners. You might argue one of the miners or someone from the company could have been responsible. The mining company set up surveillance and saw the monsters repeatedly doing everything they could to wreck the operation, which ruled out human intervention.” 
 
    “The monsters we have seen don’t engage in sabotage,” Neill argued. “They kill.” 
 
    Father Valero nodded. “Sabotage didn’t work with the first group of humans, either; bloodshed was eventually required. I had hoped things would be different this time. The creatures must have thought it best to start out killing and hope we would go away.” 
 
    “So, the first mining company left?” Commander Neill asked.  
 
    Valero shook his head slowly. “Except for a handful of men who managed to escape Durin II, they were all killed.” 
 
    “You never mentioned any of this to me,” Neill said.  
 
    “I had faith that this time would be different,” Father Valero said. “I am truly sorry.” 
 
    “There’s something else you’re not telling us,” Crockett said. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “What is the real reason you and your order came to Durin II?” Neill asked. “From the beginning I thought it strange that a group like yours would have a mining operation.”  
 
    “It’s true, we didn’t come to mine. That was a means to an end. Our order came to Durin II for the reason most men of faith head to foreign lands. When I heard about the savagery of these creatures and the deliberation with which they acted, it suggested to me that they were more than monsters. They were creatures of thought and reason. Which meant they had agendas and beliefs and their own standards by which they lived. They knew to protect their own, and they saw outsiders as a threat. Yet, the fact that they didn’t immediately kill the first colony of miners suggested that there might be a way to reason with them.” 
 
    “You think these…things…have souls, don’t you?” Crockett asked.  
 
    Valero shrugged his shoulders and eventually nodded. “I am at least open to the possibility they do. If that is the case, then they need the same redemption every man needs. We came here to spread the word of our order and speak to them, to show them the true way. The mining operations were simply a way to sustain our missionary efforts and gain entrance to the mountain, whereby we might minister to these creatures and gain some understanding. My hope that they contained the capacity to believe in our mission is the reason I disregarded your warning, Mr. Crockett. Despite the danger, I felt like coming here was doing God’s work.” 
 
    “Do you still feel that way?” Neill asked.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. To ignore all the bloodshed is to continue to put my men in harm’s way. I have faith that God will protect us, but He also gives us the ability to reason and remove ourselves from bad situations when we can. The flip side of this is to turn my back on creatures that may, in fact, be much more than that, and to allow their souls to perish. That is why I was so reluctant to hire this group of mercenaries.” 
 
    Commander Neill ducked instinctively as an explosion shook the walls of The Sanctuary. “I hate to tell you this, Father, but the decision is no longer in your hands. We are being attacked on a large scale, and those mercs you reluctantly hired to come here and restore order are going to kill as many of those devils as they can. They aren’t driven by religious zeal. They are driven by profit and bloodlust. Before this is all said and done, thousands of lives will be lost. Monsters, men, or, more probably, both. All I know is that this is going to get a lot messier.” 
 
    “Then I don’t deserve your protection,” Father Valero said as he slipped between Crockett and Neill. “I made this mess, and I need to try and do something to stop this war. God help us all. Maybe the creatures have a king or a general…a leader of some sort that I can reason with. Maybe we can talk peace and set up a truce.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t advise that,” Neill said.  
 
    But Father Valero didn’t stop. Instead, he headed toward one of the exit bays.  
 
    “Is he going out there?” Crockett asked.  
 
    His question was answered as Valero knelt in front of the retina scan, allowed the system to recognize him, and gave the door a voice command to open. In the split second the door opened, Neill and Crockett saw a world outside that was filled with fire, carnage, and death.  
 
    Father Valero walked right out into it, and the door closed behind him with a sense of finality. Just like that, he was gone.  
 
    Neill and Crockett both ran to a surveillance window and watched as Valero walked with a grim sense of determination toward the mountain.  
 
    “He is going to get himself killed!” Crockett said.  
 
    “With the guilt of so many deaths on his hands, that may be exactly what he is hoping for,” Neill said.  
 
    For the first time in recent memory, Crockett had nothing to say. He suspected Neill was right.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Colonel Travis had been rousted from bed when the creatures arrived, and he had made it to the command center just as the battle was joined. 
 
    “We held them back,” Bowie reported to him, once the battle was over. “It was close though, and there’s no question they’ll be back. How soon, I guess, depends on how quickly those things can regroup.” 
 
    “Scramble all the CASPers we have,” Colonel Travis ordered. “I want them stationed along the walls. We need line of sight at all points on that wall. Nothing approaches that we don’t see, and if something does approach we turn it to charcoal. The time for mercy has passed.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Bowie nodded. “Do you have a plan for if those monsters get in here?” 
 
    Colonel Travis shook his head. “Don’t let that happen, Bowie; we can’t afford for that to happen. Lives are at stake. Our contract is at stake. We have technology and firepower. They have teeth and claws. This should be no contest, yet it seems we’re barely holding our own. That is unacceptable! Fix it, Bowie!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Bowie answered and rushed on toward his CASPer. 
 
    Colonel Travis wanted nothing more than to suit up himself, to go out there with guns blazing, and show the rest of these mercs how it was done. Yet he knew that wasn’t where he was needed most. Bowie could handle things on the front lines. Right now, what his company needed most was a firm hand at the wheel. Clamping his unlit cigar in his mouth, Travis made a silent promise to himself to smoke a whole box of Cubans if he ever got off this infernal planet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “At ease, gentlemen,” Colonel Travis told the two men who were presenting the after-action report to him later. “No time for all that right now. We have bigger fish. Debrief me. Spare no details, even the ugly ones.” 
 
    “The monsters pressed us pretty hard, sir,” Wagner reported. “No losses on our side though. They never reached the walls. The CASPers did what they were made to do. We killed most of the ones they sent; however, we have no idea how many are left, since we didn’t have an estimate of their group’s size initially.” 
 
    “They didn’t reach us, but they got close,” Austin, the junior tech, said. “We’re not entirely sure what made them retreat. All we know is they headed back into the woods, possibly even as deep as the mountain. The only thing we’re fairly certain of is that they will be back.”  
 
    “I want a live stream from the camera on Bowie’s CASPer. Tap me into several of the cameras of our squad leaders too,” Colonel Travis ordered, taking a seat where he could see the multiple screens of the sensor station. Once he was settled he said, “Patch me into the general comm net.” 
 
    “You’re on, sir,” Wagner nodded at him. 
 
    “This is Colonel Travis,” he said. “We’ve had a little excitement around here tonight, but that’s ok. We expected as much. Good work on repulsing the first attack. You can count on it not being the last we’ll see of those devils tonight. I need each and every one of you to do your jobs, without hesitation. We’re professional soldiers. Those things out there…they’re just animals. If we keep it together, there’s no way in hell they’re getting in here.” 
 
    Colonel Travis motioned for Wagner to end his transmission. He had said all that needed to be said, and now he needed to see what was going on outside.  
 
    The camera feeds he’d asked for were beginning to fill the monitors of the command center’s sensor station. Colonel Travis watched as Bowie’s CASPer came online and started for the top of The Sanctuary’s northern wall.  
 
    “You can do this, Bowie,” Colonel Travis whispered to himself. “You have to.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Bowie reached the top of the northern wall and looked down at the forest that spread out in all directions. A tide of shadows ebbed and flowed beneath the considerable canopy, providing the perfect cover for anything that might want to hide. Bowie searched for the shine of yellow eyes, but saw nothing. That didn’t make him feel better. The creatures seemed cunning enough to remain unseen if that was their goal. As Bowie took up a firing position facing the distant tree line, Burke, one of his squad leaders, called to him over the comm of his suit. 
 
    “Major, sir, we’ve got a perimeter breach on the east wall!” Burke yelled. 
 
    “What the frag?” Bowie rasped, wondering how that was even possible. “Who in the devil would be stupid enough to be opening up one of the doors right now? Don’t they know we’re at war?” 
 
    “It’s one of the civvies, sir,” Burke answered. “I can see him from my spot on the wall. He’s heading across the field toward the trees.” 
 
    “Send a squad to get that door closed now!” Bowie ordered.  
 
    “Holy mother…” Burke shouted. “I’ve got an ID on the civilian, Major! It’s that priest that hired us! And it looks like two more people are following him out. Confirmation on that, sir. The head of the colonists’ security detail and a man in a leather jacket, wearing a rather bizarre hat, just emerged from the open doorway as well. They appear to be pursuing the priest. I can’t pinpoint where they’re headed. There’s no obvious goal in sight.” 
 
    “Crockett,” Bowie muttered, knowing exactly who the third man was from his description.  
 
    If that wasn’t bad enough, the skies overhead were starting to blossom in strange hues of purple, like the color of fresh bruises. Streaks of alien lightning raced across the skies. The smell of ozone was heavy in the air. 
 
    “It looks like the commander and the guy in the strange getup are trying to convince the priest to come back inside, but he just keeps walking.”  
 
    “Tap me into your optics, Burke. I want to see what’s happening.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Burke replied. A moment later, the stream from Burke’s suit camera popped up on Bowie’s tactical display. He watched as the priest ran toward the trees, realizing that he was about to be caught in the sudden downpour. The priest’s instincts were good; the rain came out of nowhere, the clouds bursting to spill their water onto the ground below. The priest’s steps became splashes, and he had to lift his robe as his legs pumped beneath him. Neill and Crockett weren’t far behind, but they were far enough to have no available shelter nearby to shield them from the deluge that drenched them to the skin. Valero paid them no attention; he was single-minded in his goal. As he reached the center of the clearing, Father Valero came to a halt. With his arms raised above his head and his eyes closed, he appeared to be praying. So far Bowie had heard no movement reports from the tree-line over the comm net, and he hoped it stayed that way. The last thing he needed was a rescue situation on top of all the other mess he had to deal with.  
 
    Father Valero opened his eyes, lowering his arms as he surveyed the sea of corpses surrounding him. Bowie couldn’t tell if it was rain or tears that washed over the man’s slicked cheeks, but if he had to bet, he’d wager it was both. There was pain in Father Valero’s eyes, deep and sincere, as he got moving again. With a cautious but determined stride, Father Valero drew ever closer to the trees.  
 
    “I am sorry!” the priest shouted at the shadows in the woods. “We did not come here so that more could die! We came only to share the truth of life with you!” 
 
    Bowie lost sight of the priest for a brief moment as Burke’s camera jerked to pan over the woods in front of where Father Valero stood. Feral, yellow eyes burned in the darkness. Bowie counted seven sets of them before Burke swept the view of his camera back onto the priest. 
 
    “Get out of there, man,” Bowie whispered to himself, willing the priest to back away and return to The Sanctuary before it was too late. 
 
    “We are all so sorry for what has been wrought here,” Father Valero yelled in a voice loud enough to be heard. “Let us end this bloodshed, here, tonight. The mines are yours. We surrender all claim to them. We seek only to know you and share the word of the Father with you!” 
 
    One of the monsters emerged from the trees. It crept slowly toward the priest until it stood towering over him. The thing was nearly eight feet tall, all muscle and death. The downpour had slacked to a drizzle as the light of the stars began to seep through the clouds once more.  
 
    Father Valero held his arms open in a gesture of peace as he stared at the hulking monster. It seemed to look upon him in confusion for the briefest of seconds, before it reared its head back and loosed a roar so inhuman that it made Bowie shiver inside his CASPer. Father Valero’s eyes went wide as the monster’s gaze fell upon him, and a snarl parted its thin lips to show the rows of razor-like teeth within its mouth. A gun fired from behind the priest. The shot missed the monster as lunged forward at Father Valero. In a single swipe, its claws removed most of the priest’s face in splash of red. Another gunshot rang out as a bullet struck the monster in its chest. The beast looked down at its chest; the shot had shattered its ribs and left a gaping hole where its heart should have been. The monster raised its head in an attempt to see its killer and then collapsed, sideways, into the mud of the field. 
 
    The feed from Burke’s camera pulled back to show Commander Neill and Crockett. The two of them had nearly reached the center of the clearing before the monster had made its move. Neither of them had been close enough to catch up with Valero, and neither of them were close enough to grab him and haul his corpse back. With the Father clearly dead, they were high-tailing it back toward The Sanctuary as fast as they could run. 
 
    “Your orders, sir?” Burke snapped at him as Bowie shut down the feed he had been watching from Burke’s suit.  
 
    “If they reach the door before it’s closed, let those two idiots back inside,” Bowie growled. “Are the creatures pursuing them?” 
 
    “Negative, sir,” Burke answered.  
 
    “Thank God for that,” Bowie breathed a sigh of relief. He had no doubt that would change, and likely sooner rather than later, but the longer that passed before it happened, the longer he had to convince Travis that this contract was going to be the death of them all, and to persuade him to find them all a way off this fragging planet.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Neill and Crockett could hardly believe what had just happened. Neither of them had pegged Valero as a martyr. Then again, neither of them had suspected the real reason he had organized a trip to Durin II in the first place. Conversion. The word could easily have applied to units of weights and measures instead of souls. Was it possible these fiends could have something as human as a soul? Valero had been convinced enough he’d given up his life for the cause. It was the kind of dedication most men no longer had.  
 
    Although it went against everything they both believed in, they left Valero where he fell. He was dead, and there was no bringing him back. That didn’t mean they had to die, too. There were still plenty of men who were alive they could save. Still, neither relished the thought of leaving the priest to rot. He needed to be brought back, given a proper burial, and afforded the same respect as any of the fallen soldiers who had died on this rock. It would have to wait.  
 
    The Sanctuary looked like it was a million miles away, a multi-hued speck on the horizon. As they ran back, they could see the hulking CASPer suits clustered on the walls, guns ready to fire should the monsters launch a second wave of attacks. The sight was reassuring, given the things that waited in the forest behind them, no doubt plotting their next wave of bloodshed.  
 
    Each step closer to The Sanctuary was one step further from the mountain devils, and one step closer to the mercs in their CASPer suits. Neill and Crockett couldn’t get back fast enough. The Sanctuary was still lit up and vibrant, shining in the wilderness like a jewel, but it no longer seemed like a safe place, nor did it seem to shine quite as brightly. Valero had taken the light with him. He had been the heart of this place. Without him, there seemed to be no real purpose for being here. The mission was his. The plan was his. The conviction behind it was his. Now that he was gone, all of those things were gone too.  
 
    “Do you think those things are as smart as Valero gave them credit for?” Neill asked Crockett as they neared The Sanctuary gates. “Is such a thing possible?”  
 
    “I think we’ve all underestimated their abilities,” Crockett said. “Their attacks are coordinated in a way. When one attacks, they all attack. When one retreats, they all retreat. These aren’t stupid monsters. I don’t know if they’re capable of planning strategy like we are, if they mourn their own, or if they bury their dead. But they ain’t dumb. We shouldn’t underestimate them.” 
 
    Neill sighed. “I guess I might react the same way if someone started coming into my home and turning things upside down. They didn’t ask us to come here.” 
 
    “Valero invaded Durin II,” Crockett said.  
 
    “That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” Neill asked.  
 
    “Is it?” Crockett said. “Maybe he didn’t invade with guns, war machines, or CASPers, but he invaded all the same. He came to conquer these creatures in the name of his faith. His reasons were just, but his methods may have needed a little reexamining. That’s one reason I tried to warn him. But he was thinking in terms of souls and damnation, not in simpler terms of leaving well enough alone or watching it come back to bite him. He invaded this place with good intentions, and now we’re walking on the road to Hell he paved for all of us.” 
 
    Neill chewed on that for a moment before responding. It was clear he was wrestling with something in his head. “If they’re so intelligent, and we’re the ones who have put them on the defensive, should we continue to fight? Or should we just pull up stakes and leave? Now that Valero is dead, we have the ability to decide whether we go forward or not.” 
 
    The massive gates to The Sanctuary slowly opened before them as they got close enough to enter the mining town. The CASPers that greeted them had their guns at the ready and lifted them as a chorus of screeching and wailing rose up from the forest behind them. Neill and Crockett whirled to see the source of the noise, and immediately realized what all the commotion was about. 
 
    Several of the monsters had darted out from the cover of the forest, seized Father Valero’s body, and dragged it back, claiming it as a trophy. They held the bloody priest high over their heads, raising him in victory, displaying him to their brothers as a spoil of war. The monsters roared at the sight of Valero, making guttural sounds of victory as they retreated deeper into the cover of the forest. 
 
    “God help us,” Neill gasped.  
 
    Crockett grunted and turned to Neill. “I guess I didn’t answer your question from a moment ago, but I think I can now. Should we just leave them be, head out on our merry way, and wash our hands of this whole bloody mess? We probably should, but somehow, I don’t think that’s an option now. The fact that they grabbed Valero’s corpse to use as a tool for morale means they’re something much worse than intelligent. They’re also vindictive. I don’t think they’re going to just let us skip out of here without paying for what we’ve done to their home and to their brothers. If we leave here at all, we’ll leave by stepping over the corpses of hundreds, if not thousands, of the nasty devils. Get ready, Neill. I think the worst is yet to come.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Hours had passed since Father Valero’s death at the hands of the monsters. Bowie watched the distant tree line with the vigilance of a hawk. Every member of the Marauders, except for Colonel Travis, the command center staff, and a few techs were positioned along the walls. The night was quiet, and the rain had long stopped, leaving the conditions right for a thin fog that shifted and whirled across the surface of Durin II, like the ghosts of the fallen dead. Dim starlight pierced the remaining clouds, shining down upon the hundreds of alien corpses surrounding The Sanctuary. Despite the heavy losses the creatures had suffered in their first attack, Bowie knew they would be back. Everyone in the Marauders did. It was only a matter of time, and that time appeared to be up. The woods across the clearing from The Sanctuary’s walls were filled with the creatures. Their shrieks and angry cries rang out as they prepared to storm the colony again.  
 
    Bowie knew that Colonel Travis would be watching everything from the command center near the colony’s spaceport, and would cut into the comm net with orders if he felt the need. For now, though, Bowie was the senior officer on the wall and in overall command.  
 
    “Steady,” Bowie cautioned his fellow Marauders. “Everyone hold your fire until I give the order to open up. I have a feeling we’re about to light this thing up like Christmas.” 
 
    In the inky blackness beneath the forest canopy, it was impossible to tell how many of the monsters there were waiting. Hundreds of yellow cat-eyes blazed brightly in the darkness like candle flames, and a strange chattering sound rose and fell, like a chant of some sort that had melody and cadence.  
 
    This time was different than the last time. Before, there had been no preparation, only the attack. There had been no sense of planning, of cold calculation, of singing dark death songs—only a rush of teeth and claws and the stench of burnt powder from the guns that cut them down. 
 
    This time would be the last time.  
 
    The skies were hazy, and clouds obscured the lights from all the stars, leaving things darker than normal. Abruptly, the chattering sounds that might have been the monsters’ version of a war chorus stopped. Without any further warning, the creatures came streaming out of the trees toward the colony. Thousands of scaled, black forms raced across the clearing. Their numbers appeared endless. Claws and teeth bared in vicious snarls gleamed in the starlight. It was like a dam had burst, and the flood that was rushing toward The Sanctuary was one of teeth, claws, and savagery.  
 
    “All CASPers, light them up!” Bowie shouted, bringing his suit’s shoulder-mounted rocket launcher online. He emptied it in a single volley. The monsters were so tightly clustered as they ran toward The Sanctuary that it was impossible to miss them. The rockets from his CASPer hit the forward line of the creatures’ charge, exploding in flashes of fire and light. Dozens of the monsters died in the blasts, their bodies ripped apart, raining gore onto those behind them.  
 
    CASPers on every side of The Sanctuary were firing as well. Explosions rocked the clearing, lighting up the night like the Fourth of July. Hundreds upon hundreds of the creatures were slaughtered, but it wasn’t enough. Bowie watched in horror as the creatures’ charge wasn’t slowed a bit. They streamed from the woods in an uninterrupted barrage, pouring out of the forest in a continuous onslaught.  
 
    “Marauders!” Bowie screamed over the comm net. “Fire at will!” 
 
    MACs and heavy belt-fed machine guns chattered, pouring fire into the ranks of the creatures. Bowie saw one of the monsters he targeted take so many rounds to the chest that its upper body blew apart in an explosion of blood and bone. His stream of fire swept over those around it, ravaging them as well.  
 
    The infantry troops near where his CASPer stood on the northern wall were hunkered against its top, rifle butts pressed to their shoulders as they emptied their weapons into the horde of advancing creatures. More of the devils continued to emerge from the distant trees to replace those that had fallen. In all his years as a merc, Bowie had never seen anything like the battle raging around The Sanctuary. For the time being, it was a one-sided massacre—but he knew that would change.  
 
    Despite all the firepower being rained onto the horde of creatures, some of them were beginning to make it through the Marauders’ kill zone and reach The Sanctuary’s walls. They dug into it with their claws, scaling it with impossible speed.  
 
    The CASPers that still had missiles or rockets couldn’t use them against the ones in close, so they fired on the creatures who were more distant, trying to thin their numbers before they joined the ones already climbing upwards.  
 
    Dark forms slithered up The Sanctuary’s walls and began to come over them. Bowie saw one of the monsters hurl itself over the top of the wall near where his CASPer stood. It came up to the right of two infantrymen, and they spun about to meet it.  
 
    The closest was in the process of reloading his rifle when the monster’s claws removed his head from his shoulders in a spray of blood. His body toppled from the wall as the creature sprang at the second infantry trooper. The second trooper was ready for it, and the creature’s body jerked about and danced wildly as his bullets ripped gaping holes in its chest.  
 
    One of the monsters came over the wall at Bowie as his CASPer’s gun ran dry. He popped the blade on his suit’s right arm, and it flashed in the starlight as he slashed outward to impale the monster. It gave a final shriek as the blade pierced its heart.  
 
    Bowie shook the corpse free and took a step backward. The advantage the CASPers had over the monsters was gone now that the things were entering melee range. He took one final look at the utter devastation the CASPers had wrought. Thousands of the creatures had been killed, but the tables were turning, and fast. The narrow space on top of the wall limited the movement of the CASPers, and if they didn’t get off the wall quickly, it was likely to mean their deaths.  
 
    “Fall back!” Bowie ordered. “Abandon the wall!”  
 
    Even as he gave the order, he watched one of the monsters come over the wall at a CASPer positioned to his left. The monster slammed into the mobile suit, its claws sparking against the CASPer’s armor. The monster’s weight and the force of the impact sent the CASPer and the monster clinging to it careening from the wall to thud into the ground below.  
 
    “Oh, frag me!” Bowie heard a trooper shouting over the comm net, “They’ve torn through the main door!” 
 
    Bowie’s CASPer leaped from the top of the wall, its heavy feet crashing to the ground near the main door of The Sanctuary’s northern side.  
 
    “Everyone fall back!” Bowie shouted over his CASPer’s comm. “Rally at the center of The Sanctuary!” 
 
    Catching a glimpse of motion out of the corner of his eye, Bowie whirled about. He found himself face to face with a trio of the creatures who had entered the colony through the shattered main door. Bowie’s CASPer lunged forward, driving the blade of its right arm through one of the creatures as he popped his left. The blade on his left arm swung in a mighty arc to meet the side of closest creature’s skull. It cut into and through it, flinging bits of bone and brain matter through the air. The creature died instantly. Its body fell at his feet, and was still twitching as he stepped over it to engage the last of the three creatures that had sprung at him. Bowie brought the blade of his right arm down onto the creature’s shoulder at an angle. The blade slashed into its scales, cutting through muscles and bone alike. When the creature’s corpse fell to the ground, it was in two pieces.  
 
    Glancing in the direction of The Sanctuary’s northern entrance, Bowie could see it was already a lost cause. The creatures were coming through it in an unstoppable tide. Most of the CASPers who were jumping down from the wall were in full retreat. Bowie was thankful the colony’s civilian population had been cleared out and ordered to hole up in the massive bunker beneath its main administration building. The colonel had rushed them all there after the first attack, figuring they would be safe there until either the night was won, or the Marauders were dead.  
 
    Bowie spotted a small group of Marauder infantrymen who were still alive, though he doubted they would be for much longer. They were on the run from the creatures.  
 
    One of them stopped, turning to fire into the ranks of the beasts that pursued them. The woman’s rifle chattered as she hosed several of the creatures with a blast of point blank, automatic fire. The creature closest to her was sent reeling backward, its stomach a mess of mangled meat with long strands of intestines hanging from it. Another took a round in its shoulder, spinning it about as more of her rounds dug into its side and back, before it fell to the ground. She managed to drop five of the creatures in total before her weapon ran dry.  
 
    Ejecting the empty magazine, the woman tried to shove another into her weapon, but she wasn’t fast enough. The creatures reached her, knocking her from her feet. Claws ripped at her as razor-like teeth tore chunks of flesh from her bones in bloody mouthfuls. Her screams echoed in Bowie’s ears, despite the cacophony of the gunfire and shrieks of the monsters that continued to pour into The Sanctuary.  
 
    Bowie lost sight of the others who had been with her as one of the creatures slammed into his CASPer from its left side. Metal screeched and tore as curved claws dug into it. Bowie swung his CASPer about, its armored hands taking hold of the creature to fling it away from him. It landed on its butt several yards from where he stood, staring at up at him with burning, hate-filled yellow eyes. Bowie was ready for it as it sprang from the ground to launch itself at him again. He gut-punched it with the right-hand blade of his suit. Entrails and blood exploded from the creature’s back, where the blade emerged after cutting through its body. Blood bubbled on the creature’s lips as the glow in its eyes faded and died away. Bowie jerked his arm blade free of the thing’s corpse. He knew he had to get moving. If he stayed where he was, he was dead.  
 
    The powerful legs of Bowie’s CASPer shifted into motion, building speed as he sprinted toward the center of the colony, where the survivors of the attack on the walls were supposed to be rallying. The creatures were everywhere now. They filled the colony’s streets, jumped from rooftop to rooftop, and still more of them entered the city with each passing second.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The lieutenant was dead. That was all Hayes could keep thinking over and over in his head as he ran for his life. Gwin raced after him as the two of them darted from one alleyway to the next, heading for the center of the colony and the Marauders’ rallying point. The western wall had fallen, and they had barely escaped. Lieutenant Brooks had realized they were going to be overrun before it happened, and ordered them off the wall. That was the only reason they were still alive. The last Hayes had seen of the LT was as one of the creatures was leaping over the top of the wall to plunge its claws directly through his faceplate.  
 
    “Hold up!” Gwin shouted at him. “We’re not going to make it to the rally point before those things run us down.” 
 
    Hayes skidded to a halt to let Gwin catch up to him. They had lost the initial group of creatures that had been after them, but even now, Hayes saw a new group of the things charging toward them from the south.  
 
    “In here!” Gwin yelled as he kept moving past Hayes and threw his shoulder against the door of the building to their right. The panel burst inward, and Hayes followed him inside. The building had no power. Its lights were out, but Hayes could tell it had once been a general store.  
 
    Gwin dove behind the counter and turned to cover Hayes as he raced to join him. One of the creatures came bounding through the store’s front window. The glass shattered, covering the floor with shards that glinted and gleamed in the starlight. The creature landed in a crouch, readying itself to spring, but a burst from Gwin’s rifle smacked into its skull, snapping back its head and splattering its brains into the air behind where it crouched.  
 
    “We’re going to be trapped in here!” Hayes shouted as he brought up his weapon to fire at another creature that had followed the first into the store through its shattered window.  
 
    “This whole colony is a fragging death trap, buddy!” Gwin screamed. “At least in here we have a chance of holding those things off. Out there, we were dead, and you know it.” 
 
    Hayes didn’t see any point in arguing. In the next few minutes they would both be dead regardless of what they did. Hayes wasn’t going out without a fight though. He was determined to take as many of the blasted monsters with him as he could.  
 
    Several more of the creatures had gotten into the store and were charging the counter. He and Gwin lit them up, emptying their weapons in the process. The bodies of the monsters twitched on the floor in growing puddles of their own blood as the two men tried desperately to get their weapons reloaded.  
 
    The break in their fire opened the way for another of the creatures to come charging through the store’s front door and reach the counter. Hayes’s magazine clicked home, and he raised his weapon, but it was too late. The monster vaulted over the counter onto Gwin, slamming him into the wall.  
 
    Hayes heard Gwin’s bones snapping from the impact. Red was already leaking from the corners of Gwin’s mouth as the creature leaned its head in to tear his throat open. When its head rose, Hayes could see shreds of Gwin’s flesh protruding from the creature’s mouth as it chewed.  
 
    Squeezing his rifle’s trigger, Hayes fired a burst that punched a fist-sized hole in the creature’s forehead. Its body slumped forward to rest on top of Gwin’s corpse. Hayes spun about to face the ever-growing number of creatures entering the store.  
 
    “Die, you mothers! Die!” Hayes wailed as he held his rifle’s trigger tight and hosed them with a stream of high velocity rounds. One creature wailed as his bullets punctured its guts. Another flopped sideways as bullets shredded the top of its left leg. Still another shrieked as its ribs splintered inside its chest, and Hayes’ rounds exited its body through its back.  
 
    A creature came skittering across the store’s ceiling with blinding speed to drop onto him as Hayes’ rifle clicked empty again. The air left his lungs as he and the creature hit the floor. His fingers clawed at the butt of his pistol, trying to free it from the holster on his hip. He jerked his head to the right, and the creature’s claws sank into the floor where it had rested a fraction of a second before.  
 
    His pistol slid free of its holster. Hayes shoved the cold metal of its barrel into the creature’s side and fired off three shots. The creature gave a high-pitched squeal as the bullets entered its body and blew through it. It flopped over him, dead. Hayes shoved the creature from him, trying to get to his feet. The last thing he saw was starlight gleaming off razor sharp claws before they met his face.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Blair watched from behind the hastily set-up firing line as a few more CASPers came straggling in to join those rallying in the center of the colony. Colonel Travis was still in the command center, and Major Evans was dead, torn apart by the first of the monsters to reach the meeting point. That left Blair in charge until Major Bowie arrived on the scene. He didn’t want the job, because being in charge meant that you were responsible for lives. Given the way things were going here on Durin II, that would mean a lot of blood on his hands if he somehow managed to get out of this alive. Blair was just a paper pusher when you got right down to it, and he was well aware of his limitations. Still, there was nothing that could be done about it. Bodies were falling like wheat beneath the scythe, and he was one of those who hadn’t yet been harvested. He was the senior officer present, and that meant it all fell to him to figure out. 
 
    The data pad he carried gave him the ability to monitor the remaining CASPers. There were twenty-two of the mobile combat suits left, most of them the Mark VI versions. The bulk of the surviving CASPers had already reached the center of the colony and formed a defensive circle about it. Their MACs and belt-fed Gatlings thundered as they blazed away at the creatures closing in on what was left of the Marauders.  
 
    And still the beasts came…  
 
    “Higgins! Watch your nine o’clock!” Blair shouted through the comm. The CASPer pilot heard him, and swept his heavy Gatling around to engage a cluster of creatures that were trying to hit the weak point of their circle. The Gatling’s barrels spun, sending a barrage of high velocity rounds into the beasts. Higgins mowed down the creatures as Blair turned his attention elsewhere. Another group of the monsters were moving in from the east to join the multitudes already wreaking havoc on the CASPers.  
 
    “Clark!” Blair yelled, pointing at the creatures inbound from the east. “Take those things out!” 
 
    Shouldering the rocket launcher he carried, Clark took aim at the approaching creatures. The infantryman dropped to one knee before he fired the weapon. The RPG flew into the mass of creatures and exploded among their ranks. The blast pulverized the monsters closest to where it hit and sent the rest scattering away to regroup.  
 
    Blair breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Major Bowie’s CASPer making its way up along the colony’s streets toward the defensive circle he’d set up. Bowie’s suit was covered with gore. Blood and guts from the creatures were smeared all over the suit’s arms, head, and chest. The major had his trademark blades deployed, and was hacking his way through any of the creatures dumb enough to try to block his path. Blair’s heart skipped a beat as he watched a creature come bounding across the rooftops that lined the street above Bowie’s position. He was sure the major didn’t see the thing as his attention had to be focused on the monsters emerging from the alleyways around him.  
 
    “Major Bowie! Above you, sir!” Blair cried out over his comm.  
 
    The creature flung itself from a rooftop at Bowie’s CASPer. The major must have seen it at the last moment, because his CASPer rolled its right shoulder around to meet the monster. The monster thudded against the suit’s heavy armor, its claws raking over it and leaving deep grooves in their wake. The impact appeared to stun the creature though, and it flopped onto the street, looking up at Bowie’s CASPer.  
 
    Bowie’s left arm blade entered its forehead and erupted from the rear of its skull, killing the monster instantly. Unfortunately, the effort to do so took Bowie’s attention away from the creatures in the street with him. They took advantage of the moment, moving as one to swarm his CASPer.  
 
    Black, scaled bodies slammed into it from every direction, trying to pull the heavy mobile suit off its feet. Bowie’s blades slashed at the creatures, severing one’s arm and killing another as the major struggled to break free from the crowd that had gathered about him.  
 
    Blair raised his own rifle to his shoulder, taking aim at the monsters around Bowie, but he was afraid to open fire. Rationally a part of him knew that his rifle wasn’t going to hurt the major’s CASPer, but he still couldn’t bring himself to shoot.  
 
    One of the larger creatures, standing nearly ten feet tall, shoved its way into the crowd surrounding Bowie and came at the major’s CASPer from the rear. Its scaled hands caught Bowie’s arms from behind, and its fingers wrapped around them just below where the suit’s swords extended. The monster roared as it held the arms of Bowie’s suit with all its strength, allowing the other creatures to close in on the front of the CASPer.  
 
    Something snapped inside of Blair as he realized he was about to watch a legend die. Adrenaline surged through his system as he found his courage and opened fire at the major’s position.  
 
    His rifle bucked against his shoulder as he emptied its magazine into the monsters surrounding Bowie. Bullets slashed their way up the back of one of the creatures. It howled in pain and fury as it died. Two more dropped with their intestines sliding out of the holes Blair’s fire opened in their bodies. All of them were on the outer edge of the circle around Bowie, their deaths protecting those closest to the major’s CASPer.  
 
    Blair could hear Bowie cursing the monsters over his comm, even as they tore his CASPer apart in a berserker-like frenzy. There were so many of the things around Bowie that Blair lost sight of the major’s CASPer as the monsters finally managed to pull it from its feet. The major’s raging curses turned to bellows of pain and then fell silent, and Blair looked away from the grisly scene.  
 
    Major Bowie is dead, Blair admitted to himself. He staggered a step as if someone had punched him in the stomach. It was hard to imagine, but he’d seen and heard it happen—there was no denying the truth. He looked around at the remaining CASPers and the few surviving infantry troops. Shell casings clattered from ejection chambers to the ground all around him as they continued to fire into the mass of creatures pushing in from all directions. Shocked and in a daze, Blair let his rifle slip from his hands. He didn’t want to die, but it seemed like more of an inevitability than just a possibility.  
 
    One of the Marauders’ APCs was parked in the middle of the defensive circle just outside the building that served as Colonel Travis’ command center. The gunner on its top was concentrating his fire at a large group of the monsters streaming in from the west. Blair ran for the APC’s open side door and dove into the vehicle, slamming the door closed behind him.  
 
    Noticing the APC’s driver’s compartment was empty, he headed for it. Apparently, the gunner up top was the only one onboard. Blair had no idea where the other two members of its crew were. Contact had been lost with APC Bravo 1 when the monsters came over the wall and started spilling into the colony’s streets. He slid into the APC’s sensor tech seat and took a look for APC Bravo 3’s position. His eyes bugged as Blair saw it was approaching the rallying point at high speed. He accessed the exterior cameras of the APC and tried to get a visual on Bravo 3.  
 
    Blair finally spotted Bravo 3 roaring up a side street toward his position, its gunner laying down a heavy rate of fire on the massive pack of creatures chasing it. More of the things clung to Bravo 3’s sides, their claws sunk into its armor plating. They were trying to climb up to its top and reach the gunner there. Bravo 3’s forward windshield was cracked and smeared with the same alien blood that coated its entire front.  
 
    As Blair watched, a small group of creatures raced into Bravo 3’s path. Its driver didn’t slow—Bravo 3 plowed straight through the creatures, knocking some of them aside and splattering the blood of the rest before they disappeared beneath it.  
 
    The monsters in the streets weren’t the only ones after Bravo 3. Scores of the things moved about the rooftops, both ahead and behind it, watching the vehicle closely as they sought a means to strike. A few of the monsters hurled bricks and other pieces of debris from the rooftops. They pounded the APC, but bounced off harmlessly.  
 
    As Bravo 3 continued to speed up the street, dodging the ravaged remains of off-line CASPers, one of the creatures on the rooftops leaped onto it. The gunner tried to bring Bravo 3’s weapon around in time, but couldn’t manage. A swipe of the thing’s claws reduced his face to a mangled mass of red and torn flesh. The creature grabbed a hold of the gunner’s corpse, pulling it up and out of Bravo 3, and flung it into the street. Snarling, the creature started into the opening but drew back as small arms fire erupted upward through it.  
 
    With the topside gun out of commission, there was nothing to hold the bulk of the creatures in the street at bay. They closed in on the APC in impossible numbers, with dozens of the monsters giving up their lives to jam up the tires with their bodies and puncture them with their claws. Bravo 3 crawled to a halt as small arms fire continued to fly through the open turret at the creatures gathered there.  
 
    Blair had to look away as one of the things finally made it inside the vehicle. As he turned his head, a second creature made it into Bravo 3. Blair shut down the camera feed and wept openly.  
 
    His sobbing was interrupted by an explosion that shook him in his seat. He spun his chair around to stare out the APC’s forward window at the fireball Bravo 3 had blossomed into. Either the creatures who had gotten into it had somehow set off some ordnance, or the surviving crewmembers had detonated it in an attempt to take as many of the monsters with them as they could and avoid being eaten alive. 
 
    The monsters were beginning to break through the Marauders’ lines and get in among the last of the CASPers. Blair saw a CASPer wrestling with one of the monsters. The two giants slugged it out in hand-to-hand combat. The monster’s claws sliced through the metal armor of the CASPer’s right hand, severing it from the suit. The move left it open though and the CASPer delivered a punch to the side of its skull that shattered and caved in bone. One of the creature’s eyeballs dangled on strings of bloody sinew from its socket as the CASPer lifted its corpse into the air. The CASPer hurled the creature’s body at two more of the monsters racing toward it.  
 
    Blair wiped the tears from his cheeks, taking heart from the CASPer pilot’s determination, continuing to fight even as the two monsters reached him, and six more rushed to join in. Blair brought Bravo 2’s engine online. It revved as his foot pressed the fuel pedal.  
 
    With a snarl, Blair gunned it toward where the CASPer was being torn apart. His intent was to run them down, but he never got the chance. He had driven directly into another CASPer’s line of fire. MAC rounds punched holes in Bravo 2. One of them struck Blair where he sat in the driver’s seat. The high velocity round pulped most of his upper body and splashed his blood and entrails all over the vehicle’s pilot compartment.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The Sanctuary no longer lived up to its name.  
 
    Now, it was more of a deathtrap than a source of protection. Neill and Crockett were holed up in what had served as Father Valero’s chapel mere hours before. Stained glass saints smiled down on them in blessing while angels were depicted in various scenes of battle.  
 
    Having an angel around right about now would have been helpful. As it was, all they had was each other, and that wasn’t much when the tide of monsters just kept coming. This was certainly not what Valero had had in mind when making the decision to settle on Durin II.  
 
    Neill aimed down the sights of his rifle and dropped one of the monsters racing toward them, while Crockett was busy reloading his rifle. How had things gotten so bad so quickly? One moment they were knee-deep in monster carcasses. The next, the monsters were breaching the walls and spreading carnage in their wake. The mercs had failed. If only Travis had listened…  
 
    “We’ve got to get to my ship,” Crockett said as he slammed the magazine home and lifted his rifle to fire a burst at one of the creatures headed their way. “If we can make it back to the ol’ Bear we can at least get off this rock and radio for help. Sound good?” 
 
    Neill wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and lifted his rifle to open fire from behind one of the pews they had flipped over. “That sounds like a plan,” he agreed. “There’s only one thing. What about all the civilians? We can’t just leave them here. They have no weapons, no food. If they somehow manage to survive, they’ll starve to death. Right now, they’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    Crockett squeezed the trigger of his rifle and watched with satisfaction as another monster dropped in the doorway, adding to the considerable pile they had created over the last hour. “Hadn’t thought of that,” he admitted. “Guess we’ll have to try and rescue them too. The Bear can’t hold them all, even if I toss my inventory. Not to mention, I don’t have any supplies for them. You have seen her, right?” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Neill conceded. “If we can get to them, which is a big if, and if we can make it to your ship, and if we can get it off the ground without getting torn to bits, then we can worry about who to take with us and the supply issues.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Crockett said. “I guess if we get off this rock, then we can worry about starving to death. As to who to take, I say we just grab as many kids as we can. They take up less space,” Crockett added pragmatically. “Any ideas on how to get to where they are? You know this place much better than I do.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” Neill said. “There’s a corridor down from us that will lead us straight to where the miners and other civilians are huddled up. It’s a straight shot to them, and from there it’s only a short distance to the hangar where your ship is stowed. We need to do this carefully and move with stealth, not just race down the hallway with guns blazing.” 
 
    “Not really my style,” Crockett snorted and then laughed. “But, hey, I’m a team player. I’ll do it your way.” 
 
    Neill smiled. “You can go back to being reckless when this is over.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Crockett said with a chuckle.  
 
    The two men cautiously crept out from behind the pew where they’d taken refuge. One of the monsters vaulted the pile of its fallen brethren that blocked the doorway and came for them. Crockett lifted his rifle and calmly blasted it in the face, nearly decapitating it.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Crockett said, stepping onto the mountain of creatures and climbing up, carefully making his way through the doorway.  
 
    Neill stepped onto one of the fallen monsters and was about to move up the mountain of bodies when a clawed hand grabbed his ankle. He looked down and saw that one of the beasts wasn’t as dead as they’d thought. He remedied that with a blast of fire that made a window through the monster’s chest cavity, opening the thing up to reveal organs that looked like nothing he had ever seen.  
 
    Valero might have been right about these creatures having the ability to reason, to think, maybe even to have faith. But they weren’t human or even a distant human cousin. He finished vaulting the heap of bodies without incident and prepared himself for what awaited them outside the chapel.  
 
    Mercifully, the hallway was clear for the moment. Gunfire echoed from further down the corridor, and the sound of men dying provided a haunting soundtrack to their mission. Taking advantage of the break in the action, Crockett and Neill rushed along the passageway, keeping their guns at the ready. Along the way, they saw the sightless eyes of men who had made The Sanctuary their home, staring at them accusingly from where they had fallen. Neill tried not to look at them out of fear he would recognize them and remember them as friends.  
 
    They had almost made it to the civilians when three blood-soaked monsters stepped out of a side corridor and spotted them. The monsters rushed at them, and both men raised their guns and fired. The hallway was filled with the acrid stench of spent gunpowder, blood, and the rancid musk the beasts gave off. The creatures littered the floor, leaking fluids.  
 
    “I’m just about out of ammo,” Crockett said.  
 
    “Me too,” Neill agreed. “We’d better move fast.” 
 
    They reached the civilians without further incident. When they opened the door, they found a group of miners, shopkeepers, and service workers ready to attack them with knives, pistols, and makeshift clubs made of table legs. Neill lowered his weapon and showed them his face. They all recognized him immediately and lowered their weapons.  
 
    “We’re here to help,” Neill explained. “We’ve got a ship and we can take a handful of you with us.” 
 
    The hope that had appeared in the eyes of the miners and colonists died as quickly as it had appeared, turning to rage.  
 
    “What do you mean, you can’t take us all?” One man clutching a heavy wrench shouted. 
 
    “Look, fellow, you’ve all seen my ship. You know she can’t hold all of you, but we’ll take everyone we can fit. My word on that. Those of you we can’t fit will be better off if you get away from The Sanctuary. We’ll send help as soon as we can. Now follow us. We don’t have time to wait. Make sure you all keep up, because we don’t have enough ammo to defend ourselves for very long. If you fall behind, we may not have a chance to come back for you. Everyone understand?” 
 
    His question was met with a chorus of agreement, and within a minute of reaching the civilians they were off again, heading toward Bear.  
 
    For a group that size, they moved quickly. Fear had a way of motivating when nothing else would. They raced down the hallway, following Neill as he made a couple of turns, and within a few minutes they could see the hangar at the end of the corridor they were in. Bear was visible, a sign of hope in an otherwise hopeless situation. That hope was quickly squashed, however, by what else they saw. Devils were crouched on top of the ship’s wings. Others were waiting underneath.  
 
    No question about it; the creatures were smarter than the Humans had given them credit for. The devils knew they would be coming for the ship and had prepared accordingly.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Neill said.  
 
    “The only thing we can do,” Crockett responded. “We fight. The Bear is our only shot.” 
 
    Neill nodded and turned to the civilians. “This is our only chance at survival. All of us probably won’t make it aboard that ship. If you have a gun, shoot it. If you have a club, use it to cave in a skull or two. If you have a knife, start cutting. This may be your last fight, so make it good.” 
 
    Some of the miners raised their drills and roared, racing into the hangar, followed closely by the other civilians.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Crockett said, raising his rifle and running headlong into the fray.  
 
    Soon, the hangar was filled with a chorus of shouts, cries, and sounds of anguish as the survivors tried to fight their way through to Bear. Some sounds were human. Most were not.  
 
    Neill positioned himself to cover the group as best he could. The colonists put up one heck of a fight, and it made him proud. He fired every bullet he had left, trying to make each shot count. One of his shots severed the spinal column of a creature that had a miner pinned against a wall. Another blew a chunk of scales and meat out of a creature’s shoulder, sending it sprawling to the ground as it closed in on a mother carrying her child. When he was out of ammo, Neill used the butt of his rifle to bash the skull of a creature that came charging at him. The rifle shattered against its head, stunning the creature and keeping its claws from slashing him open. Neill whirled the broken rifle about in his hands and stabbed it into the creature as if it were a spear. The beast thrashed about, swiping at him with its claws as Neill held it down, twisting the broken rifle about inside its body until its glowing yellow eyes finally went dark.  
 
    Crockett looked like a wilderness man, clearing a path through underbrush. He slashed and cut with his tomahawk, cutting a path through the monsters where there previously wasn’t one. Neill could see why the man was a legend. Crockett fought like a demon, matching the creatures in their fury. The blade of his tomahawk would smack into a creature’s head, only to be jerked free with a flick of his wrist as he spun about to slay the next of the monsters in his path. The miners and colonists were doing the best they could with their limited weapons, but for each creature they took down, several of them died for their efforts. The creatures were just too fast and too strong.  
 
    Crockett was covered in the blood of the creatures when he reached Bear.  
 
    “Let’s load up,” Crockett said as he hit the switch to open Bear’s cargo hold. Not considering that one of the devils had somehow gotten inside the ship was his final, fatal mistake. The moment the door opened a nasty, yellow-eyed fiend leapt out at him and sank its fangs into the tender flesh of his throat. Crockett went down with a cry that was mostly a gurgle, thrusting his tomahawk up to bury its blade in the creature as they both collapsed into a lifeless heap. 
 
    Neill saw what happened, but there was nothing he or anyone else could do. Crockett was gone.  
 
    “Inside! Children first!” Neill shouted. He stood on the ramp leading into the ship to make sure his order was obeyed. A burly miner chose not to listen to him and tried to shove his way past the children who were boarding the transport.  
 
    Neill didn’t have the time to be diplomatic, and met the man by sinking the blade of his knife into his throat. The man stumbled and fell from the ramp, blood spurting from the wound.  
 
    Neill was worried. He knew he’d be overwhelmed if more crazed and desperate men like the miner came at him at once; thankfully, that didn’t happen. Most of the men were too busy trying to hold off the horde of monsters that had surrounded the ship and the group of survivors.  
 
    He let as many children onboard as he felt comfortable with, and then a few of the closest women, because he knew he was going to need help once the ship lifted into space. Neill left the others to their fate, throwing himself inside Bear and slapping the control that closed its bay door. The transport’s hull was made to withstand the rigors of space travel, atmospheric takeoffs, and re-entries. He wasn’t concerned with the creatures being able to tear their way into the ship anytime soon. Still, given the damage he’d seen the creature do to CASPers, he knew he needed to get Bear airborne quickly. There was no point in taking chances.  
 
    He could hear the creatures outside pounding against the closed bay door, and others moving about on the ship’s hull above him, as he shoved a path through the women and children toward the pilot’s compartment.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he assured those who had made it onboard with him. “We’re getting out of here!”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The battle around the command center was coming to an end. The continuous cacophony of gunfire had subsided to random bursts here and there. The bulk of the noises now were the screams of the dying and the inhuman shrieks and howls of the creatures doing the killing.  
 
    Colonel Travis had watched it all from his command post. The knuckles of his clenched fists were white as he stared at static-filled screens that once showed feeds from the cameras of several of his CASPers.  
 
    Colonel Travis could hear the chatter of the automatic rifles belonging to a handful of his infantry troops who had taken refuge in the outer part of the makeshift command center. He knew they were doing their best to hold the place against the monsters outside. It was only a matter of time until they either ran out of ammo or were overrun.  
 
    Austin sat in his seat at the sensor station, openly weeping. Tears flowed over the curves of the portly young man’s cheeks. One look at him told Travis he would be utterly useless when the creatures finally made it inside with them. Wagner, on the other hand, was hard at work at his own station, barking orders at the few and scattered Marauders still alive.  
 
    “Wagner!” Colonel Travis shouted, getting to his feet and drawing the pistol holstered on his hip. “Give it up, man! Everyone on this Godforsaken planet is dead. You can’t help those men out there.” 
 
    The senior tech whirled about, glaring at him with fury in his eyes. “Sir! We can’t just leave them to die.” 
 
    Travis laughed bitterly. “Who said anything about leaving? There’s no way out for any of us.” 
 
    Wagner’s anger faded as his shoulders slumped in defeat, and he saw the truth of Travis’ words. 
 
    An explosion rocked the building. It knocked Wagner from where he leaned on the edge of his seat, and the senior tech toppled onto the floor. Travis was barely able to keep his balance, but managed to stay on his feet.  
 
    Austin’s crying turned into outright wailing. Travis couldn’t take the sound of it any longer. He turned, aimed his pistol at the junior tech, and put a bullet through his forehead. Austin’s head snapped back as his blood and brain matter splattered over the console behind where he sat. 
 
    “Holy frag!” Wagner yelled as he got to his feet, staring at Travis in disbelief and fear. 
 
    “He was dead already, Wagner,” Travis barked. “As useless as he was, he would’ve only slowed us down.” 
 
    Wagner looked to be on the verge of making a move against him, but he held back because Travis was the only one with a weapon.  
 
    The gunfire from the outer part of the command center had fallen silent. There was only the monstrous chorus of the creatures’ voices now, and the noise was drawing closer with each passing second.  
 
    “Either you’re with me or you’re not, Wagner,” Travis warned the senior tech. “Make your choice now, because I don’t have time to put up with any crap.” 
 
    “I’m with you, sir,” Wagner said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “This place has a basement,” Colonel Travis announced. “We stored some ordnance down there when we claimed this building as command center. If we can make it there, who knows, we might just live through this nightmare.” 
 
    Wagner nodded his understanding. “Then let’s get moving, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Travis approached the door leading out of the control room. He left it closed as he pressed his ear against it. Though the cries of the creatures that had already gotten into the building were getting closer, they still sounded a safe distance away. Colonel Travis threw open the door and headed out into the corridor beyond it. Wagner followed him.  
 
    The body of one of his Marauders lay in the middle of the corridor. A creature knelt over the woman’s corpse, scooping handfuls of her entrails out of her mangled guts into its mouth. The thing’s lips smacked as it chewed on them. Its yellow eyes rose to look at them as Colonel Travis and Wagner stood in the corridor, watching it in horror.  
 
    Travis swung the barrel of his pistol as the creature pounced at them. He fired three shots that caught the creature in its chest. Their impact stopped the creature’s leap and sent it staggering backward along the corridor. Blood streamed from the holes the bullets had torn in its scales and flesh, but the monster was far from dead. The creature rose up to its full height as it loosed a furious roar at Travis. The colonel didn’t hesitate in the slightest. Like the trained professional he was, he calmly fired a fourth shot straight between the monster’s eyes.  
 
    “The door to the stairwell is at the end of this corridor,” Travis told Wagner. “Let’s get moving before more of these things stumble onto us.” 
 
    Colonel Travis stepped over the corpse of the creature and started down the corridor, his pace quickening with each step. He could hear Wagner trying to keep up behind him.  
 
    They reached the door to the building’s basement. Travis started punching in the code that would open it as two more of the monsters appeared at the end of the corridor they had come from. The monsters spotted them, snarling as they charged forward with a burning hunger in their bestial, yellow eyes. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” Travis screamed at Wagner, who was blocking his line of fire. 
 
    The senior tech threw himself flat as Travis opened fire. Travis’ shots echoed in the corridor. One of the two creatures grunted and staggered against the wall, clutching the open hole in its stomach. Strands of blood-slicked intestines protruded through its fingers. The other creature was already charging forward, unconcerned by the fate of its comrade. Travis held his pistol steady as he aimed his shot with great care. His pistol cracked again, and the right eye of the creature exploded as a bullet tore through it. Carried forward by its momentum, the creature’s corpse hit the floor of the corridor and bounced along it, rolling to a stop right next to where Wagner was sprawled.  
 
    Five more creatures came around the bend in the corridor behind Wagner as the senior tech got to his feet, and the door to the basement hissed open. Travis knew he didn’t have enough bullets left in his pistol’s magazine to stop them all. Instead, he put a shot into Wagner’s right knee. The senior tech screamed as his leg buckled beneath him. Wagner flopped to the floor as the creatures closed in on him. Travis ignored his desperate pleas as he entered the stairwell that led to the building’s basement and hit the button that made it slide closed.  
 
    He knew the door wasn’t strong enough to keep the monsters out for long, and sacrificing Wagner was only going to buy him so much time before they started trying to break through it. Travis hurried down the stairs, with the lights coming on ahead of him as he went. 
 
    Travis reached the bottom of the stairs and came face to face with rows of stacked crates containing the Marauders’ stored ordnance. He forced himself to slow down and read their labels instead of tearing through them blindly. Travis figured he had a choice to make. He could seal the makeshift armory’s inner door and try to hold out until help arrived, or he could go out with a very big bang. Weighing his options, there was really only one that seemed logical, as he had no idea when or even if help would reach Durin II.  
 
    Digging out a crate of K-bombs, he fought to get it open. He could already hear the creatures pounding on the door at the top of the stairs above him, and knew he had made the right choice. A fresh burst of adrenaline flooded his system as he popped the lid of the crate. Travis took a single K-bomb from the crate and clutched it in his hand with a grim smile. The bastards were going to pay the price for what they had done to his unit.  
 
    The door at the top of the stairs caved inward with a loud crash, and the creatures began to pour through it, racing down the stairwell, pushing and shoving one another in the narrow space. Travis waited until they were almost on him before he activated the K-bomb he held and dropped it into the crate next to him. He died instantly as the entire command center was ripped apart in the blast that followed. The explosion surged upward into the air in a tremendous ball of fire that pierced the lingering darkness of the early dawn.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    It took Neill a couple of minutes to orient himself with the controls aboard Bear. Thankfully, the instrument panel was laid out in a straightforward manner that was intuitive to anyone who had ever flown spacecraft before. Those who had survived and managed to make it aboard the ship were chattering, crying, huddled together for the comfort it provided. He felt just like they did—in need of comfort himself—but there was no time to cower, to curl up and consider past mistakes, or to mourn all the death and destruction they were about to leave behind. Neill took a deep breath and realized this was his last chance on this planet, and possibly in this life, to do something good that would save lives.  
 
    He fired up the thrusters and listened to the howls of the devils outside that were burned by the heat of the engines. He engaged the throttle, checked his gauges one last time, and picked Bear up. It rocked erratically at first, but the controls were well-maintained. Things were smooth within a couple of seconds; the sleek metallic beast responded well to Neill’s touch.  
 
    He didn’t need to see what was going on in the other parts of The Sanctuary to realize they had lost. Explosions rocked the ground around them. Columns of smoke rose into the sky. Fire licked the walls of the structure, devouring it from the inside out.  
 
    The CASPers which had been their hope and salvation were nowhere to be found, likely just as broken now as the men who had piloted them. The loss, however, wasn’t a Marauder loss. It wasn’t Father Valero’s loss. It wasn’t a loss for him and his security detail. Rather, it was a Human loss, and the price they had all paid here was so much more than any of them had bargained for. Humanity had lost out to something much more savage and relentless.  
 
    Commander Neill had just gotten Bear airborne when he felt the shock wave of the explosion that ripped The Sanctuary apart like a toy in the hands of an angry god. The ship rocked and shimmied, but continued its ascent into space as the ground beneath it turned to fire.  
 
    They had made it with only seconds to spare, and yet in some ways, they hadn’t really escaped at all. The horrors of Durin II would haunt the survivors’ memories for the rest of their lives. Although somewhat hardened to the horrors of war, even Neill himself knew it would be months—if not years—before he got a decent night’s sleep without seeing the faces of those devils in his dreams. 
 
    The colony was a cauldron of flame beneath them, bubbling up, roiling with fire—a stew made from the hubris of men. In a matter of minutes they had escaped the planet’s atmosphere, but not the fear that still skulked through the cabin of the ship like a wild animal. It was a palpable feeling that gripped them, made them seem pitifully small. It was such a contrast to the way they had felt upon first landing here.  
 
    In the beginning, with their courage bolstered by Father Valero’s plan and vision, they had set foot on Durin II as conquerors, as missionaries bent on spreading their message of conversion. Little did the missionaries and the members of Valero’s order know, they would be the ones to convert, casting aside their peaceful purpose and taking up arms to wage a savage war.  
 
    In the end, they had been the ones to become more like the devils of Durin II, while the creatures in the mountain hadn’t changed at all.  
 
    Neill did a quick comm check, searching for distress signals that might alert him to other survivors, but the frequency they used was nothing more than static; all was lost. Neill thought about Colonel Travis. Even though he hadn’t liked the man, Neill’s heart went out to him a little. All of this could have been avoided. Of all the grand plans of man, this ragtag bunch of survivors aboard a busted ship was all that was left.  
 
    Once they were safely in space, out of the grasp of Durin II, Neill sent out a beacon for help, hoping they would haven’t to wait long before someone came to rescue them. The ship had lost its capability to navigate, which meant he couldn’t plot a course for the stargate. Compared to the carnage on the surface of the planet, though, floating along aimlessly in Bear was like being at Club Med. At the very least, they were alive, and that was something. It was more than any of those left behind could claim.  
 
    As they drifted into the vast reaches of the deep, Neill was surprised to see a little girl approach him. With blonde ringlets and blue eyes, she was a living, breathing embodiment of why they all had fought so hard to live and survive. Her eyes were red from crying, and she had the frightened, lost look of an animal trapped in a snare. 
 
    “Are my mommy and daddy dead?” she asked. 
 
    Neill considered the question carefully, not sure how to respond. The truth was he didn’t know for sure what the fate of this little girl’s parents were, although he had every reason to believe they were most certainly gone. He hadn’t seen them die with his own eyes. He also didn’t want to lie and give the girl a sense of false hope.  
 
    “It’s ok,” she said at last, struggling to hold back the tears. “I know I won’t see them again. You don’t have to tell me something just to make me feel better.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Neill said, feeling a huge burden of responsibility. “About everything.” 
 
    “Why would you be sorry?” the little girl said. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t kill them. You didn’t bring them here either. They chose to come. They called this an opportunity.” 
 
     Neill nodded and tried not to get choked up. “I am sorry I don’t have better news for you.” 
 
    “That’s life,” the little girl responded. “I think I better get used to it.” 
 
    “Would you like a hug?” Neill asked, wanting to do something to comfort her.  
 
    “I think I would,” she said, rushing toward him, no longer able to be mature and rational.  
 
    Neill opened his arms and hugged the girl for several seconds while she fell apart. Her whole body shook with sobs as she mourned her parents, the life she was supposed to have, and the future that had been stolen from her. At last, she pulled away from him and looked him in the eyes, searching for anything there that could help her go on.  
 
    “What do I do now?” she asked.  
 
    This time Neill had an answer for her. It was the same answer he would give anyone on this ship who asked. It was the same answer he would tell himself every morning when he woke up and looked at himself in the mirror.  
 
    “Just remember The Sanctuary,” Neill told her. “Remember your loved ones, the friends you had on Durin II, and remember the good times. Remember how brave you were on this day, and carry that bravery with you throughout your life. But whatever you do, don’t forget. You mustn’t ever forget, because forgetting is the very thing that will lead to another foolish mistake like the one we all made here. Remember The Sanctuary. It’s all any of us can do.”  
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 Devils 
 
    Lieutenant Ashley Rai took a long drag from her cigarette, letting its smoke fill her lungs as she sat on the edge of her bunk. Her roommate Kylie was sitting cross-legged on the floor by the door that led out into the corridors of Byrne. Although Kylie, as an enlisted specialist, normally wouldn’t have roomed with an officer, it had been the only open room besides the one with three men, and that would have caused…other issues. 
 
    The ship didn’t belong to the Hellhounds, but Colonel Hendershot was a creature of habit. Byrne was his go-to vessel for the Hellhounds’ long-range transport needs. Over the years, Rai had been aboard the vessel so many times that it almost felt like a second home to her. Captain Garth and the colonel got on well, and Rai was sure the Hellhounds got a steep discount for their frequent use of the ship.  
 
    Their current contract was with a wealthy mining consortium. Some planet the consortium had recently gained possession of needed to be pacified, and the angry natives put in their place. It was a common enough job in this boom of interplanetary mining.  
 
    What made this job different was that the Hellhounds weren’t the only merc unit dropping onto the planet’s surface. Working with other merc companies wasn’t such an odd or rare thing. It was who the other merc company was, in this case, that left Rai feeling a sense of dread about what lay ahead for them. 
 
    The Hellhounds were one of the best, albeit lesser-known, merc units around. Colonel Hendershot didn’t give a crap about anything other than getting the job done and carrying out the contracts his unit took on, to the letter. He embodied the “quiet professional”. The colonel didn’t care who you had been before you joined up, as long as you could carry your weight and knew how to kill efficiently.  
 
    Robert’s Guard, on the other hand, was their exact opposite. The larger merc company was, in Rai’s opinion, a bunch of elitist snobs. The Guard outnumbered the Hellhounds four to one, and almost everyone in it had formal military training of some sort.  
 
    Their CASPers were gleaming, spotless suits, as much at home on the parade ground as the battlefield. Their officers were always clean-cut, starched, creased, and squared-away. They were also starkly professional in both their manner and their zero-defects approach. A single slipup in a unit like Robert’s Guard could get you booted out of it.  
 
    Rai had met Colonel Robert once when she had attended an Earth-based meeting with Colonel Hendershot. The man was a prick of the highest order. She remembered the cool disdain he had shown toward Colonel Hendershot and herself at the officers’ ball. He had stood there in his expensive suit, sipping daintily at a glass of champagne, smirking at Hendershot in his rough-and-tumble bomber jacket and her in the out-of-fashion dress uniform she had worn to the affair.  
 
    Despite his condescending attempt at politeness, Rai likely would have put the jerk on his butt that night, except that Drake was with him—and no amount of booze would make her want to tangle with Drake. But then Drake was always at Colonel Robert’s side, unless they were out on a contract and he was needed on the front lines. 
 
     Drake was more than just Robert’s second in command and bodyguard. The man was a hardened killer who enjoyed his job of enforcing order among the Robert’s Guard troops just a little too much. He was a stone-cold assassin and a sadist, too, from what Rai had heard about him. Drake’s posture and the way he moved spoke volumes about both his confidence and competence as Robert’s right-hand killer. Even at the meeting, he wore matching ivory-handled pistols holstered on his hips. They had been hidden by the long uniform coat he wore most of that evening, but any professional worth their salt could see the pistols were there, and he knew how to use them with a lethal grace. His boyish blue eyes betrayed keen intelligence but held nothing of boyish humor or innocence—only calculation and contempt. She was honest enough with herself to admit that Drake scared the devil out of her.  
 
    Rai had fought aliens, monsters, rebels, and terrorists across the galaxy, and survived. She was used to watching people die around her on what seemed like a daily basis. She was an expert CASPer pilot and the best martial artist the Hellhounds had in their ranks, but even so, going up against Drake one-on-one was something she prayed she’d never have to do. She didn’t expect she’d survive the experience.  
 
    “You gotta stop worrying, Lieutenant,” Kylie said from where she sat near the door of their shared quarters. “It ain’t good for you.” 
 
    Rai took another drag from her cigarette and looked over at Kylie. “It’s my job to worry. If I didn’t, you and the rest of Cerberus Squad would have been dead a long time ago.” 
 
    “Touché,’” Kylie said with a grin.  
 
    Kylie got to her feet, walking over to her own bunk across from Rai’s. She plopped onto its edge. “This gig is a cake walk, LT. You said so yourself at the briefing before Byrne got underway. These aliens we’re going to wipe out are armed with spears and bows. We’ve got freaking CASPers and rifles. How does it get easier than that?” 
 
    “Getting overconfident is the fastest way to get yourself killed.” Rai frowned. “Besides, if it were that easy, then someone a lot cheaper than us would’ve already been called in. It makes me wonder why they felt the need to hire two merc companies, if the job is as simple as it seems on the surface.”  
 
    “Admit it. Your worrying doesn’t have anything to do with the natives on the planet we’re heading to,” Kylie pressed her.  
 
    Rai sighed. “It’s that obvious, huh?” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Nobody likes Robert’s Guard, except the folks with enough credits to hire them. They’re a bunch of jacked-up, state-of-the-art bullies, and every other merc alive knows it. They’re prima donnas with assault rifles.” 
 
    Rai watched as Kylie leaned forward toward her. “Look, LT, liking them and working with them are two different things, okay? They may be a stuck-up bunch of pricks, but they’re soldiers. They’re bloody well good at what they do, too, or they wouldn’t be able to keep the money rolling in to buy all their pretty toys. This contract will be over before we know it, and we’ll be on to the next one. We’ve just got to focus on holding up our end of it and getting the job done.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” Rai said. “Guess we will take things as they come. Let’s see what Zala IV has for us, shall we?” 
 
    The planet of Zala IV was on the fringes of known space. Most of its landmasses were uninhabited by anything resembling intelligent life. Unfortunately for the mining consortium that was their employer, the one land mass that did contain intelligent, if primitive, lifeforms was also home to the bulk of the ore that made the planet valuable.  
 
    Rough estimates put the number of humanoid aliens who called that landmass home in the hundreds of thousands. The initial survey expedition the consortium had sent to the planet had been wiped out by the sheer number of the natives they faced. It hadn’t helped that the survey expedition hadn’t been heavily armed or expecting trouble. The poor fools had never had a chance.  
 
    The ionosphere of Zala IV was home to raging electromagnetic—or EM—storms that made it difficult to get a clear scan of the world’s surface from above it. Those storms were powerful enough to make landing on the planet’s surface something of a feat, as well.  
 
    Thus, almost everything the consortium knew about Zala IV and its natives came from a series of courier drones launched by the survey expedition shortly before being annihilated. The EM storms had played havoc with their electronics as they punched their way into space, so much of the data stored on those drones hadn’t survived to reach the consortium’s ship in orbit, but enough data remained to make the fate of the survey party staggeringly clear.  
 
    Nuking the natives from orbit was out of the question. Not only was it illegal, but precise targeting was impossible due to the EM storms, and the fallout would have made conditions difficult for the miners. Therefore, it had been decided to send in troops to clear them out so the consortium could set up the mines it so desperately wanted. That’s where the Hellhounds and Robert’s Guard came in.  
 
    The two veteran and heavily-armed merc units were to land just outside of the territory belonging to the natives, march in, and kill every single one of the aliens they could find. It wasn’t quite genocide, but it was close. Both companies were being paid to make sure the natives would be so broken that it would be a long, long while before they were able to pose any real threat to the mining consortium’s interests again. 
 
    It wasn’t the kind of job that anyone would speak about with pride. From all reports, the savages on Zala IV possessed some sort of intelligence and weren’t just mindless beasts. No one had even tried to negotiate, because negotiation required making concessions, which translated into expenses, and the mining companies were trying to keep expenses at a minimum. This was all about money, and the morality didn’t factor in.  
 
    The merc companies were to march in two columns, one entering from the west, and the other from the northwest. The hope was that doing so would force the natives to engage them full out, since the mountain ranges to the east, based on the intel from the survey expedition’s drones, would prevent the natives from fleeing that direction as the attack commenced. It was easier and less time consuming to engage the natives directly than to hunt them down on their home turf.  
 
    Colonel Robert was in overall command of the joint operation and would be heading up the western column, with Drake at his side. The Hellhounds would come in from the northwest simultaneously, meeting up with Robert’s Guard in the heart of the natives’ territory.  
 
    Colonel Hendershot intended to leave as many of the native women and children alive as he could, but Rai imagined Colonel Robert had no qualms about slaughtering them all. In the end, all that really mattered was wiping out the natives’ warrior class.  
 
    Of course, a proper study of the savages hadn’t been conducted to determine if they actually were male and female, or if their biology was as alien as the planet they lived on. Perhaps this was to prevent any sort of moral dilemma on the part of the mercs. You can’t agonize over killing women and children if they haven’t been designated as such. In the minds of most of the mercenaries, “alien” was the only term used, and that was the prism through which the mercs would see them.  
 
    The initial survey group only had a handful of CASPers watching over it when it was wiped out. According to the reports Rai had been allowed to access, those CASPers were MK8 suits: top-of-the-line. She had a difficult time believing that spear throwing primitives could manage such a feat, no matter how badly the CASPers were outnumbered, but somehow they had. The natives couldn’t have known that by murdering the survey party they would be bringing Hell to their doorstep. Robert’s Guard consisted of nearly 100 MK8 CASPers and an additional 300 infantry troopers. The Hellhounds were bringing another 30 MK7 CASPers, 70 infantry, and a handful of self-propelled artillery to the party as well. Those numbers didn’t even account for the nine armored personnel carriers and two mobile command units that were being deployed to Zala IV’s surface.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Colonel Hendershot stood on the bridge of ECS Byrne as the transport transitioned into the Zala system. The mining consortium that had hired his Hellhounds might not have been able to develop Zala IV yet, but they had convinced the Cartographer’s Guild to establish a small stargate inside the system. The ore from the planet would pay for that gate many times over, once it started flowing.  
 
    Byrne came about as she settled onto a direct course for Zala IV. Colonel Hendershot hated space travel, but in his line of work it was a necessary evil. One went where the work took you; it rarely ever came to you. When Byrne reached Zala IV and her thrusters were shut down, everyone would be floating if they weren’t wearing mag-boots or strapped in. For all the advances that had been made in space travel, artificial gravity wasn’t one of them.  
 
    “Full sensor sweep of the system,” Captain Garth ordered from where he sat in his command chair in the center of the bridge.  
 
    “Aye, sir,” the sensor tech replied. “I’m picking up another vessel already in orbit around Zala IV. It’s Minotaur, Captain.” 
 
    “They’re hailing us, sir,” the comm officer spoke up. 
 
    “Audio only,” Captain Garth ordered. 
 
    “Well, well, well…” Colonel Robert’s voice filled the bridge. “Looks like you’re running a bit behind, Hendershot. You get what you pay for, I guess.” 
 
    EMS Minotaur wasn’t a hired ship like Byrne. Robert’s Guard owned their own transport. Whether Robert had bought it or had the vessel custom-built, Hendershot didn’t know, but it bore the bullhorns insignia of Robert’s unit on its hull.  
 
    “All that matters is that we’re here,” Hendershot answered, ignoring Robert’s jab. 
 
    Captain Garth didn’t take insults to his ship and crew lightly, but he had the sense to keep his mouth shut. Hendershot was thankful. Though Minotaur wasn’t truly a combat vessel, she was armed. Byrne had no weapons whatsoever. Hendershot didn’t think even Robert was a big enough fool to engage another merc unit over a few insults, especially when they were under contract to the same employer, but he wasn’t taking any chances.  
 
    “Get your men ready, Hendershot,” Robert ordered. “We’ll be dropping onto the planet in less than six hours.” 
 
    “You worry about yours, Colonel, and I’ll worry about mine,” Hendershot said. “We’ll be ready when the time comes.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Colonel Robert said as he cut the transmission, leaving Hendershot and Garth frowning at each other. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding about that guy living up to his rep,” Garth commented. “I really don’t understand how someone hasn’t shot that bastard yet.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know what you mean,” Hendershot replied.  
 
    “I’ll have the dropships prepped to start carrying your men and equipment to the surface when our friend over there gives the word.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “Just promise me you’ll be careful down there,” Garth said. 
 
    “Hey, I paid you in advance, didn’t I?” Hendershot laughed, and turned to leave the bridge. Even with the help of Garth’s crew, getting all the Hellhounds and their gear to the surface of Zala IV was going to be a tough job. The raging EM storms had to be navigated carefully, and Hendershot wanted to be a part of the process. His command style had always been very hands-on, and as the years went by he’d never seen any reason to change it. But first, he had a briefing to conduct with his officers.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Attention!” Captain Gunter snapped as Colonel Hendershot entered the briefing room. It usually served as the recreation room for the crew of Byrne, but the ship’s captain had loaned it to the Hellhounds for the time being. 
 
    Lieutenants Rai and Peterson, Sergeant Glover, and the corporals were seated around a large table in the center of the rec room, but snapped to attention. Colonel Hendershot took the seat at the head of the table, Captain Gunter moved to take up a position standing slightly to his right and behind him, then the rest of the personnel sat.  
 
    “We’ve only got a few hours until the show starts, boys and girls, and there’s a lot of work to be done, so I’ll keep this short,” Colonel Hendershot said. “As you know, our contract is to clear out as much of the hostile native population as we can. We’ll be working closely with Robert’s Guard on this one, and Colonel Robert will have overall command of the op. You are to obey his orders as you would mine for the duration. If you have an issue with Colonel Robert or any of his officers, you bring it to me, and I’ll handle it. They’ll give us enough trouble as it is. Let’s not cause any of our own. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the gathered officers replied. None of them looked happy about the situation.  
 
    “I heard this contract is going to be a piece of cake, sir,” Corporal Reed spoke up. 
 
    “Yes and no.” Colonel Hendershot frowned. “We know very little about our enemy, and that’s a dangerous thing. According to the reports of the initial survey group, they’re a primitive race. We know they use spears, bows, and the like as their primary weapons. There won’t be any MACs or laser fire coming at us on this op, but that’s no reason to be complacent. There were a handful of CASPers that accompanied the initial survey team as security. Somehow these savages managed to take them out. Our current best guess as to how they did it is…well, it would be easier to just show you.” 
 
    Colonel Hendershot produced a small holo-emitter from his pocket and activated it. The image of a hulking bipedal creature appeared. Overall, the biped was human in shape and form, covered in shaggy hair, and was so strong that thick layers of muscle could be seen beneath the thing’s hair. It clutched a spear in its hands, and wore clothes fashioned from the hides of animals that clearly bore no resemblance to Earth fauna. On the belt about its waist hung a long, deadly looking knife. The savage’s eyes glowed a hot shade of red, and matching fangs protruded from beneath its upper lip.  
 
    “That’s what we’re up against folks,” Colonel Hendershot said. “But before you start laughing, let me put some scale to his image. This guy here and the others like him stand between eight and ten feet tall. I had a xenobiologist take a gander at this image before we boarded Byrne. I was able to show her some of the classified footage of the attack on the survey group. The footage was badly distorted from the damage done to the drone that captured it, but she was still able to get a feel for these creatures, based on how they moved and other stuff I’m not going to pretend to understand. She believes these aliens might possess strength on a level we haven’t anticipated, with muscle that is far denser than ours on a molecular level. If she’s right, that could mean some serious trouble.” 
 
    “Did you share this intel with Colonel Robert, sir?” Lieutenant Rai asked. 
 
    “I did.” Colonel Hendershot nodded.  
 
    “And what were his thoughts on it?” Sergeant Glover leaned forward in his seat. 
 
    “He laughed,” Hendershot answered honestly. “Colonel Robert doesn’t see these savages we’re going up against as a real threat at all.” 
 
    “Do you, sir?” Lieutenant Peterson asked, sipping at the cup of coffee he held.  
 
    “I think everything should be taken seriously. That’s how you stay alive in this line of work.” Colonel Hendershot looked directly at Peterson as he continued, “That said, there’s no definitive proof that these savages are a credible threat to us. I’m merely suggesting that we not be overconfident when we hit the planet’s surface. We’ll know pretty blasted fast if these things can hurt our CASPers or not, and we can reassess things as needed. Until then, folks, let’s keep our eyes open, our ears to the ground, and let’s be careful out there.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir.” Peterson smiled. 
 
    “Now let’s get down to business.” Colonel Hendershot sighed. “Captain, if you would.” 
 
    Captain Gunter activated a screen within easy view of all at the table. It showed an image of the clearing the Hellhounds would be dropping into. It was large enough for two dropships to touch down and still have some defensive room between them and the clearing’s surrounding tree-line.  
 
    “I want that clearing secured by the numbers, boys and girls. There’ll be no need for us to set up any sort of real basecamp; we’ll be moving out as soon everybody’s down and ready to go. That doesn’t mean we want to let any of the locals sneak up on us while we’re doing it. There are no roads where we’re going, so our APCs will be next to useless, except as mobile firebases and ordnance transports. I expect a lot of breakdowns with them, and their movement will be restricted by the terrain and the density of the more wooded areas.” 
 
    “So, my CASPers will be taking point?” Lieutenant Rai asked.  
 
    Colonel Hendershot nodded. “Yes, the bulk of them will be taking point. I want the rest spread out along the body of the column made up by Peterson’s infantry. We’ll move as a single force toward the center of the savages’ territory, unless the situation demands otherwise.” 
 
    “Where will you be, colonel?” Sergeant Glover met Hendershot’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be in the command car accompanying the APCs, so you can stop worrying about me already, Mom.” Hendershot grinned and then turned serious. “Look, we’re professionals, people. We all know our jobs here. Let’s try to make sure everyone comes home. We drop in less than five, so let’s get going.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Everyone rushed to prepare for the descent. Dropping onto an alien planet was one thing. Dropping onto a planet with an electromagnetic field as strong as the one surrounding Zala IV was quite another. The EM field would likely wreak havoc on the dropships’ instrument panels, the CASPers they carried, and basically anything else electrical in nature. The knives the mercs all wore strapped to their thighs were about the only things they knew for certain would still work as intended once they landed. 
 
    Kylie ran into Rai as she was headed to strap in. Her face was pale and sweat dotted her forehead. 
 
    “You look like death,” Rai said. “Are you okay? Are you sick?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Kylie said. “Just a little nervous.”  
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” Rai asked.  
 
    Kylie didn’t answer immediately.  
 
    “That isn’t the enthusiasm I was expecting from you. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Kylie chewed her bottom lip. “No, I’m ready. I always am. It’s just…” 
 
    “What?” Rai asked, concerned. “We only have a couple of minutes, so spit it out.” 
 
    “What we’re about to do…it’s basically eradicating a species because they’re in the wrong place.” 
 
    “After all the combat you’ve been through, now you’re growing a conscience?” 
 
    “Our job is normally to take out a warlord that’s terrorizing a planet or overthrow a corrupt government that has its people under siege. It’s not to go in there and slaughter a bunch of aliens on their home turf. I guess I’ve just started thinking how I would feel if the shoe was on the other foot, and someone came to our planet to wipe us out so they could to do whatever they wanted. It seems unfair.” 
 
    “We just talked about this job an hour ago and you were fine,” Rai pointed out. “What’s changed? You’ve never had a problem with a job before.” 
 
    Kylie chewed her lip again. “Things have changed a lot for me in the 30 minutes since we talked.”  
 
    “You’re acting crazy,” Rai said. “I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    “I guess I just started to think about the fact that these creatures, aliens, or whatever you want to call them, are intelligent enough to fashion weapons and wear animal skins. That means they aren’t animals. It isn’t like we’re herding cattle here. These creatures can think and reason.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rai conceded. “But that doesn’t make them good.” 
 
    “Who decides that?” Kylie said. “Just because we win doesn’t automatically make us the good guys. It just means we have bigger, better weapons.” 
 
    “You can’t think too much about the details behind the mission,” Rai said. “We’re hired to do a job. That’s what we have to do. If you dig too deeply into the politics of it all, or take sides, you compromise yourself. That’s the sort of thing that’ll get you killed.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t we treat life as sacred and do all we can to preserve it? Why is our only plan of action to go in there and start destroying?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Rai asked, growing increasingly annoyed. “You’ve done a 180 on me. I’ve seen you kill plenty of times with no remorse. This makes no sense.” 
 
    Kylie broke down in tears, and Rai had no idea how to respond.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kylie said. “Something happened after you left.” 
 
    “Ok, tell me,” Rai said. She glanced at the digital display that showed they only had a little over two minutes left before the drop.  
 
    “A few weeks back we got a furlough to go to the mercury beaches on Invicta. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. We went together. I met up with Adler. You went off with Silver. It was a good weekend.” 
 
    Kylie nodded. “Things with Silver were amazing that weekend. Maybe they were a little too amazing. I thought I was careful, but…“ 
 
    “No,” Rai said, immediately understanding where this was headed.  
 
    Kylie nodded her head. “I took a test after we talked earlier. I was not expecting the result I got.” 
 
    “So, you mean you’re—” 
 
    Kylie started to cry again. “I am. I guess my whole perception of life has changed in the last hour. Life seems so much more precious to me all of a sudden.” 
 
    Rai hugged her friend and then held her at arm’s length, forcing Kylie to meet her gaze. “Listen to me. We’re here now, and we’ve got a job to do. Nothing has changed there. What has changed is that now you have a much bigger reason to stay alive. So what we’re going to do is go out and kick these things in the teeth like we planned, get back without a scratch, and then plan your next move. You have to keep a clear head. There’s another life depending on that, not just your own.” 
 
    Kylie nodded and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I guess that’s true.” 
 
    “Come on,” Rai said. “Let’s go get strapped in.” 
 
    “But the EM field…” 
 
    “The ship’s hull is well insulated against it, and we’ll be suiting up, too. Anything the hull doesn’t block, your CASPer will. You and the little one will be fine.” 
 
    “Ok,” Kylie said as she headed toward the dropship bay where all the soldiers were strapping themselves in and making last minute adjustments to their suits. “See you on the ground.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Under normal conditions, the drop from the upper atmosphere of a planet to the surface was like a turbulent airplane ride—the bumpy, jostling equivalent of riding a horse that hasn’t been broken. Dropping through an EM field like the one surrounding Zala IV was a lot like that, only the bronco in this case was crazed, demented, and pumped full of steroids.  
 
    The ships began to break away from Byrne, falling away toward the misty green planet, dropping like a handful of pebbles discarded by an intergalactic god. The dropships rattled and shook as they fell—iron angels cast out of heaven, hurled toward the land where they would crash to spread chaos and disorder.  
 
    “Things are about to get bumpy,” the pilot, Captain Kennedy, said over the dropship’s internal comm, his voice breaking into static with every syllable. “Everybody strap in and hold on.”  
 
    “Bumpy huh?” the copilot, Lieutenant Simon, asked. He grinned. “That’s one way to put it, I guess.” 
 
    The dropships were equipped with thrusters, which were supposed to slow their descent and allow their landings to be controlled. In EM fields like this one, sometimes the thrusters worked. Sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes entire systems would cut out without a moment’s notice, despite the hardening of the ship’s circuits.  
 
    “All systems green so far,” Kennedy said. 
 
    Everything was good, and then it wasn’t. They hit the storms without warning. One moment the descent was controlled, and the skies were clear. The next, they were a raging mass of electrically-charged clouds, bursts of lightning, and strobes of energy that pulsed and flashed around them like the firing neurons of some giant sentient being.  
 
    Dropship Alpha Banger entered the atmosphere like a falling rock. Flames sprang to life around her, engulfing her hull. Simon kept her nose up, but he was losing control quickly. The ship jolted, bounced, and bucked, not caring about the human cargo inside or the valuable assets in the hold. Lightning flashed in the clouds surrounding her, and internal lights flashed on and off intermittently, with most finally remaining off.  
 
    “God help us,” Kennedy muttered, looking out the window at the raging storm they were descending through. The air around them crackled with electricity. 
 
    Simon jerked the ship hard to the right, dodging a bolt of energy that got a little too close for comfort. He brought Alpha Banger back on course, struggling to keep control of her descent. As far as pilots went, Simon was one of the best, but these storms were almost more than he could handle. Kennedy had never seen anything like it. Storms, he was familiar with. Storms that moved and shifted like these did were something else. It was almost like the atmosphere was a living thing, an antibody designed by Zala IV to attack intruders.  
 
    Of course that was foolish, and it was impossible to believe the storm could have any sort of intelligence or be directed by someone who did. Still, the charged clouds of energy jumped and shifted erratically, bleeding into one another and then separating like droplets of mercury. It was impossible to anticipate where they would be from one moment to the next. 
 
    Simon stayed resolute at the controls, white-knuckling the stick as the ship bounced and jumped. Sweat had beaded on his forehead, and an errant droplet slid down his cheek. He didn’t even notice. He was too focused on not dying to worry about perspiration.  
 
    A clear patch of space lay before them, spread out nice and open like a blanket of black illuminated from beneath by the emerald glow of the planet. Simon relaxed for a split second, letting his shoulders slump so the muscles could unclench. That was the moment that a patch of electromagnetic haze shifted and stretched like an amoeba, morphing into a shape that was altogether different, partially obscuring the path before them. Simon frantically wrestled with the controls and braced for the turbulence. It felt like a giant grabbed the ship and shook it back and forth.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” Simon shouted.  
 
    Despite his fateful warning, he didn’t stop wrestling with the controls. The tendons and muscles in his arms were taut as he fought to maintain their course and keep them from breaking apart in the upper atmosphere. The look in his eyes went from one of steely determination to one of resigned defeat as he saw another of the enormous clouds looming before them, this one twice as big as the one they’d just passed through. 
 
    “No…” he whispered. “Our Father who art in Heaven…”  
 
    He braced himself for the inevitable death that was to come. Yet, just as the storm could move and shift into their trajectory, it could also bleed away, and it moved out of their path, dissipating like fog on a desert highway. The dropship was about to plunge into the patch of crackling, supercharged air when the cloud fled unexpectedly, a frightened animal that turned tail and ran at the first sign of confrontation.  
 
    “Lord Almighty, that was close,” Simon muttered, letting out a huge sigh of relief when some of the internal lights flickered and then came back on as the ship returned to full power.  
 
    Mercifully, the dropship broke through the clouds, and the surface of the planet came into view below. The relief surging through the two pilots quickly turned to panic as they sighted Alpha Breaker spinning out of control to their right. It was speeding directly toward them. 
 
    “Thrusters now!” Kennedy shouted. 
 
    Simon engaged Alpha Banger’s thrusters at full power, and the dropship lurched upward against the gravity of Zala IV as Alpha Breaker sped through the spot it had occupied only a fraction of a second before.  
 
    “I’m not hearing a mayday from them!” Simon yelled. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve lost power!” Kennedy shouted back. “The storm got them.” 
 
    Alpha Breaker dropped like a rock, passing through several of the supercharged storm clouds. Electricity danced and frolicked on the hull of the ship, likely frying most of the circuitry inside. The ship was insulated against electromagnetic threats, but it had limits. What Simon and Kennedy watched it pass through was unquestionably more than it could bear. The external lighting on the ship died, and within seconds it went from a bird in flight to one that had been shot out of the sky. It fell like an angel hurled from Heaven, streaking toward the ground.  
 
    “They’re going down,” Simon commented with a shake of his head, watching Alpha Breaker’s speed increasing as the dropship plummeted from the sky.  
 
    “Calling it into command,” Kennedy said. “There’s nothing we can do.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Simon said. “That was almost us.” 
 
    Simon watched Alpha Breaker disappear into the trees. A fireball blossomed skyward from the point of impact, setting the woods around the area ablaze.  
 
    “I guess we now have a rescue situation on our hands,” Kennedy frowned. “Some of the troops suited up in their CASPers might have lived through that.”  
 
    “Even if nobody made it, we still have a salvage situation to deal with,” Simon reminded him. “Do you know how much those CASPer suits cost?” 
 
    Kennedy grinned. “Nope. It’s way above my pay grade. I never shop for things I can’t afford.” 
 
    Simon chuckled, needing that lighthearted moment before they went out to sort through the twisted metal for survivors and tech that was still useable. 
 
    “Oh, there’s one more thing,” Kennedy reminded him. 
 
    “What?” Simon said.  
 
    “Before we start planning the rescue mission, maybe we should get safely on the ground first ourselves.” 
 
    “Details, details,” Simon muttered with a laugh as they began their final descent toward the lush surface below.  
 
    “Hey, you were the one praying a few minutes ago!” Kennedy reminded him. “Things were a little shaky there.”  
 
    “Oh, that,” Simon said, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. “I had no doubt I would make it. I was praying for you.” 
 
    Kennedy laughed. “Working with a guy like you, I need all the prayers I can get.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The surface of Zala IV was like the inside of a greenhouse—hot, humid, and covered with plants. Kennedy had stayed behind to begin the arduous task of offloading personnel, CASPer suits, and transport units, and to move them to command central, which was only a few hundred yards away from the mining operations. Simon had volunteered to go and search the wreckage of Alpha Breaker with a handful of men, since it would be some time until the dropship was fully unloaded and airborne again. The majority of troops were needed back with Kennedy to mobilize the cargo and get everything set up so they could begin their job. They weren’t anywhere near the humanoids’ territory, so the few men Simon took with him would likely be enough.  
 
    The CASPers hadn’t been outfitted with ordnance prior to being loaded on the dropship. In the event of a crash such as the Alpha Breaker had suffered, such a move would almost guarantee that each of the mech suits would explode on impact. Since they weren’t outfitted with explosives, there was at least a chance that some of the CASPers had survived the crash. It was unlikely any of the men had suited up while on board the dropship, since getting trapped inside of one in the event of disaster would turn the suit from a weapon into a sarcophagus. Kennedy had theorized their mission would be one of search and rescue. Simon still thought salvage would be the name of the game. 
 
    “Should we get the suits armed up?” Parker asked Simon, glancing back into the ship’s cargo hold at the suits standing there. “It won’t take long.”  
 
    “Just bring a weapon,” Simon ordered. “We won’t need the CASPers. We’re miles away from where the enemy is supposed to be. We shouldn’t run into much trouble this far out, according to the intel.” 
 
    “The hostiles may be miles away, but they aren’t blind,” Stevens spoke up. “I’m sure they saw the crash and the fireball that came afterward.” 
 
    “I, for one, am suiting up,” a mech pilot named Norman said. “There may not be any ammo in the guns of my suit, but the armor will be a welcome insurance policy.” 
 
    “The suit will slow us down,” Simon said. “But, on second thought, we may need the CASPer’s strength to get into the crashed dropship. The hydraulics and pneumatics may come in handy. We’ll just take the one, though.”  
 
    “Let’s just hope they don’t interpret that crash and the resulting fire as an attack,” Norman spoke up. “The last thing we need are hundreds of angry monsters in our faces before we even get geared up and moving. Can I just go on record as saying I don’t like not having any ammo in my suit?” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Simon said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm. “Anything thing else you’d like to share? Maybe a commentary on the world of politics? A monologue on the futility of life? Anything at all?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Norman said.  
 
    “Good. Less talk, more walk,” Simon said. “If there are soldiers who are injured, we need to get to them as quickly as possible. If no one survived, then our mission will be simple. We assess if there’s anything useful at the crash site, radio our findings, and take what we can. Now, let’s move.”  
 
    Sweat poured from them almost immediately as they began the trek through the alien jungle to the crash site. Simon envied Norman in his CASPer. The CASPers were sealed environments, so Norman was way better off than the rest of them. Maybe he’d been the smart one after all.  
 
     They didn’t need a beacon, a tracking unit, or anything as technical as the topographical scanners onboard the dropship to find where Alpha Breaker had fallen. The column of smoke rising from the thick canopy in the distance told them all they needed to know.  
 
    In places, the underbrush was so thick it was like trying to walk through a wall. Everyone had been equipped with their own machete the moment they knew what the conditions were like on Zala IV. The men were grateful for them now, as they slashed sections of foliage away with their glowing red blades. Norman plunged through it first in his CASPer, making a path, and the rest of the men came behind, slashing and cutting and hacking their way into the heart of the forest. Between the machetes they carried and Norman’s CASPer, they were able to move quickly through the dense jungle and arrived at the crash site in half an hour. What they saw there, however, confused them.  
 
    The mangled, burned bodies of what looked like all the crew of Alpha Breaker had been stacked neatly outside the ship like cordwood. They certainly hadn’t crashed and ended up that way by coincidence. Someone had placed them there. 
 
    “Safeties off, gentlemen,” Simon said, holding up a hand and lowering his voice to a whisper. “We have company.” 
 
    They crept forward carefully, weapons held in front of them, eyes scanning the terrain for movement. The dropship was mangled and scarcely more than heaps of scrap metal. Parts of the craft were still smoldering, and the smoke was thick enough to cut with a laser knife. A gaping tear in the hull of the ship nearly split it into two distinct halves. Despite the firelight, the inside of the ship was filled with shadows.  
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Stevens muttered. “Don’t say I didn’t tell—” 
 
    His words were cut short as a spear with a point the size of a traffic cone clove his head from his shoulders. Blood jetted upward in a massive scarlet arc, and he went down without seeing his attacker. The massive spear embedded itself in the ground just beyond where his body had fallen. Simon stared at it in shock, then forced himself to snap out of it. 
 
    “Down!” Simon said, throwing himself into a gully near the crash site as their mission suddenly turned into one of survival.  
 
    The spear had come from the party’s right flank. Simon’s eyes scanned the trees in that direction, desperately trying to catch sight of their attacker, but the forest was dense, and visibility was at a minimum. Anyone or anything could be hiding in it. Norman, unwilling to be a sitting duck, was already charging the trees, trudging through the underbrush in his CASPer. 
 
    “Wait,” Simon said, but the pilot wasn’t listening. Despite what had happened to Stevens, Norman thought himself protected in the suit. Simon would have assumed so, too.  
 
    A second massive spear flew through the air. It slammed into the front of Norman’s CASPer with impossible force. Simon watched in disbelief as the CASPer turned back toward him. The spear had pierced the armor of the suit. A mixture of coolant fluids and Norman’s blood leaked from the hole where the spear was buried in the CASPer’s chest. Norman tried to take a step, but he didn’t make it far. Instead the CASPer toppled over onto its face and didn’t move again. 
 
    “Holy frag, sir,” Parker muttered next to him. “Those things just took out a CASPer.” 
 
    “I can see that, Parker,” Simon snarled. “Shut up and let me think!” 
 
    They needed to get the hell out, as fast as they could. If the things in the trees could take out a CASPer, they’d likely have no trouble with four guys carrying rifles. Simon was a pilot, though, not a line officer. All this crap was outside his skill set.  
 
    “Corporal Williams!” Simon called out.  
 
    “Here, LT!” Williams answered him. 
 
    “You’re the ranking trooper. Get us out of here,” Simon ordered. 
 
    Corporal Williams stared at him and then nodded. “Roger that, sir.” 
 
    Williams took the lead. “LT, I want you to lay down some heavy cover fire in the direction that second spear came from. Just be sure not to shoot us in the back, sir. Parker, Sym, you’re with me. We’re gonna show those fraggers that Hellhounds aren’t such easy prey.” 
 
    “On my mark…” Williams started counting down, “Three…Two…Move!” 
 
    Simon popped up from the groove the Alpha Breaker had cut into the ground and opened fire. He hosed the woods with a stream of bullets that sent splinters flying as they dug into the trees. The sound of a pained grunt preceded a hulking eight foot tall creature as it came rushing out of its cover. Simon swung his rifle to focus his fire on it, emptying the last of his magazine into the thing. Blood splattered from the holes his rounds ripped in its body, but the creature refused to fall.  
 
    Williams had led the others in a mad charge toward the trees, their own weapons blazing. He yanked a grenade from his belt and lobbed it into the woods. He and the others hit the dirt again as the grenade detonated in the trees, setting several of them on fire.  
 
    From his position, Simon could see the grenade had killed one of the creatures. Bits and pieces of the thing had gone spinning through the air as the grenade went off. The blast had also driven two more of the beasts out of the trees. One of them appeared wounded, cradling a blood-smeared arm to its chest. The other hefted its spear and threw it at the soldiers, impaling Parker where he lay. His head and feet jerked upward as it entered the center of his back. Blood gushed from Parker’s mouth as his head collapsed onto the dirt.  
 
    Williams and the other soldier came to their feet, rifles aimed at the two approaching giants. Bullets from their weapons ripped into the two creatures, peppering their bodies with jagged holes. The wounded one went down. The other kept on coming, despite the damage it absorbed. The creature plucked an axe from where it dangled on its belt and threw it. The axe spun end over end on the way to its target. The soldier beside Williams died instantly as the axe buried itself in his forehead. His rifle fell from his hands as his body was tossed backward by the impact. 
 
    Simon’s rifle clicked empty as the creature charging him continued forward. He had no idea how many rounds he’d put into the thing, but it just didn’t want to die. Simon knew he was dead if the thing reached him. He turned and started running, even as his fingers clawed at the holster strap of his sidearm, trying to draw it. Simon heard Williams’ rifle booming behind him.  
 
    Aiming carefully, Williams fired a three-round burst that blew apart the creature’s skull. The beast’s corpse hit the ground rolling, carried on by its own forward momentum.  
 
    “Sir!” Williams shouted at Simon as he ran to catch up to him. 
 
    Simon waited for the corporal to catch up, but as Williams reached him, the younger man shoved him forward again. 
 
    “We need to get back to Alpha Banger now!” Williams told him.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Rai stood in the clearing, watching the dropships come and go as they deposited the Hellhounds and their gear onto the surface of Zala IV. The ride down had been just as bad as she’d thought it would be. She’d been thankful that Kennedy and Simon had been at the controls of the shuttle that had carried her to the surface, or things could have been a lot worse. Those two were the best dropship pilots she knew. Her first order of business had been to get the CASPers under her command loaded up with ordnance. Norman, one of her CASPer troopers, had been drafted by Simon, with her permission, to go check out the wreckage of Alpha Breaker. Simon and the soldiers he took with him hadn’t returned yet, but Rai wasn’t worried. They hadn’t been gone that long, and she had a lot to keep her busy. 
 
    Hellhound CASPers functioned in squads of four. Her personal squad included Kylie, Norman, and Summers. With Norman gone, they were a man short until he returned. Rai didn’t know Norman well; he was a rookie and had only been added to the unit in the last few weeks to take the place of Bates, who’d bought it during the Hellhounds’ previous contract.  
 
    Security for the drop zone was in the hands of Lieutenant Peterson and Sergeant Glover, who were in charge of the unit’s infantry. The infantry troopers had spread out and secured the drop zone, while the CASPers were still getting loaded up. The aliens they had been sent to wipe out were supposed to be miles from the drop zone and so far, that intel appeared accurate. There had been no sign of hostiles.  
 
    Time ticked by slowly as Rai waited for Colonel Hendershot to give the order to move out. She hadn’t seen him since landing, but she knew he was fine and tucked away inside the mobile command center accompanying the APCs. Rai had heard him barking orders over the unit’s general comm channel.  
 
    His voice rang out in her ear over the command channel that only he, herself, and Lieutenant Peterson had access to. “Rai. Sitrep.” 
 
    “We’re good to go here, sir,” Rai answered, “except the squad that went to check on Alpha Breaker hasn’t returned.” 
 
    “Who gave the order for that?” Colonel Hendershot demanded. 
 
    “Simon asked if he could take a squad, sir. I approved it. He took one of my CASPers with him,” Rai could tell the colonel wasn’t happy about it. 
 
    “We expected losses on the way down, Lieutenant,” Colonel Hendershot said with sadness in his voice. “And we don’t have time to wait around. We should be hauling butt into the woods toward the target area already. If that squad isn’t back in five minutes, you tell Kennedy to get Alpha Banger airborne and to return to Byrne A.S.A.P.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rai snapped.  
 
    “We’re moving out in five, Rai,” Colonel Hendershot repeated. “I need your CASPers in the lead, since we don’t really know what’s waiting for us out there.” 
 
    “We will be, sir,” Rai confirmed. “Any word on whether Robert’s Guard took losses on the way down or not?” 
 
    Colonel Hendershot snorted over the comm. “Two dropships,” he told her. “So much for their top-of-the-line crap doing them any good here.” 
 
    “Understood,” Rai said, and turned her attention to the CASPers under her command. 
 
    “Everyone form up. Scouts in the lead,” she ordered over the general comm channel. 
 
    Rai took a final look around for Simon and the squad he had taken, but they were nowhere to be found. Both she and Kennedy made a final attempt to contact him by comm, but they got no response. The EM storms above were still raging, and even the comm chatter inside the drop zone held an edge of static. Depending on just how far Simon and his squad had ventured out, it was possible the storms were scrambling their attempts to reach him. In any case, they couldn’t afford to wait any longer. 
 
    Kennedy looked heartbroken as she ordered him to get Alpha Banger in the air. He and Simon had worked together for so long they were like brothers. Kennedy didn’t protest the order she gave him though. He knew death was part of the line of work he was in. No one was ever safe in the field. A random bullet, a messed-up landing—pretty much anything could take you out, no matter who you were or how tough. It was just the nature of the beast.  
 
     She was upset about Simon, too. She hadn’t been as close to him as Kennedy, but she knew the kind of pilot he was, and that he would be sorely missed. Still, she had her orders, and there was nothing she could do about it. She shoved the thought into the back of her mind. 
 
    “Hellhounds, move out!” Colonel Hendershot yelled over the general comm, and the unit got moving, with the CASPers taking point.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Simon and Williams ran through the jungle like the devil himself was chasing them. They had cut a pretty impressive path through the undergrowth during their trek to Alpha Breaker, and heading back through the treacherous terrain wasn’t nearly as difficult. The forest, however, now had a maze-like quality, with each twist and turn carved out as they ran headlong into the thicket like mice in search of the exit. Make all of the right turns and get back to safety; take a wrong turn and end up impaled on a native spear.  
 
    What made it so difficult to traverse wasn’t just the density of the scrub, but the root systems of the uncatalogued plants that snaked above the ground, spiderwebbing outward in many directions. Both men were agile and fleet-footed from months of physical training, but trying to avoid all the root tangles was like trying to complete an obstacle course designed by the founder of the Hellhounds himself, who was known for making the physical requirements for entry nearly impossible to meet.  
 
    Both men vividly remembered the drills and how they’d needed to ice their feet at the end of each day. After completing a rigorous round of training, their bodies would be a canvas of bruising, cuts, and scratches. This was similar—they were bleeding in a dozen places where branches and thorns had lashed out, snagging their flesh.  
 
    They had made it then, however, and they would make it now. Hellhounds didn’t fail. At anything.  
 
    “Any sign of those things?” Williams gasped, glancing over his shoulder as he hurdled a particularly gnarly entanglement of roots from a tree that interstellar botanists had catalogued as a Ganglion tree, given the way the root system resembled a network of nerves. 
 
    Simon struggled for breath. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Maybe we lost them.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Williams said. “We have to keep going. We need to get back to the others.” 
 
    “We should have all been in CASPers,” Simon said. “If I had just ordered that to begin with, we might have stood a chance.” 
 
    “Don’t think so,” Williams said, slowing his pace to a comfortable jog instead of an all-out sprint. “Look what happened to Norman. He was suited up.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Simon conceded. “Still, I guess I’d feel better if I knew there was nothing else I could have done.” 
 
    “There was nothing—”  
 
    Williams’ reply ended with an audible grunt and a cry of pain. Simon stopped and immediately realized why. Williams’ foot had gotten entangled in a patch of root and he’d tripped. He clutched his ankle as he rocked back and forth, his face a twisted mask of agony and fear. Sweat dripped down his face, partly from the heat and humidity, and partly from the injury he’d sustained.  
 
    “Is it broken?” Simon asked. “Can you move it?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Williams whispered. His face was a ghostly shade.  
 
    Simon knelt and helped Williams extract his boot from the bear-trap-like hold the roots had on his foot. Although he wasn’t a doctor, and didn’t have the benefit of medical technology to diagnose Williams, it was clear from the strange angle of his foot the ankle was broken. 
 
    “This is probably going to hurt,” Simon said. “Just try not to scream. We don’t want to tell those devils where we are.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Williams said. However, his resolve wasn’t as strong as he’d imagined. He howled as Simon gingerly moved his ankle, inadvertently grinding the broken bones together. “Ok, ok. It’s broken, Simon,” he said. “Broken, in this case, is code for ‘we’re screwed.’” 
 
    Simon took out his comm unit and tried to turn it on to call for help. The display didn’t light up. He smacked it a couple of times, hoping it would come to life. He hadn’t used it since they came through those EM storms, and wasn’t sure whether it had sustained any damage or not. Even the hardened circuitry was no match for the electromagnetic charge the clouds carried.  
 
    “Where is your comm unit?” Simon asked. “We’ll call for help. Mine is dead—I think the storms fried it.” 
 
    Williams rummaged in his pocket for a few seconds, finally bringing out a broken, mangled device that would be good for nothing but spare parts.  
 
    “I must have broken it during the fall,” he said. “You’ll just have to go on without me. Get help and come back.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you here,” Simon said. “Those things are out here. I can carry you out.” 
 
    “No,” Williams said. “With me on your back, you’ll end up tripping over one of those roots like I did and killing us both.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Simon said.  
 
    “Help me up then,” Williams said. “I’ll limp out of here if I have to.” 
 
    Simon nodded and got under Williams’ arm. “On three,” he said. “One, two, three.” 
 
    With a lot of grunting and cursing from Williams, they got the injured man to his feet. It was like watching the start of a three-legged race.  
 
    Williams gingerly put weight on his foot and nearly fell; the pain was excruciating. “Put me down,” he said as beads of sweat rolled down his face. “This isn’t going to work.” 
 
    Simon lowered the man back down. Williams hissed in pain and clutched at Simon’s arm. Williams didn’t loosen his grip even when he was back on the ground. Simon realized why when he looked up and saw that they were surrounded by the biggest, ugliest humanoid creatures he had ever seen.  
 
    Huge, hulking, and vicious, the beasts had encircled them without them realizing it. Heavily muscled and standing eight feet tall, the creatures looked like devils, with glowing eyes, teeth like railroad spikes, and claws that were a match for any man-made knife. Yet it was the weaponry they carried that truly made both men realize that these savages were more than bloodlust.  
 
    The blades were intricate, with etched designs and bone handles that had been carved into totems. They were works of art as much as killing tools. But just when you accepted that fact, and realized that maybe these humanoids were more civilized than they had given them credit for, the gruesome souvenirs on their belts said otherwise. Severed hands, ears, and feet dangled from hooks like trophies, tally marks to account for the number of men they had murdered. 
 
    One of the beasts, however, stood taller than the others. Towering over them, the devil must have been at least ten feet tall, with thick layers of muscle, legs like tree trunks, arms like boa constrictors, and glowing eyes that looked like they were capable of peering into a man’s soul, burning him up from the inside out. He had forsaken the practice of taking the usual trophies the other devils were fond of. Instead, he had taken Norman’s head and secured it to his belt. 
 
    “Don’t hurt us,” Simon said, holding his hands up in front of him.  
 
    The chief lifted his frightening face to the sky and howled. The other devils followed suit, sounding like a pack of hyenas.  
 
    Then, the chief did something that defied explanation. He approached Simon and Williams and knelt down beside them, sniffing the men, leaning in to study them. His breath stank of raw meat, and his gaze carried a certain weight to it that held both men in place. He gave off a foul odor that was wild, primordial, and cloying. Even kneeling, the savage towered over them. Norman’s head, which was secured to his belt by a hook, dangled in front of their faces, staring back at them in lifeless horror.  
 
    “Dear Lord,” Simon said as he watched Norman’s head move and sway.  
 
    It wasn’t clear why the chief was studying them. Maybe he was trying to decide if they were a threat or not. Maybe he was trying to decide if they would make good trophies for his home. With a long, dirty finger, he poked Williams in the arm. Williams tried not to make any sudden movements, but it was clear that he was repulsed by the chief and his examinations. 
 
    At last, after some poking and prodding, the savage seemed convinced that neither of the men were a threat. He stood up, looming over them, Norman’s head still swaying from the hook on his belt. With a grunt, he reached down and grabbed Simon by the collar of his flight suit, lifting him up off the ground like a child’s toy. Simon flailed and struggled, frightened, yet unwilling to cry out for fear of angering the chief. His disabled comm unit fell from his pocket and struck a rock. Inexplicably, the accident did what Simon had been unable to do, and the device came to life, lighting up and blaring loud, raucous static.  
 
    The chief howled and tossed Simon to the side as someone from Kennedy’s unit shouted in a loud, nervous, static-heavy voice: “Simon, are you there? Simon, can you read me?” 
 
    The chief’s cry prompted a similar result from the rest of the pack. They all howled and cackled, pulling out their knives with the artistic handles and etched blades that were civilized in their look but savage in their purpose.  
 
    “Please, God,” Williams said as the savages advanced on him and Simon.  
 
    The devils chattered and giggled maniacally as they fell upon the men. The only soundtrack to this gruesome movie was the static from the comm unit and the screams of Simon and Williams as they died in pain, adding two more trophies to the chief’s belt.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    It hadn’t been easy, but Rai had finally written the missing squad off in her mind. Leaving anyone behind, regardless of the reason, always really stung. Thankfully, she had a lot to take her mind away from her emotions. The Hellhounds were on the move.  
 
    The column of CASPers marched through the woods with the unit’s infantry following in their wake. The path they moved along was a clear one for this area of the planet. Rai suspected it had once been a river bed, but some shift in the world’s climate had left it nothing more than a dry canyon for her troops to exploit. If only everything else in this mission was as easy as finding a route this open and accessible…  
 
    Rai had all of her CASPers running continuous sweeps of the area ahead and around them, keeping an eye out for any sign of the natives they’d been sent to kill. So far, there was no sign of the creatures. It was only a matter of time though. Each passing hour carried them closer to the center of the natives’ territory.  
 
    Undoubtedly, the devils had spies on the lookout for intruders in every corner of the forest, and would spot them long before they made it to the enemy’s camp. Eventually, the creatures were going to have to make their move if they were planning to stop the column from reaching its goal. She kept her eyes peeled and her scanners on alert. 
 
    “Rai, I got—” Kylie called to her over her suit’s comm. Her transmission was broken by static.  
 
    Although Rai knew she couldn’t let the conversation she’d had with Kylie color her decisions or her judgment, she still felt uneasy and responsible for Kylie’s presence. Maybe she should have encouraged her to stay behind, given her current condition; however, she knew Kylie well enough to realize that she probably wouldn’t have gone along with it.  
 
    “Repeat that,” Rai said. “You’re breaking up. Over.” 
 
    “I got movement,” Kylie said, this time coming through loud and clear.  
 
    “Steady,” Rai said over her comm. “Nobody jump the gun.” 
 
    Kylie was in the CASPer next to her own near the head of the column. As much as Rai had wanted to lead the column herself, she knew that was a bad tactical move. If something happened to her, Peterson would take over, and she didn’t think the rest of the CASPers would survive.  
 
    Peterson was a fine officer and a competent guy, but he was a ground pounder and didn’t know squat about commanding CASPers. As the next senior officer present, though, command would fall to him, infantry or not. That simple fact alone was enough to drive her to stay alive at all costs. In Peterson’s less than capable hands, the squad would likely be annihilated. They needed her. Or so she liked to think.  
 
    “Where?” Rai demanded. “My scans haven’t picked up anything. Anybody else got a blip?” 
 
    “Nothing,” a few of the other pilots muttered.  
 
    “Uh…” Kylie hesitated as if she didn’t believe what her suit was telling her. “Rai…” 
 
    “What? Where are they, Kylie?”  
 
    “Everywhere,” Kylie said at last. 
 
    The hair on the back of Rai’s neck stood up as her instincts kicked in and took over. “This is it, folks!” she yelled over the unit’s general comm channel. “Keep it together. Control your fire and make sure you hit what you’re aiming for! I think they’ve been waiting for us. The red carpet should be rolled out any minute. Wait for it.” 
 
    Even as Rai gave the order, all hell broke loose behind her in the middle of the CASPer column. Waves of spears flew out of the trees overlooking the canyon. Rai watched in horror as several of the spears hit their targets. Only they didn’t just bounce away from their armor like everyone expected. Instead, the spears pierced the suits, skewering the troopers inside like insects pinned to a board. CASPers flopped to the ground with long shafts protruding from their chests, and men and women screamed throughout the column. No one had expected the creatures might be strong enough to hurt a fully-armored trooper in a CASPer, but they were. The downed suits, shooting sparks and leaking blood and coolant, proved it. 
 
    The return fire came fast and hard as Rai opened up on the ridge above her position with her suit’s MAC. A cacophony of gunfire rang out as high-velocity rounds blew apart trees and raked the woods. For every cloud of smoke and debris, there should have been a dead native. But the devils were well hidden. They knew the place well. This was their home, and the element of surprise was theirs. 
 
    After a moment, Rai shouted, “Hold your fire!”  
 
    The gun and cannon fire died down and fell silent. The tops of the trees above the canyon were on fire. The ridgeline trees were little more than splinters and shredded stumps, but Rai couldn’t tell if they’d hit a single one of the creatures that had been hiding in them. The forest was quiet, unwilling to betray its own.  
 
    “How many did we lose?” Rai barked at Summers. 
 
    “We’ve got seven CASPers down, sir!” Summers reported. “Six of them with dead pilots!” 
 
    “Frag me,” Rai muttered to herself. Summers must have heard her. 
 
    “Say again, sir?” he asked. “I didn’t quite get that.” 
 
    If these things could really hurt CASPers (and it was obvious they could), then being caught in such a spread-out formation along the riverbed was suicide. She would never have led her men into it if she had truly believed the natives were a credible threat. Rai did her best to hold it together. Panicking wasn’t going to help matters and would likely get them all killed. 
 
    “What about Peterson’s men?” Rai asked Summers. 
 
    “The infantry wasn’t targeted in this attack,” he answered, “It appears to have been aimed solely at us.” 
 
    Rai remembered there had been some CASPers with the initial survey team that had been wiped out. Could these creatures be smart enough to remember those CASPers and learn from their encounter with them? The odds of the Hellhounds’ survival on this contract were decreasing with every tiny bit she learned about the creatures. 
 
    The pounding of drums rang out along the ridge of the riverbed. The crude rhythm of the drums rolled like a chorus of thunder as a cacophony of shrieking voices joined it. The howls and cries were far more animalistic in nature than anything human. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Kylie urged Rai, snapping her back into action. 
 
     “There’s nowhere to run,” Rai said, “If we try to retreat we’ll just pile into Peterson’s men. There’s no room to maneuver down here. We’re just going to have to dig in and make our stand here.” 
 
    “Rai,” Kylie pleaded. “Please.” 
 
    Something in Kylie’s voice almost made Rai say yes, then she remembered that she was more than a friend right now. She was a leader, and she had more than just Kylie’s life and the life of her unborn child to consider.  
 
    “Stow that, trooper,” Rai yelled at Kylie and then switched to the general channel again. “Everyone be ready. It’s time to earn our pay.” 
 
    The remaining CASPers drew up back to back, weapons aimed at the ridgelines above them. Nothing moved but the shadows, and they were a malevolent sort that danced and swayed to the beat of the drums.  
 
    The pounding of the drums grew louder and more violent. Rai scanned the shadows for anything that resembled movement, the gleam of an eye or the shine of a tooth. But even with the CASPer’s advanced optics she couldn’t see anything. It was like staring into a vat of tar.  
 
    “What the devil are they up to, LT?” Summers asked. “Are they just trying to freak us out?” 
 
    Rai raised an armored hand in Summers’ direction, silencing him. “Eyes on the trees,” she ordered. “They’re out there. We need to be ready.” 
 
    Opening a secure channel to Colonel Hendershot and the Hellhound’s distant APCs, Rai uploaded the data on the natives’ positions. 
 
    “Bring the rain,” Rai whispered as the data package finished uploading. Then she shouted over the general unit comm. “Hold tight. We’ve got arty inbound!” 
 
    The pounding of the drums suddenly stopped, and the woods fell eerily silent. Rai tensed up as her CASPer’s systems detected the rounds flying in toward their targets. The ridgeline on both sides of the riverbed erupted in explosions stretching up and down their length as far as she could see. Black smoke climbed toward the heavens in the wake of the destruction she had called down upon their enemies. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe it would be enough. Then the gates of Hell opened, and the demons were loosed upon them. It was like a dam holding back all the evil on this planet had been destroyed by the bombings, and the resulting deluge was one of savages bent on their destruction.  
 
    Rai saw what was rushing at them, but held her ground and called for everyone else in the group to hold theirs. The creatures came pouring over the sides of the canyons by the hundreds in a sudden surge. Snarling faces and burning eyes were everywhere. Enormous hands clutched spears, axes, and knives as the creatures charged the column of CASPers. 
 
     It was a terrifying sight, like something out of a primitive nightmare. Rai couldn’t help noticing that some of the fiends had the heads of fallen humans mounted on their pikes, like trophies meant to intimidate and frighten. She hated to admit it, but the severed heads achieved their intended effect. The sight was terrifying.  
 
    “Cut the bastards to pieces!” Rai screamed. “Let’s slice and dice!” Her armored hands raised the barrel of the heavy machine gun she carried at the charging monsters and let them have it. Heavy fire broke the front lines of the creatures’ charge on both sides of the riverbed. Bullets ravaged the unprotected flesh of the monsters, spilling guts into the dirt and filling the air with sprays of dark blood. The creatures fell by the dozens, but there were just too many of them. One CASPer fired a barrage of rockets from its shoulder launcher at the ridge line. Rocks and body parts spun away from the center of the blast in a flash of fire and shrapnel. Another CASPer fired a laser at the charging creatures. Its beam cut one monster in half, then swung to burn through the skull of a second. The air was heavy with the stench of guts spilled in the heat and the acrid odor of gunpowder. Mercs called it “CASPer cologne”.  
 
    Despite their heavy losses, the creatures didn’t break or even slow down. They leapt over the corpses of their brethren and continued their charge. One threw a spear that embedded itself in the chest of a CASPer. The CASPer staggered backwards, its armored hands trying to yank the spear free from its body.  
 
    What the creatures lacked in technology and discipline, they made up for in cunning and fearlessness. They should have been terrified of the rockets, belt-fed machine guns, and lasers that sliced through their kin, leaving bits and pieces of them in the glowing wake, but if they feared for their lives, they showed no sign of it. Death didn’t seem to mean anything to them, and the result was the endless torrent of maniacal faces that rushed at the CASPers from deep in the canyon. They had kicked over a hornet’s nest by calling in the artillery, and now the swarms of hornets were fighting back, stinging anything and anyone who got in their way.  
 
    Rai figured two hundred or more of the creatures were dead by the time the fastest of the surviving creatures reached their lines. The creature tackled a CASPer on her left flank, taking the combat suit to the ground beneath it.  
 
    Rai watched in disbelief as the creature somehow held the CASPer’s gun hand to the dirt as it plunged a knife into the suit with its other hand. The CASPer bucked and twisted about under the creature, struggling to get free even as the creature drove the knife’s blade deeper. The CASPer’s armored form gave a final jerk and then lay still. The creature rose up from it, and Summers blew a gaping hole through the monster’s torso with his suit’s cannon.  
 
    Despite their almost superhuman strength, the devils weren’t tough enough to survive a shot at point blank range. While the situation had gone south in a hurry, at least they knew the savages could be killed. That was some consolation.  
 
    One of the creatures screamed a battle cry as it ran toward another CASPer that had just annihilated a line of the devils, cutting them down like wheat. The fiend brought the axe it carried around in a wide arc, severing the pilot’s arm from its shoulder. The creature kept moving toward the next merc in line while blood fountained from the suit as it collapsed. The CASPer whirled around to meet the monster, hosing it with its MAC. The remnants of the creature’s upper torso splattered onto the dry dirt of the riverbed.  
 
    Another of the creatures leaped onto the back of the CASPer. The CASPer reached up over its shoulders to grab the savage and slam it into the dirt in front of it. The creature growled as it lashed out at the CASPer with the knife it clutched in its right hand. Sparks flew as the blade met the metal armor of the CASPer’s leg. The blow was just a glancing one, but the force of it still staggered the CASPer. Its pilot fought to regain his balance as the beast hauled itself up, grabbing hold of the suit’s arms. The savage yanked the CASPer to the ground and rolled on top of it. Rai could hear the pilot screaming amid the cries that filled the general comm channel as the creature rammed the blade of its knife through the CASPer’s chest. 
 
    In that brief moment, she realized a basic truth about these fiends. They had primitive weapons. They had virtually no organization. What they did have was strength and numbers, and that would be all they needed to end this. Who needed rockets and machine guns when you were strong enough to ram a simple knife through an armored suit that was supposed to protect against radiation, gunfire, and hand-to-hand combat? Who needed CASPers when you outnumbered them by fifty to one…or more?  
 
    Summers’ heavy machine gun was blazing at the mass of creatures racing down the sides of the riverbed. He swept the gun from left to right like a scythe, and it left a trail of bodies in its wake. “We have to fall back, LT!” Summers yelled at Rai. “This riverbed is a deathtrap!” 
 
    Rai barely heard as a nine-foot-tall, hulking beast came charging at Kylie from behind. There wasn’t time to call out and warn her, since Kylie currently had her hands full with three of the devils coming at her from the left flank.  
 
    She had to do something. Kylie was her friend. It was too close to her to use any of her suit’s primary weapons. Tossing her machine gun aside, she popped her arm blades and ran to intercept it. The creature saw her coming. It swung a weapon like an Earth-made tomahawk at her. Rai blocked the swing with her left blade, and slashed through the tomahawk’s handle, sending a burst of splinters flying, as she struck at the creature with the blade on her right arm. The creature grunted in pain as her right blade sank into its shoulder, cutting all the way down its body at an angle to its sternum.  
 
    Rai yanked the blade free of the creature’s corpse as two more of the things closed in on her. She turned her CASPer to meet them head-on. One carried an axe, and the other held a knife in each of its hair-covered hands. Both creatures were snarling at her with bloodlust in their eyes.  
 
    The one with the two knives made the first move, leaping at her. Pouring power into her CASPer’s jumpjets, she leapt into the air. The shoulder of her CASPer slammed into the creature’s chest, knocking the breath from its lungs. There was no time to finish it as the other charged her, swinging its axe at her chest.  
 
    Lashing out with her right blade, she severed the thing’s hand in a spray of blood, while simultaneously driving her left blade through its chest. The blade protruded from the thing’s back as the beast twisted about on it, shrieking, trying to free itself. Rai jerked the blade in the creature’s body upwards, cutting it in half. Instinctively, she spun to find the third creature coming toward her from behind. She brought both swords together through its skull, producing a splatter of brain matter and bone shards.  
 
    For every creature that went down, another took its place. One stepped up and showed her its curved teeth as it shook another tomahawk at her. Rai waited for it to come to her. The creature did as expected and ran straight at her. She swung her right blade in an arc at its throat. The creature ducked her swing and countered as the blade of its tomahawk thunked into the chest armor of her suit.  
 
    Alarm lights began to flash all over her tactical display. The blow had done more damage than she’d thought possible. Rai retreated several steps as the devil continued to press forward and raised its tomahawk for another strike. Metal arms wrapped about the creature from behind, lifting it from the ground as Kylie joined the fight. She used the enhanced strength her CASPer gave her to throw the creature several feet away, sending it bouncing and rolling across the ground.  
 
    “Come on, LT!” Kylie shouted. “We have to make a run for it!” 
 
    Rai looked around them and saw that most of her men were dead. Broken, battered, and spear-impaled CASPers filled the riverbed. A quick check of the command data her suit fed to her tactical display told her that all but seven of her CASPers were down, most of them completely offline, with their pilots likely dead inside them. Running seemed to be the only logical move left. 
 
    “Peterson!” Rai yelled over her comm. Her only answer was static. She looked over at Kylie. 
 
    “No word from them,” Kylie told her. “No idea how many of them are still breathing either, but you can bet they’re under attack too, or soon will be.” 
 
    A creature came sprinting toward Rai, throwing a spear at her as it ran. She used her right blade to knock the spear away. Summers came up beside her. His CASPer was smeared with the blood of the creatures, and there were several gashes and dents in the suit’s armor.  
 
    “Kylie’s right, LT,” Summers shouted. “We have to move. Now!” 
 
    Summers powered up his suit’s jumpjets and propelled himself over a group of creatures between him and where Peterson’s infantry had made their own stand. His CASPer crashed down amid the bodies of hacked up and beheaded infantry troopers and bullet-ridden alien corpses. Summers wasn’t waiting on them to catch up. Rai could see he was determined to put as much distance as he could between himself and the creatures. She didn’t blame him.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Rai yelled at Kylie, activating her CASPer’s jumpjets to follow Summers. As her CASPer thudded onto the floor of the riverbed close to where Summers had landed, she looked back to see one of the creatures leap onto Kylie’s CASPer as it made its jump. The impact knocked Kylie sideways.  
 
    Kylie and the creature that clung to her thudded into the side of the cliff, and rocks tumbled down onto them, bouncing off her armor. One came crashing onto the head of the creature she struggled with. The savage’s eyes rolled up to show only bloodshot whites as it slumped at her feet.  
 
    Kylie kicked the thing for good measure. Her CASPer’s heavy, armored foot folded the creature’s ribcage inward and sent it bouncing away from her.  
 
    “Kylie!” Rai screamed as another creature left the chaos of the still-raging battle to ram the spear it carried through the chest of Kylie’s CASPer, pinning it to the bank of the riverbed. The creature twisted the spear. Kylie’s suit was smoking as several of its systems blew.  
 
    “Rai,” she heard Kylie plead weakly over her comm, but Rai knew she was too far away to do anything, save watch her friend die. Tears welled up in her eyes as she turned and sprinted in the direction Summers had disappeared. 
 
    As Kylie fell and Rai watched a huge part of her life fall with her, she thought about their conversation only a few hours prior, what now seemed a lifetime ago. Kylie’s life had been on the brink of change.  
 
    No doubt, her career as a merc had been about to wind down. In fact, this might have been her last mission, after the way she’d questioned if what they were doing was just. Rai thought about it. Were they the real monsters here? They had come to this place to earn a few credits, in exchange for the blood of these savages. The savages hadn’t waged war on them until their home was invaded. Would she have done any differently? Were they truly at fault?  
 
    Rai felt a strange shift take place inside her as she realized that maybe Kylie had been on to something. She regretted that it had taken Kylie’s death to make her realize they never should have come to Zala IV. That feeling of regret was quickly overcome by one of vengeance. She would make these beasts pay for what they had stolen from her. She would exact revenge for Kylie. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Peterson led his infantry with the same cocky attitude as if they’d been outfitted with the same CASPers Rai’s mercs wore. They were an arrogant lot, those CASPer pilots, and Peterson resented Rai for the way she looked down on him. Oh, she would never come out and admit such a thing, but he knew she thought he and his men were much less capable, given the fact they weren’t CASPer pilots.  
 
    Of course, that was the same as saying a motorcycle might be less effective in a firefight than a Sherman tank. The comparisons were ridiculous. Obviously, a Sherman tank would outgun the bike in all-out war, but mount a sidecar on the motorcycle and outfit it with a Gatling gun, and there would be places it could maneuver that a tank could never go.  
 
    Peterson and his infantry were the bayonets that could pierce a throat or sever a jugular, while Rai and her CASPers were the mortar fire that paved the way. Both were deadly in their own ways and useful when the situation called for them. Each of them had their own role to play in this fight. Each of them also had strengths…and weaknesses, although Rai would never concede those points. Rai probably didn’t think so, but she needed Peterson and his men. Nothing drove that point home any more than when the CASPers from Rai’s group opened fire unexpectedly.  
 
    “Safeties off, men,” Peterson barked into his comm unit. “Black and Estes, take point with me. Stewart, Burroughs, Linton—take the rest of the men, fan out, and prepare to cover us if these monsters from under our beds jump out of the woods and try to eat us. It sounds like the bogeymen are home and not at all happy we’ve come to pay them a visit.” 
 
    Up ahead, explosions rocked the forest, and a fireball shot upward into the sky as one of the CASPer pilots activated the self-destruct command on their unit, blowing the suit, the pilot, and whatever was attacking them to kingdom come. Whatever had happened, it had happened quickly, and things were going to hell in a handbasket.  
 
    They were closing in on the savages’ home territory, and from the look of things, the CASPers were in the thick of it already. Under normal circumstances the CASPers would do all the heavy lifting, and the infantry would provide support.  
 
    However, it became clear very quickly that the CASPers had no clear advantage against the aliens they were facing. Nothing drove that home better than seeing one of the savages drive a pike through the chest of one of the CASPers, lift it up, and slam it down repeatedly on the ground, smashing the suit (and the pilot inside) against the earth over and over again, until the mech was little more than scrap, and the merc was mush. Not only were these devils ruthless and bloodthirsty, they were also in possession of superhuman strength. Primitive weapons or not, this was a serious threat.  
 
    As the first wave of devils came at them, Peterson and his men readied themselves to fire. It was like watching a river of death rolling toward them. The wave opened and parted where CASPers blocked their way, but it kept flowing and moving nonetheless, advancing down the riverbed, annihilating everything in its path. They were fast and powerful and moved with a vicious grace. In short, they were terrifying.  
 
    “Burroughs and Stewart, flash grenades,” he ordered as the savages rushed them. The two troopers tossed them, and within seconds, everything was awash in brilliant white light. The beasts howled and covered their eyes while Peterson and his men unloaded on them, putting holes in dark, matted fur. The savages fell by the dozens, and for a moment it seemed that this threat wasn’t nearly as severe as it had seemed at first glance. Then they saw the true size of the savage force, and realized that what they had assumed was a group of hundreds was at least ten times that.  
 
    Peterson led the charge into the fray. “Don’t look at how many of them there are,” he barked into his comm unit. “Focus on how many you can send to an early grave. I’ll buy a drink for whoever can bag the most. Honor system everybody. Keep up with your own count.” 
 
    “I’ll be taking you up on that drink,” Burroughs said as he opened fire on a line of savages. “I just bagged six.”  
 
    “No way, Burroughs,” Estes said. “You can’t even hit a paper target. Forget about hitting the ones that move. I’ll be claiming that drink for myself.” 
 
    “Dream on, both of you,” Black added as he popped a fresh cartridge into his assault rifle and fired into a rush of savages, dropping them with ease. “Leave the killing to the grownups. I’ll have at least fifty before we’re done.”  
 
    “We get through this and we’ll all grab a drink together,” Peterson said. “How about that? But for that one soldier who rises above, I’ll give you a shot of my private stock. You’ve never tasted anything like it. I promise you.” 
 
    “Get the cigars ready,” Estes added as he sent a few more to their graves. “That makes ten for me.” 
 
    Yet for all the false bravado, there was an underlying fear in every word spoken over the infantry comm channel. They could all see what was happening ahead of them and around them, and it wasn’t pretty. This mission was supposed to be a cakewalk, but instead, it looked more like a lemming walk…straight off the cliff to their deaths.  
 
    The CASPers appeared to be getting their butts handed to them by the savages in short order. Peterson and his men had gradually pushed their way close enough to be of some help, but it was clear they were vastly outnumbered. Infantry and CASPers alike fell in equal bloody numbers.  
 
    “We have lots of low-hanging fruit,” Estes said as he emptied his clip into the crowd of devils. “There are beasts to blast anywhere you look. It’s like shooting fish in a barrel. I’m ready for that drink, sir!” 
 
    “Get a clue, Estes,” Burroughs said as he tossed another flash grenade. “Leave this to the professionals.”  
 
    “You see one of these devils riding a CASPer, you pick it off,” Peterson said as he aimed carefully and shot one in the head, causing the back of its skull to splatter against a nearby tree. The CASPer it had been clinging to waved in a small gesture of thanks before turning back to the fray and unleashing a volley of small explosives.  
 
    The riverbed was awash with the blood of dead soldiers and massacred savages. Bodies lay strewn everywhere. Clouds of smoke hung overhead, casting the entire battle in a silver haze. The screams of the dying were muffled only by the roar of explosions.  
 
    The men unloaded their automatic rifles, their grenades, their knives, and their courage. What they lacked in body armor, they made up for in bravery. Linton, who always carried two sidearms, raced forward, firing with both hands, dropping beasts to his right and left. He never saw the one who blindsided him, forced him to the ground, and opened him up like an urgent letter. He managed to fire a couple of rounds into the devil’s abdomen, spilling its guts on top of him, but by then he was too dead to care.  
 
    “We’ll have a drink in Linton’s honor tonight,” Stewart said as he leveled his auto-rifle at a marauding savage and blew its legs out from under it. “Goodbye, old friend. This one’s for you.” 
 
    “For Linton,” Peterson’s men shouted as they opened fire simultaneously, dropping a line of aliens in their tracks.  
 
    Although Rai had the advantage of her CASPers with their fancy tech, heavy ordnance, and near-invincibility, Peterson counted himself as the one with the true advantage, because he had something she didn’t—he knew he was in a fight he couldn’t win.  
 
    Without the false sense of superiority the CASPers provided, he could see clearly that they were heavily outnumbered. If the savages could take down CASPers, which were about the toughest things imaginable, then they could take down the infantry just as easily. For the first time in recent memory, Rai must have realized this as well. One moment there was a phalanx of CASPers rushing headlong into the fray. The next, there were only a handful left and they were in full retreat.  
 
    “Fall back,” Peterson said. “Nobody try to be a hero. Let’s all live to fight another day. If the CASPers can’t win against these things, it would be foolish of us to think we can do any better.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Colonel Hendershot smashed a fist into the wall of the APC, bloodying his knuckles. If there was any pain involved, he didn’t show it. His mind was elsewhere. There’d been no word from Rai since she’d called in the fire mission. There was no word from Peterson, either. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out that things must have gone terribly wrong. Hendershot frowned, feeling helpless. The three APCs were unable to move up in support of the Hellhounds’ advance forces, and they couldn’t just start lobbing shells into the woods without someone out there to call in a target for them. Although he was in no immediate danger, Hendershot felt powerless. He didn’t like just sitting here waiting for something to happen, while his people were out there getting ravaged by a bunch of bloodthirsty savages.  
 
    Specialist Nicholson looked at him from the APC’s sensor station. It was clear he wasn’t comfortable doing nothing either, but Hendershot didn’t have any orders to give him. There was nothing they could do until contact was reestablished with somebody in the forward unit. Assuming there was anyone left.  
 
    Hendershot pushed that thought out of his mind. It was inconceivable that Rai and Peterson’s units had been decimated by the savages. They had spears, arrows, and clubs. Those were no match against CASPers and automatic weapons. Still, no one was answering, and that could only mean bad news.  
 
    Hendershot sighed and said, “Get me Colonel Robert. Patch him through on my personal command channel.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nicholson nodded. 
 
    Hendershot flinched when he heard the cacophony of gunfire and screams in the background as Colonel Robert’s voice filled his comm.  
 
    “What the bloody Hades do you want, Hendershot?” Robert snarled. “We’re under heavy attack here!” 
 
    “I’ve lost contact with my entire forward unit, Robert,” Hendershot told him. It pained him to say what he was about to, but he did it anyway, thinking of his men. “I’m requesting emergency assistance and support.” 
 
    Robert laughed coldly. “I don’t have any CASPers to spare, Hendershot. Didn’t you hear me when I said we’re under heavy attack? Those things hit us from all sides at once. We’re penned in and doing our best just to hold on. The intel on these creatures was inadequate. I saw one of them wrestle a CASPer to the dirt and shove a knife through its chest. Their weapons are primitive, but their unbelievable strength and bloodlust more than make up for it. Oh, and let’s not forget the sheer number of these things. They outnumber us far more than we anticipated.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time we called for an emergency evac then…sir?” Hendershot tried not make the honorific sound too insulting as he attempted to play to Robert’s ego. 
 
    “Negative on that,” Robert told him. “We’ve got a job to do here, Hendershot. If your Hellhounds can’t cut it, that’s your problem!”  
 
    Hendershot held himself back from pointing out that it didn’t sound as if Robert’s men were doing much better. The comm was filled with explosions, shouting, and the screams of the dying. It was impossible to tell if the screams were human or alien. Hendershot guessed it was a mixture of both.  
 
    “Robert, we need to…” Hendershot started, but Robert’s transmission ended abruptly. He couldn’t tell if Robert had simply had enough and ended it himself, or if something else had shut him down. There was no love lost between the two, but Hendershot hoped that nothing untoward had happened to Robert.  
 
    Until they left the planet, they were all in the same boat. He knew that Robert would have his back if the situation called for it, and given the way things were looking, it might. He would do the same for Robert if necessary.  
 
    “Colonel,” Specialist Nicholson called to him.  
 
    “What?” Hendershot asked. 
 
    “The sensors are picking up heavy enemy movement in the trees around our position,” Specialist Nicholson reported. “Looks like there are a couple dozen of them.” 
 
    “Frag it,” Hendershot muttered wondering what could possibly go wrong next. Without thinking, he thumbed off the safety on his shotgun.  
 
    “Bravo 2 is under attack!” Specialist Nicholson blurted out.  
 
    “External camera views, all APCs, on screen,” Hendershot ordered. “Now!” 
 
    The APCs were positioned in the middle of a clearing, intentionally putting distance between them and the surrounding trees. Of the three, Bravo 2 was the closest to the woods. A volley of spears had flown from the trees without warning. Several of the spears imbedded themselves in the vehicle’s armor. Most struck at an angle where the wooden shafts that carried the black tips of the weapons simply shattered and bounced harmlessly away.  
 
    “Bravo 2 is requesting permission to open fire, sir,” Specialist Nicholson told him. 
 
    “Weapons free,” Colonel Hendershot nodded as he stared at the streaming camera feeds filling the screens of the sensor station. He could see at least a dozen hulking figures moving about in the trees near Bravo 2’s position.  
 
    “Permission granted,” Specialist Nicholson shouted over the comm. “I repeat, you are cleared for weapons fire.” 
 
    Bravo 2’s top-mounted machine gun swiveled around on its turret to engage the creatures in the trees. The weapon chattered, hosing the tree line with a barrage of high-velocity rounds as it swept back and forth in a side-to-side motion. Tree trunks splintered, spraying wooden shrapnel. Severed limbs crashed to the forest floor. Hendershot watched as the figures in the shadows of the trees ran for their lives.  
 
    One creature took a burst of rounds in its back. Its upper body exploded in a shower of gore and entrails. Several others were cut down as they attempted to flee, but it was clear that at least some escaped Bravo 2’s fury.  
 
    The machine gun mounted on top of Bravo 2 fell silent. Curls of smoke drifted skyward from its barrels. The woods were eerily still in the wake of the devastation that had been inflicted. Hendershot was too experienced to believe Bravo 2’s fire had completely driven off the creatures, though. The aborted attack felt more like a careful probe than an onslaught. This was likely the calm before the storm. 
 
    “Get me Captain Gunter,” Hendershot ordered.  
 
    “Sir?” Specialist Nicholson stared at him. 
 
    “You heard me, Nicholson,” Hendershot snapped. “I’m calling this one. It’s time for us all to get the Hades out of here.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of EM interference in the atmosphere, sir,” Nicholson said, “I’m not sure I can reach Byrne.” 
 
    “Try, damn it,” Hendershot ordered, keeping his eyes on the camera feeds of the three APCs. 
 
     The sound of drums rang out from the trees surrounding the clearing. Their beat was a fast tempo and violent in nature. The sound of it made Hendershot think of rattling bones. The speed of the drum beat continued to increase into a frenzied crescendo before abruptly falling silent. 
 
    “Here they come,” Hendershot predicted, and he was right.  
 
    The creatures poured from the trees all around the APCs as the top-mounted guns of the vehicles swept across the front lines of their charge. Hendershot watched the creatures fall, their mangled and bullet-torn bodies dropping to the dirt. For every creature that fell, though, it seemed like two more took its place. He could see they were going to be overrun.  
 
    In that brief span of seconds, Hendershot’s life seemed much too short, and he thought about all of the things he would never get to do. He wasn’t ready to die yet, but he considered it a very real possibility.  
 
    “All units, move out!” Colonel Hendershot ordered over the general comm. “Follow our lead!” 
 
    He ended the transmission and yelled, “Take us back toward the drop zone!” In that split second, instinct took over, and those fleeting doubts of survival were gone. He was no longer the colonel of the Hellhounds—he was reasonably certain he was going to die and wasn’t happy with that outcome. Instead, he was simply George Hendershot, a seasoned professional, determined to stay alive at all costs. It would take more than a bunch of godless savages to take him down. He had seen and lived through worse.  
 
    The CASPers had cleared a path between the drop zone and the APCs’ current position. It was still a very rough one, but it was the only real option available. Heading in any other direction, the APCs would surely run into too many trees to move through effectively.  
 
    Hendershot could easily imagine the outcome if the APC’s tried to take an alternate route and got stuck. They would be pulled out like sardines from a can and annihilated systematically.  
 
    Given the sheer number of beasts that were rampaging, there was no room for mistakes. Mechanical failure would mean certain death. If they ran into a second group of beasts, they would be flanked on both sides, which would also mean certain death. The only favorable outcome relied on the trip through the clearing going according to plan. There was no margin for error.  
 
    Bravo 1 took the lead pulling out of the clearing, its engine roaring even as its top-mounted machine gun continued to blaze away at the approaching creatures. Bravo 3 swung in behind it, keeping pace. Bravo 2, however, was not so lucky.  
 
    The creatures swarmed it before it could get underway. Obsidian knives slashed at its tires, and spears were driven into them, plunged into the sidewalls by the supernatural strength of the creatures. More beasts scampered up the sides of the APC to go after its machine gun. The machine gun twisted about madly on its turret, trying to hold the monsters at bay. The weapon’s point-blank blasts of fire gutted and blew apart several of the creatures attempting to get at it. It didn’t take long, though, for one of the monsters to flank the machine gun and grab it from behind. The monster ripped the weapon up and out of its turret in a shower of sparks, flinging it from the vehicle.  
 
    Bravo 2 made it several dozen yards before it was crippled. Wheels were wrenched off and tossed aside. Deep furrows were gouged in the metal by vicious claws. Hoses were torn free like mechanical entrails, spilling oil and hydraulic fluids in a wide, hot spray. Anything that was attached was ripped free and tossed aside. It was like watching a school of piranha systematically reduce an animal carcass to little more than bones.  
 
    Colonel Hendershot’s view of the APC was blocked by the bodies of the monsters as they tore it apart. The view from Bravo 2’s external cameras on the console screen showed only snarling faces, until a hair-covered hand slapped over the lens and the feed from the camera was lost. There was no doubt what had happened to the men inside, even without the benefit of the camera feed. The same fate awaited the troopers in the other two APCs if they didn’t get to the drop zone.  
 
    Both surviving APCs were moving as fast as they could, but it was nowhere near fast enough. Their wheels bounced over thick roots, and they were forced to steer around the larger stumps left from the trees the CASPers had cleared. The monsters overtook them quickly, despite the amount of firepower the two APCs brought to bear on them.  
 
    Several creatures clung to the sides of Bravo 3 and others had already made their way to its roof to go after the machine gun mounted there. As soon as the weapon was disabled, one of the creatures on the roof dangled in front of the APC’s forward window. It struck at the window time and time again with a black-bladed tomahawk. The glass cracked and finally shattered with the creature’s eighth blow. Bravo 3 swerved about wildly as the creature reached inside, grabbing at its driver. The APC slammed into the thick trunk of a giant alien tree, knocking the creatures clinging to it away as it overturned. Bravo 3 rolled end over end before colliding with another tree and exploding in a ball of fire that set the base of the tree ablaze.  
 
    “Bravo 3 has been destroyed, sir,” Specialist Nicholson reported, as if Hendershot hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. 
 
    “I suggest you ready your personal weapon, Specialist,” Hendershot warned. “We’re next.” 
 
    A spear through one of Bravo 1’s rear tires brought the heavy vehicle to a stop. The spear blew out the tire, and the sudden loss of traction sent Bravo 1 swerving headlong into a tree. Hendershot held onto the sensor console tightly to prevent the impact from sending him bouncing into the APC’s rear. He was just barely able to keep his feet. Another well-placed spear silenced Bravo 1’s top-mounted weapon. The creatures were learning, and that wasn’t a good thing.  
 
    Hendershot looked on in awe and horror as the creatures outside wedged the APC’s side door open through their sheer strength and numbers. He heard Bravo 1’s forward window shatter as Roy came rushing out of the driver’s compartment to join them. Roy sealed the door between the two sections of the APC behind him.  
 
    “Make your shots count, people!” Colonel Hendershot yelled as he, Specialist Nicholson, and Roy made their stand, opening fire on the creatures trying to enter the APC through its now wide-open side door. 
 
    Roy’s pistol cracked over and over in rapid succession as Hendershot blazed away at the monsters with his automatic shotgun, blowing holes through the bodies of the lead creatures. Nicholson had a hand laser. Its beam sliced and burned one creature after another. Bodies began to pile up outside the open door.  
 
    A black-bladed knife came flying end over end through the air to thunk! into Specialist Nicholson’s helmet. The blade pierced the helmet to its hilt, sinking into his skull. The young man gave a half-formed cry of terror and then thudded onto the APC’s floor, dead.  
 
    Roy was busy dropping his pistol’s spent magazine and trying to force a fresh one home when Hendershot’s shotgun clicked empty. There was no time for the colonel to reload the weapon. He flung it aside, drawing his sidearm as the creatures surged forward. Roy shrieked as one of the creatures ran him through with its spear, pinning him to the APC’s wall.  
 
    Hendershot figured he was dead, but from somewhere outside the APC boomed a savagely inhuman voice. Whatever it said, it caused the monsters coming at him to stop. They stood there staring him as he held his pistol steady, its barrel aimed at the head of the closest of the creatures. 
 
    The creatures in front of him parted as the largest one Hendershot had ever seen moved to stand just outside the APC’s open door. It watched him closely with its glowing eyes as he stared back at it.  
 
    The thing was clearly the chief of this group of warriors. The others deferred to it as his own men would to him. What he didn’t understand was why the thing hadn’t had him killed already. He was one man with a pistol. If they wanted him dead, they could make him that way whether he tried to fight back or not.  
 
    The chief gestured for him to come out of the APC. Hendershot shook his head in the negative, but he had no way to know if that was a gesture these things even understood. The chief grunted, motioning for him to come out again. His failure to comply was angering the other creatures around him. Several of them poked the points of their spears at him as an incentive to get moving. Hendershot sighed, accepting his fate.  
 
    Creatures snorted and snarled at him as he walked by them and stepped out of the APC to stand in front of the hulking monster. The chief roughly stabbed the tip of his pointer finger into Hendershot’s chest, causing him to flinch from the pain, and then the chief pointed at the sky. 
 
    Hendershot nodded, thinking he understood what the chief was trying to get across to him. 
 
    “Yes,” Hendershot said, “We come from the sky…from beyond, it actually.” 
 
    The chief moved closer to him and sniffed at Hendershot. He could smell the rankness of the chief’s breath as it washed over him. It stank of blood and dead flesh. Hendershot relaxed a bit as the chief pulled back away from him.  
 
    To Hendershot’s shock, the chief spoke. The words were guttural and completely unlike any language he had ever heard, but there was no denying that the sounds coming from him were indeed language.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Hendershot answered. “What are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    Without warning, one of the chief’s massive hands lashed out to grab the front of his uniform. Its fingers closed tightly on his shirtfront, and the monster lifted him effortlessly from the ground. Hendershot made no attempt to struggle against the thing’s grip. The last thing he wanted to do was tick it off more. He let his legs dangle beneath him and kept his hold on his pistol. If the thing did decide it was going to kill him, Hendershot really hoped to take the bastard with him, and at this range, a single, well-placed round from his pistol would likely do it. 
 
    The chief shook Hendershot violently toward the sky. He clutched the chief’s wrist with his free hand, trying to lessen how much he was being flung about. The situation was nightmarish, but there was still room for it to be worse. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Hendershot yelled at the chief hoping that displaying some aggression might work in his favor. Both the chief and his warriors knew that he and the rest of the Hellhounds were dangerous.  
 
    The shaking stopped, and the chief held him at eye level, glaring at him intently, as if struggling to understand what he had said. Hendershot saw the slightest shift in the chief’s expression and knew the monster had given up on “talking” with him. It flung him through the air away from the APC. He thudded to the ground, landing on his back, amid the warriors that surrounded the chief.  
 
    Hendershot jerked the barrel of his pistol toward the closest of the warriors as they all began to move as one, raising their spears to stab at him. The chief had vanished behind their numbers. He shot the first monster that tried to stab him through the head. The bullet entered through the thing’s brow and exited through the backside of its skull in a spray of blood and bone fragments. 
 
     Hendershot’s eyes desperately sought the chief as the tip of a spear was plunged downward through his right thigh. He screamed, putting a trio of rounds into the chest of the monster that had stabbed him. Several more spears pierced his body. One entered through his side, scraping the bottom of his ribs as it sank into his guts. Another went straight through his right shoulder, causing him to drop his pistol. The tip of another came bursting through the center of his chest, as one of the monsters behind him took its turn.  
 
    One surge of agony followed another until Hendershot felt nothing but pain. The world spun around him, as blood poured out of his body through its multiple wounds, and more spears stabbed into him. Then there was only cold and unending darkness.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Colonel Robert knew that Hendershot and his men were in deep trouble. Their equipment was older than his. Their mercs were less experienced and less battle-tested, because Hendershot was too cheap to hire the best. Robert, on the other hand, had deeper pockets from which to spend, and a much greater willingness to purchase the equipment that would keep him and his men alive. Never had he been more thankful for that than now.  
 
    Although he had primarily considered them as “aces in the hole”, and never really thought he would have to break them out for this mission, Robert had three upgraded MK8 units that were top-of-the-line, capable of longer jet jumps, and had been customized with firegel hoses that acted in much the same way as flamethrowers from the World Wars. The only difference was that the firegel, even if not ignited, could also serve as a chemical weapon that activated when exposed to atmospheres with an abundance of oxygen. Thankfully, Zala IV had an atmosphere that fit those conditions to a tee.  
 
    He hadn’t mentioned the MK8 suits to Hendershot, because he knew the Colonel would just puff up his chest, get indignant, and explain why they just didn’t make suits like the older MK7s anymore. Hendershot was a traditionalist and a man of pride. No one liked to see their neighbor’s sports car when they were still driving a station wagon. That didn’t mean Hendershot wouldn’t be grateful that Robert had brought them along. If for no other reason than to gloat, Robert was going to make sure to find a way to save Hendershot’s hide using the MK8s. It was too good an opportunity to pass up.  
 
    The moment he received word that Hendershot’s entire crew was doomed, Robert made the call to activate the MK8s. At the time he’d placed his order and purchased the add-on customization for the firegel throwers, he hadn’t really known what they might be useful for, only that they possessed the capability for widespread destruction. Now, he knew exactly the right use for this particular upgrade.  
 
    Prolonged and extended jumps put the suits into the one place the savages couldn’t muscle their way into—the sky. The MK8s would be safe on their jumps as they rained down fire and brimstone on the unsuspecting savages. It was an unorthodox solution to an unorthodox problem. Unorthodox thinking was also one of the reasons Robert’s Guard never failed in their missions. The tactic might seem odd, but it might just work.  
 
    One moment, Robert and his group of mercs were losing and losing badly. CASPers were getting impaled on spikes, pinned to trees like mechanical bugs in an insect collection, and ripped apart as the savages grabbed a leg or an arm and pulled, showing the mercs their version of “drawn and quartered”. The beasts howled with glee as their enemies fell beneath the tips of their spears. The next moment changed everything.  
 
    The MK8s were in the air, almost seeming to hover there as their jumpjets kept them aloft in a series of controlled thrusts, spraying the contents of their firegel canisters into the atmosphere over the largest concentration of savages.  
 
    At first, the firegel sprayed and fell in droplets. Then, it began to react with the oxygen in the atmosphere, and it turned into a heavy vapor that fell in clouds like a rain of brimstone, causing severe chemical burns wherever it came into contact with the savages’ skin. The reaction was immediate, and the savages fell to the ground, their flesh smoldering and sloughing off in the areas the firegel vapor touched. The howls of glee quickly turned to howls of pain; the creatures were in agony, writhing on the ground, convulsing as the firegel vapor caused their skin to blister and peel.  
 
    In a matter of minutes, the tide of the battle turned, and the best part was that none of the savages had a method of taking out the MK8s. All they could do was hurl their spears into the air and watch them fall far short of the high-bouncing CASPers. They had no way of reaching the threat that rained destruction upon them until the suits came back to the ground, and by then the damage had been done.  
 
    Two of the MK8 pilots continued to lay down a spray of firegel that weaponized upon contact with the atmosphere. The third pilot used his firegel thrower too, and he ignited the spray and hurled long flails of flame out into the jungle, burning everything it touched. He then used his jumpjet thrusters to make a series of wide jumps around the savages’ perimeter, encircling them in flame, herding them together through the controlled use of fire. 
 
    As a joke, somebody started playing Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire” through the comm unit. It was a much-needed morale booster, and even Robert himself could be heard singing along through his comm.  
 
    Now that it seemed they had a fighting chance at survival and even winning this battle, Robert decided to utilize a bit of strategy to help strengthen their position. If they wanted to bring things to a screeching halt, they needed to find the leader of these devils and force him to call off his dogs.  
 
    Fortunately, the leader was easy to spot. He stood much taller than the others, a mountain of muscle and scars, and wore the severed heads of his most important trophies on a belt around his waist. Having the MK8s in the air made it easy to spot him as well, which was another advantage they brought to the table. After seeing them in action, Robert made a mental note to buy a few more of them once they got through this mess. 
 
    “Christopher, Nicholas, Perkins. Anybody got eyes on the chief?” he barked into his comm.  
 
    For a moment, none of the MK8 pilots responded. No doubt they were scanning the area in search of the savage leader. Then Nicholas spoke up.  
 
    “Got him, sir. About two hundred yards due north of your location. He got hit by the firegel, but he’s stronger than the others. He hasn’t gone down yet.” 
 
    “Don’t take him out,” Colonel Robert said. “We need him.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him?” Christopher asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Did I stutter?” Robert replied.  
 
    “No, sir,” Christopher answered.  
 
    “Stand by,” Robert said as he quickly switched to a different comm channel. “Who all is left out there? Pilots, speak up!” 
 
    “Thacker.” 
 
    “Jenkins.” 
 
    “Paulson.” 
 
    “Deacon.” 
 
    “Smith.” 
 
    Robert gritted his teeth, amazed at how many pilots they had lost in this primitive place. “Ok, listen up. Thacker, Jenkins, and Smith take point and head roughly two hundred yards north of my coordinates. Paulson and Deacon, cover their flank. The mission has changed. I want the chief alive. The CASPer suits should insulate you from the firegel vapor, and you shouldn’t encounter much resistance on your way since the savages are dealing with a massive case of sunburn. Our mission right now is to get these devils to call off their offensive. The chief is the one with enough mojo to do that.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir,” the men all responded at once.  
 
    “Oh, and one more thing,” Robert said. “Kill anything you see on the way. Just not the chief.” 
 
    The CASPers followed their orders, and spilled enough blood to turn the ground beneath their feet into a sticky red mess. This time none of the beasts put up much of a fight. The only resistance they found came from those appointed to protect the chief. They had done their best to shield him from the chemical attacks, and were in obvious pain. However, they managed one last offensive when they saw the CASPers approaching. They hurled their spears weakly, but their limbs were shaking too badly to make the attack very menacing. The CASPers unloaded on them, filling the beasts so full of lead that their corpses would have been well insulted against radiation poisoning. 
 
    That left only the chief, standing upright and glaring at them, baring teeth that had been filed down into points. Despite the burns that covered most of his torso, neck, and face, he still looked like a very serious threat. The CASPers realized that too, and all leveled their guns at him the moment they saw his muscles tense in preparation to strike.  
 
    The chief, realizing he was beaten, did the only thing he could do. He raised his face to the sky and barked a strange series of commands. The effect was instantaneous. Across the riverbed, in the forests and the outlying areas that hadn’t been hit by firegel, the savages that were still fighting with infantry and busy ripping apart what was left of Hendershot’s forces stopped their attack.  
 
    Colonel Robert switched over to the comm channel that Hendershot favored. “You still alive out there, Hendershot?” he asked.  
 
    “Lieutenant Rai here, sir,” Ashley replied with a weak, trembling voice. “We’ve lost contact with Colonel Hendershot. Our column was hit hard. Those of us who are left are on the run and trying to regroup.” 
 
    “I see,” Colonel Robert said, “We all need to regroup and rethink this op. We’ve captured the chief of these monsters.”  
 
    “Understood, sir,” Rai answered. “What’s your location?” 
 
    “I’m uploading the coordinates to you now,” Colonel Robert assured her. “Get your asses here as soon as you can. Robert, out.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Peterson had lost over forty of the seventy men he had led into the ambush that decimated the CASPers ahead of them. Another nine were little more than walking wounded, barely able to hold their weapons. Even so, his infantry was in a heck of lot better shape than Rai and her CASPers. There had only been thirty of the CASPers to begin with, and now he guessed there were less than twelve left.  
 
    The CASPers had scattered, using their jumpjets to escape the worst of the fighting. He and his own men had been on the run since the attack. They had to keep moving for fear the creatures would figure out where they were again and come at them in force. Even on the run and moving, they were still encountering the monsters in small groups. Nearly half of the forty men lost had been in the skirmishes that followed the ambush. What really worried Peterson, though, was he’d lost contact with Colonel Hendershot and the unit’s APCs.  
 
    He had tried several times to call in an arty strike during his infantry’s fighting retreat, but the only response he’d gotten back over the comm was the crackle of static. He hoped it was just the planet’s crazy atmosphere messing things up, because if it wasn’t, that meant the colonel and the APCs with him were lost.  
 
    He’d managed to reach Lieutenant Rai over the comm, at least enough to know that she was still out there and alive, but their exchanges had been short and almost pointless. The only information he’d been able to get out of her was that she was on the run too, and trying to gather her surviving CASPers back into an operational unit.  
 
    He could tell Rai had her hands full, and there would be no help coming from her any time soon. She had been able to tell him, though, that she had made contact with the other column, and that Robert’s Guard had been ambushed as well.  
 
    From the sound of things, Robert’s Guard hadn’t gotten as fragged as the Hellhounds had. They’d escaped the meat grinder the savages had trapped them in, and had at least managed to keep together in a somewhat defensible position. Rai had sent along a data packet with the coordinates to the first column’s position, and that was where Peterson was leading his surviving men to. On foot, it was going to take them a serious amount of time to reach it, and Peterson wondered if any of his men would be left alive by then. 
 
    His men were spread out in a pincer formation as they moved through the dense woods, with his worst wounded behind the combat effective troops at its center. Burroughs was on point. Peterson watched as Burroughs stopped in his tracks and held up a hand to signal the rest of the group to hold. Peterson made his way forward to join Burroughs at the front. 
 
    “Trouble?” Peterson asked. 
 
    “Don’t know, sir,” Burroughs answered him keeping his eyes on the trees ahead of them. “Just suddenly got a bad feeling about what’s waiting for us up there.” 
 
    Burroughs gestured toward the small hill ahead. Peterson eyed it. It was a perfect spot for the savages to try to hem them up again. If they pressed forward, and the creatures were holding the high ground, it was going to be a devil of a spot to fight their way through. Peterson considered going around the hill. Burroughs was sweating profusely but waited patiently for him to make up his mind.  
 
    “Going around could cost us a lot of time,” Peterson commented. 
 
    “Didn’t know we were in a hurry, sir,” Burroughs replied. 
 
    “According to the data Lieutenant Rai sent us, this is the shortest path to reach Robert’s Guard,” Peterson said. “We’re burning daylight. Do you wanna fight these things in the dark?” 
 
    Peterson didn’t know how much time he had left, but the sun was sinking toward the horizon. Being in these woods was bad enough during the day. He didn’t even want to think about how bad it would get when the sun went down. He checked the data Rai had sent him again, trying to figure out if they had any hope of reaching the first column before nightfall. The other choice was to try to find somewhere to hunker down until the sun came up. The choice was taken out of his hands before he had a chance to make it. 
 
    “Incoming!” Burroughs screamed. He raised his rifle as an endless stream of savages came bounding down the hill like a black tide.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Robert considered their options, and none of them seemed good. Both companies had lost men, CASPers, APCs, and perhaps even the ability to complete their objective. It wasn’t a good start to a mission that, on the surface, had seemed like child’s play.  
 
    Who knew how many of Peterson or Rai’s groups would make it to the coordinates he’d uploaded? He knew he should probably wait for them to arrive and then formulate a joint plan, but things might go further south while he waited. Hendershot was dead, in all likelihood, which meant he was the only senior commander left, and it wasn’t in his nature to sit around while decisions needed to be made.  
 
    Robert would figure out what to do with the chief, and the rest of Hendershot’s gang would just have to fall in line with his decision once they arrived. If they refused to do so, he’d turn them over to Drake and let the wiry little killer deal with them.  
 
    The first order of business was figuring out how to communicate with the chief. So far all they’d heard was a series of guttural grunts and howls that probably made sense to others of his kind, but sounded like complete gibberish to the untrained human ear. If he could establish communication with the creature, he might be able to broker some sort of deal that would prevent more of his men from getting slaughtered.  
 
    Colonel Robert didn’t normally make deals of any sort with the enemy, but under normal circumstances, the enemy didn’t gut his forces the way these devils had. So long as he had the chief, he held the upper hand, and he wanted to make sure it stayed that way.  
 
    By this time, all of Robert’s remaining forces had converged on his location, including the MK8 units, and he was able to take stock of what (and who) he had left. He needed someone with a certain skill, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the familiar CASPer with the peace sign on its massive metal fist. “Hawkins, glad to see you’re still with us.” 
 
    “Nobody’s happier about that than me, sir,” a female voice replied.  
 
    “I have a task for you. Are you up to it?” 
 
    The CASPer raised its hand to its brow in salute. “Of course, sir.”  
 
    Robert had always prided himself on selecting candidates that were multi-skilled. In addition to being a damn fine pilot, he knew she was also an excellent linguist. “Are you familiar with the language here?” 
 
    “I studied what little was known about the planet’s languages on the way here.” 
 
    “So, you can speak this…whatever it is? I need to talk to the chief.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Hawkins replied. “But I can reverse engineer a comm unit to translate the chief’s words into English, kind of like a translation device. If the chief understands English, this ought to make it possible to have a conversation with him.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Robert asked, clearly wanting to get on with things. 
 
    “It’s a simple command program,” Hawkins explained. “The language pack is downloadable. A few basic strings of code and about five minutes is all I need.” 
 
    “You make this work, and we’ll talk about bigger opportunities for you within the Guard when this is over.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’m on it,” Hawkins said.  
 
    As promised, Hawkins was done within a few minutes. The chief had been chained to a tree and surrounded by a ring of CASPers who stood guard with their backs to it. No one would be sneaking up on them. The comm unit had been strapped to the devil’s throat so it could pick up the sounds it made and translate them appropriately. The savage snarled and glared at them, telling them with its eyes all the things it would do to them if it managed to get free of the chains that held it captive.  
 
    Colonel Robert normally wasn’t intimidated by anyone or anything, but even he was a little hesitant to approach the monster. The chief seemed to pick up on his trepidation and howled to show its superiority even while restrained. Despite his misgivings, Robert stepped up to it and stared up at the beast, unwilling to back down. The creature went silent, realizing Robert wasn’t nearly as soft as he initially seemed. Then it howled again for good measure, baring its pointed teeth.  
 
    Robert unholstered his sidearm and rammed the barrel of the gun into the monster’s mouth, silencing it. The creature gagged on the taste of gunmetal. “I sincerely hope you can understand what I’m about to say,” Robert began. “If you make any of those sounds again I will put a bullet into your skull. I’d like to talk to you, but I can’t do that if you’re barking at the moon. I also don’t want you calling in reinforcements we’ll have to deal with. Now, I’m about to take the gun out of your mouth and let you choose whether I put an extra hole in your skull or not.” 
 
    The chief eyed him warily as he withdrew the gun’s barrel. This time it didn’t make a sound. It simply glared at him, no doubt imagining all the ways it could tear him apart.  
 
    Robert nodded, satisfied with the response. He holstered his sidearm. “Anything special I need to do to make this setup work, Hawkins?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Hawkins said. “Just talk and see if it’ll respond. The comm unit will do the rest.”  
 
    Robert stepped in close to the savage, and studied him for a moment before speaking. “I am Colonel Robert,” he said. “I am the leader of this group.” 
 
    The chief made a series of grunts and guttural noises that the translation unit transformed into robotic words. “Who you are is of no concern to me.”  
 
    “It works,” Hawkins said, sounding just as surprised as anyone else.  
 
    “You understand me,” Robert said to the creature.  
 
    “I understand enough, but choose not to foul my tongue with your language.” 
 
    “You are intelligent.” 
 
    “Some would say so,” the chief said. “Your kind does not. Why else would you come here and declare war?” 
 
    “We have a job to do here,” Robert explained.  
 
    “Your job is to kill my people, and this is our home,” the savage replied. “Do you truly think we will simply roll over and die?”  
 
    “I am tempted to kill you now,” Robert said. “You have cost me a lot of money and the lives of many men.” 
 
    “You speak of lost lives,” the chief grunted. “Have you looked at the riverbed and seen how many of my kind lie unburied?” 
 
    “We could make a deal of sorts,” Robert suggested.  
 
    “We do not deal. We only kill. We will kill you.” 
 
    “That’s not a wise thing for you to say. After all, I have you chained up and at my mercy.” 
 
    “I am not afraid to die. Your threat is an empty one.” 
 
    Robert unsheathed his knife and approached the chief with a gleam in his eye. “Is it now?” he asked. “This will kill you much slower than any bullet. I can make it last a long time.”  
 
    “Do what you must,” the monster said. “I will transcend this life and live another.” 
 
    “You are obviously afraid of us. You called off your troops when the clouds of firegel vapor became too much for you to withstand.” 
 
    The beast laughed. “That is not at all what happened.” 
 
    “So why did everyone stop fighting?” 
 
    “They stopped fighting because they heard a cry greater than mine.” 
 
    “Greater than yours?” Robert asked.  
 
    The creature snarled and smiled a toothy grin. “You will discover soon enough.” 
 
    “But you are the chief.” 
 
    The creature howled. “I never said that. You did.” 
 
    “So, what are you?” 
 
    “A general in the army of my lord. Nothing more.” 
 
    “And the chief of your people?” 
 
    “Is more terrible than me in every way. You will wish for death if he finds you.” 
 
    Robert raised his own comm unit in haste. “Rai, Peterson, can you hear me?” 
 
    At first no one responded. Then the comm channel was a mixture of static, gunfire, and frantic voices. “We’re almost at your location,” Rai said. “But we aren’t alone. The natives are after us in numbers you wouldn’t believe. They’re coming right at us, and there are so many we’ll never get out of this alive. We need to get off this planet.” 
 
    “Estimate your distance from us,” Robert said.  
 
    “Only a couple of klicks,” Rai said. “But we’re moving fast. If we stop, we’re dead.” 
 
    “Roger that. Stay alive and take out as many of those savages as you can on the way. We’ll lock and load and prepare to provide reinforcements.” 
 
    “Ten-four,” Rai said. “Oh, and there’s just one more thing.” 
 
    “What is that?” Robert asked.  
 
    “That savage you’ve captured…he’s not the force driving these creatures.” 
 
    “I just found out,” Robert said. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because the guy you’ve got sounds like a Boy Scout compared to the thing leading the never-ending wave of beasts chasing us.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Rai led her remaining CASPers through the woods of Zala IV. Only six, including her own, had survived the battle in the riverbed and the insanity that followed. All of them were beginning to run low on power and ammo. She didn’t have to look back to see the horde of savages chasing her; their howls and snarls were a cacophony echoing through the woods, reminding her they were hot on her trail.  
 
    One of the CASPers with her paused, turning to face the horde that chased them as its shoulder launchers spat out a belt’s worth of K-bombs. The bombs detonated in a series of blasts that shook the ground. The creatures died by the dozens with each explosion. For each creature that fell, though, hundreds more rushed forward to take its place.  
 
    A volley of spears flew at the CASPer. Its pilot did his best to dodge the bulk of the onslaught, but some of the spears found their mark. One penetrated its left shoulder, the tip protruding from the rear of the suit’s shoulder blade. Another entered the suit through its knee, piercing it, its tip thudding into the dirt and pinning the CASPer to the ground. Still another sparked as it dealt a glancing blow to the CASPer’s right side. Rai knew that the CASPer and its pilot were lost. Its fate had been sealed with the spear that had crippled its leg.  
 
    Ripping her gaze away from the damaged suit and doomed pilot, Rai focused on running for her life. They weren’t that far from the coordinates Robert had given her. If they could just keep it together a little longer, they could at least join up with the other mercs and give these savages some payback before they died.  
 
    She spotted the edge of the encampment ahead. Drake stood above a firing line of dug-in infantry with several CASPers spaced out along the line as support. The wiry little killer was actually smiling at the sight of the horde following her. To judge by the glee on his face, he couldn’t wait to join the fray. Rai thought he might reconsider how he felt when he saw just how many of the savages there were.  
 
    Rai poured on the speed, pushing her CASPer to its limits. The heavy metal legs pounded the ground beneath her as she ran. Her suit and those of the others with her were all out of jump juice, or she would have simply taken to the air and leaped for the relative safety that awaited her behind the firing line Robert’s Guard had set up.  
 
    Drake and his men held their fire until she and the others were clear, then opened up on the horde of savages. When they did open fire, it was like Hell itself reaching upward to envelop the earth.  
 
    Colonel Robert held nothing back. Most of the men along the firing line were carrying K-bomb launchers and other anti-armor weapons. They unleashed a staggering amount of firepower at the savages. Tripod-mounted weapons raked their lines of fire over the forward ranks of the approaching swarm as missiles and grenades streaked into the main body of the horde behind them. Explosions rippled through the massed savages, killing many, maiming others, and setting some on fire. The bodies of the savages covered the ground and drenched it with alien blood.  
 
    The barrage of fire was so intense, and so powerful, that it was enough to break the savages’ charge. The bulk of the devils stopped short of the firing line, many of them turning to flee back into the woods they’d come from. The few hundred that didn’t run continued to press forward but were quickly cut to pieces by the precision fire from the professional mercs. Then as suddenly as it had begun, the battle was over. 
 
    Rai looked out at the sea of corpses littering the small clearing between the firing line and the woods beyond it. There were severed body parts everywhere. The bodies of some of the savages who’d been on fire when they died continued to burn. The air was filled with smoke and the odor of burning hair and flesh. It took all her will not to vomit inside her suit as her CASPer dropped to one knee and she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    The soldiers of Robert’s Guard were busy reloading their weapons as Drake came sauntering over to greet her. 
 
    “Lieutenant Rai, yes?” the little killer asked her, looking at the ID numbers and rank painted on the armor of her suit. 
 
    “Drake,” Rai rasped, “I never thought I’d be glad to see you.” 
 
    Drake laughed, smiling at her. “Are Peterson and his men with you?” 
 
    “No,” Rai answered. “They didn’t make it to the rally point. They must have run into trouble and got cut off.” 
 
    Drake nodded his acknowledgement. “We’ve got a makeshift basecamp set up past those trees there,” he pointed behind her. “I suggest you get your suit reloaded and recharged before those things hit us again.” 
 
    Rai was shaking her head inside her suit. “You don’t understand. You may have broken their charge, but they aren’t going to give you the time you think they are. There’s something with them.” 
 
    “Something?” Drake repeated the word almost as if he were mocking her. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is Drake,” she snarled, “But it’s big, and I promise you, when it gets here you’re not going to be able to stop it. I’m not sure anything can.” 
 
    Drake gave her a look that clearly said he thought she’d lost it. “That’s my problem, Lieutenant. Now, get going and tend to your suit. Colonel Robert will want to see you ASAP, as you’re the only surviving officer of the Hellhounds.” 
 
    The words hit her hard. She had known that Hendershot was likely dead, but hearing it from Drake drove the reality home. Colonel Hendershot, the old man, had always seemed immortal to her. She felt tears welling up in her eyes and fought them away. There was no time for weakness.  
 
    Rai took one final look at Drake’s firing line, hoping it would hold. She said a prayer before heading off into the makeshift camp beyond it; she didn’t think it would.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Leaving her suit with her fellow Hellhound survivors so they could power and arm it, Rai went to see Colonel Robert. He was pacing back and forth nervously near a tech who was working with a comm unit, apparently attempting to contact the ships for extraction.  
 
    Colonel Robert noticed her as she approached him. She stank of sweat, and her muscles ached from the hell she’d endured. If the man thought she was going to greet him with a smile, he could forget it. This was as good as it got.  
 
    “Lieutenant Rai,” Colonel Robert said, “It’s good to have you with us. I see you’re still in one piece. That’s more than can be said for a lot of our forces.” 
 
    “Any luck making contact with the ships, sir?” she asked. “The sooner we get off this rock the better.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Tigh, here, is doing all he can, but so far we haven’t been able to get a signal because of the blasted EM storms. We will though. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “So, you’ve decided not to honor our contract?” Rai asked, hoping that he had. “Our forces have been hit hard.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Colonel Robert frowned. “These things have hurt us, and bad, but we’re still in the fight. My unit has built a reputation, and we didn’t do that by quitting.” 
 
    “Are we still in the fight? Really?” Rai questioned him. “Because it feels like we’re getting slaughtered left and right for no good reason.”  
 
    “We’re not dead yet,” he pointed out. “And we’ve got that bastard over there. That’s got to count for something.” 
 
    Colonel Robert gestured toward a group of CASPers standing guard over a hulking savage who could only be their chief. The monstrosity struggled and writhed in an attempt to free itself from the chains that bound it, but it was tied fast to the tree.  
 
    “He’s not in charge,” Rai said. “Trust me on this.” 
 
    “He is their chief,” Colonel Robert told her. “Even if he isn’t their leader.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the thing that is, sir, and trust me, you don’t ever want to,” Rai shuddered remembering her brief encounter with the creature. “But I don’t think you’ll have a choice.” 
 
    “I think we can use this one,” Colonel Robert said, hooking a thumb in the chief’s direction. “If anybody has the intel we need, it’ll be him. The only problem is how to interrogate him. We haven’t been successful so far.” 
 
    “Hendershot used to say that everyone had a pressure point that would make them spill every secret they knew. You just have to find it. The chief here is no different.” 
 
    “Hendershot taught you the art, didn’t he?” Robert asked.  
 
    Rai nodded. “I watched him drag information out of the most hardened, stubborn informants. In the end, they always talked when Hendershot questioned them, if he had enough time.” 
 
    Colonel Robert saw the change in Rai’s demeanor at the mention of her commanding officer. “Hendershot was a good man,” he offered. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Rai studied him carefully, unwilling to allow herself to cry. She couldn’t show weakness now that she was in charge of the Hellhounds. “Thank you,” she said. “He was.”  
 
    “I’m honestly surprised any of you Hellhounds are still alive,” Robert continued. “It’s a testament to Hendershot’s leadership that you are. It’s also reason enough to keep going here. We can’t let his death, and the deaths of so many others, be in vain.” 
 
    “Vengeance,” Rai said, testing the word like a delicacy that’s better the longer it is savored. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to get back at these devils for what they stole from you?” 
 
    Rai thought about Hendershot. She thought about Kylie. Granted, they had both signed up for this life and knew the risks. However, that didn’t make the loss of her friends any easier to bear.  
 
    A white-hot anger bubbled up inside her, welling over at the thought of eradicating these savages and making them pay for what they’d taken from her. “I want to do whatever is necessary to make this right for Hendershot, for Kylie, and for all the other friends I’ve lost on this godforsaken planet.” 
 
    “Then we fight,” Robert said. “The Guard may be a much different kind of unit than the Hellhounds, but we have the same goal here.”  
 
    “You always did underestimate us, Colonel,” Rai said. “We may never have had the resources that your Guard does but…” 
 
    Colonel Robert waved off what she was saying. “Not the time or place to get into that, Lieutenant. What matters is that we’re united in our cause, and united in our course of action. What I need right now is for you to take a shot talking to that thing tied to the tree over there. Maybe you’ll have some luck where I haven’t. I’ve heard you have certain…abilities…when it comes to interrogation. There are stories about you. Stories that I haven’t been able to completely discount. Hendershot, it seems, was a skilled teacher, and you apparently learned those lessons well.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rai said. “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    “But first, I need to know about this thing you say is really their leader,” Colonel Robert stopped her as she started toward the chief. “He can wait another few minutes.” 
 
    Rai started to reply when she heard something that chilled her to the bone. It was the roar of thousands of savages crying out in fear and the splintering crackle of trees being snapped in half as the god of Zala IV approached.  
 
    “I think you’re about to have all your questions answered, Colonel,” Rai said. “We can both see for ourselves.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    At first it was like the precursor to an earthquake. The ground trembled slightly. Strange birds took to the air, knowing that danger was approaching. The savage hordes surged, thundering forward to announce the arrival of something much greater.  
 
    With the tree cover, it was impossible to get a complete view of the monster. Yet, you didn’t need to see all of it to know it was horrible, destructive, and completely unafraid of anything man or machine could throw at it.  
 
    It lurched along the ground, pulling itself forward with a series of barbed tentacles that grasped at trees, rock outcroppings, and anything else that would give it a hold with which to propel itself forward. Sometimes, in its haste to find something to latch onto, it would grab one of the savages that was unlucky enough to be in its path and toss it aside as if it were just another uprooted tree that had gotten in its way. It was an undulating mass of arms that destroyed whatever it could while remaining just below the earth’s surface, dragging itself forward.  
 
    The forest buckled beneath the earth-dwelling horror. The sound of trees snapping in half was like cannon fire. The ground opened beneath the savages, swallowing up hundreds at a time in the path of the behemoth. In its wake, it left a huge furrow in the earth, like a nasty gash made by a crashing ship.  
 
    “This may be it for us,” Colonel Robert said calmly as the he watched the creeping horror pull itself forward, destroying everything in its path, including the devils they had been fighting. Yet, he was unwilling to give voice to his fear. The pale expression on his face, however, told the tale when words would not. No doubt he, like everyone else, had never seen anything like this in his life.  
 
    Drake’s smile fell. The cocky expression he’d worn only minutes before was replaced by a look of abject horror. “It’s coming right at us.” 
 
    “It appears so,” Colonel Robert said. “Prepare everything we’ve got. There’s no time to run. It’ll be on us in less than a minute.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Drake said.  
 
    “Rai, how are your CASPers?” Robert asked.  
 
    “Getting geared up, thanks to your people, but none of them are a hundred percent,” she said.  
 
    “We aren’t faring much better,” Robert admitted. “But we will fire every last bullet, detonate every last explosive, and inflict as much torment on this bad science experiment as we can.” 
 
    “Maybe I should try to learn something from the chief,” Rai said. “If there’s any intel he can provide, we probably need it right about now.” 
 
    “See what you can do,” Robert said. “But make it quick.” 
 
    Rai nodded, focused firmly on a memory of Hendershot, and let her anger build as she approached the leader of the savages.  
 
    The chief was still chained to the tree and grinning maniacally like an asylum inmate. Rai approached him carefully. She hadn’t been this close to one of the savages without them attacking. She noted the comm unit strapped to his neck that was serving as a translator. 
 
    Rai unsheathed the knife that was strapped to her thigh and pricked the tip of her thumb with it to test its sharpness. A droplet of blood welled up immediately. The chief grinned at the sight of the knife, fully aware of what was coming.  
 
    “The one we serve rises,” the chief said. “He has heard our cries and is sympathetic to us.”  
 
    “Tell me about him,” Rai said, stepping close enough to press the blade against the taut flesh of the chief’s bare abdomen.  
 
    “He is the eater of souls and the devourer of light,” the savage said, realizing that this wasn’t the kind of information Rai was looking for.  
 
    “Not helpful,” Rai said. “Try again.” 
 
    “He is legion, yet he is one,” the chief replied.  
 
    “Again, not what I’m looking for,” Rai said as she buried the blade into the chief’s shoulder. The savage howled in pain and thrashed about. While most of him moved within the confines of the chains, his shoulder did not. Rai had driven her knife blade all the way through, pinning him to the tree like a bug in an insect collection.  
 
    “Help us stop it,” Rai said. “Or I will shoot you.”  
 
    “Stop it?” the chief laughed as his shoulder bled copiously. “Why would I do that? Like every other god, this one requires sacrifice. We have offered up you and your group as ours. Our god merely comes to collect…and to be honored by our gift.” 
 
    “You’re chained up and not in any position to make an offering,” Rai pointed out, grabbing the handle of the blade and leaning into a little, sending fresh bolts of excruciating pain through the chief’s arm, neck, and upper body. 
 
    “I feel a faint tickle,” the savage said. “Perhaps a butterfly has landed on my shoulder.” 
 
    Rai fired a round from her sidearm into the air then touched the hot tip of the gun to the creature’s wound. The roar it let out was like a pack of lions being set on fire.  
 
    “Surely, you know I could escape from these bonds if I chose to,” the creature said, its voice still filtering through the comm unit with an electronic timbre. “Have you not seen what we are capable of?” 
 
    “You’ll die too, you know?” Rai asked.  
 
    “Cronus will honor me with rebirth,” the chief said. “I have nothing to fear.” 
 
    “Cronus?” Rai asked.  
 
    “Behold,” the chief said, training his eyes on something in the forest. “Cronus. The destroyer of entire worlds. The destroyer of you.” 
 
    The ancient god erupted from beneath the soil, showing its true complete form. Trees that were centuries old were lifted from the earth as Cronus pushed his way out of the trench it had dug in the ground. The monstrosity used its tentacles to push itself up to its full height, rising more than a hundred feet in the air.  
 
    Its gray flesh was like that of something dead that had been rotting in the sun for far too long, all putrescent and bloated. It roared with a mouth full of concentric rings of barbed teeth, and surveyed the nature of the threat against it, using hundreds of red eyes that hadn’t seen the light of day in quite some time.  
 
    “What is that thing?” Rai asked the chief, horrified. 
 
    The chief’s eyes were rolled back in his head, revealing the whites. He was muttering and chanting what might have been some sort of prayer, completely oblivious to Rai and her question. Knowing that there was no time to waste, Rai leveled her sidearm and shot the chief in the kneecap. Immediately, his eyes went wide with pain as he snapped out of the trance he was in. He snarled at Rai.  
 
    “Cronus will devour you,” the savage growled. “His appetite is eternal.” 
 
    “Tell me how to kill him or I’ll put a bullet in the other leg.” 
 
    “Do what you like,” the chief said. “I have nothing more to tell you. You have done your worst, and I haven’t told you what you wanted to know. I have a knife in my shoulder, a burn on the wound, a bullet in my knee, and yet I remain silent. Shoot me again if it pleases you. I shall delight in watching Cronus eat you.” 
 
    Rai did as she’d promised, and disintegrated the savage’s other knee. He howled and grimaced and cursed. “Last chance,” she said, looking over her shoulder and realizing that Cronus was almost upon them.  
 
    “May you rot in the bowels of our master,” the savage said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Rai raised her sidearm again and then stopped as an idea occurred to her. She left the chief and headed back to Robert, who was poised to launch possibly the last attack of his career.  
 
    “That thing can devour us whole,” Rai said quickly. “Maybe we should let it.” 
 
    Robert froze and turned to look at her. “The CASPers,” he said, suddenly understanding what she had in mind.  
 
    “The suits will protect us,” Rai said. “If we’re going to end up inside that thing one way or another, maybe we should just make things easier for Cronus and jumpjet our way into its mouth. Most of our suits have one or two good jumps left.” 
 
    Cronus had paused, ravenous from the effort it had taken to drag itself from its home in the bowels of the earth to the surface. It plucked savages from the ground, tossing them into its terrible mouth for the sustenance they provided. Like a hydra with no heads, its barbed tentacles flailed and grasped for anything within reach, scooping up entire armloads of the creatures who served it and tossing them into a mouth that was as cavernous as a mine shaft and filled with rows upon rows of teeth that impaled some and ripped apart others. 
 
    “Think you can survive those teeth?” Robert asked. “The jumps will have to be coordinated just right to avoid them.” 
 
    “We’re pilots, sir. That’s what we do,” Rai said. “Besides, if I have to be impaled on one of those teeth I would much rather do it while trying to stay alive than to just simply give up and allow myself to be eaten.” 
 
    “It’s all we’ve got at this point,” Robert conceded. “You’re in charge of the CASPers. Drake and I will try to buy you enough time and distract this thing long enough for you to reach its mouth.”  
 
    “Feel free to feed Drake to that thing if it’ll buy us a minute or two,” Rai said, not bothering to hide her disdain for the man. “Even an extra thirty seconds is reason enough to toss him in.” 
 
    “Get moving, Lieutenant.” Robert smiled dryly. “No time for grudges.” 
 
    The horror beneath the earth continued to drag itself toward the firing line. Drake rushed back to take command of his men. Colonel Robert held back with the tech that was still desperately attempting to get a signal through to the ships in orbit. 
 
    “Hold your fire until it gets closer,” Drake ordered his men. All the surviving CASPers of Robert’s Guard had joined his infantry on the firing line. Rai and her CASPers were off preparing for the surprise that she and Colonel Robert had cooked up for the approaching monster. Drake knew the amount of firepower Rai and the five CASPers left from the Hellhounds had wouldn’t make a difference anyway…or at least not from the infantry line. For all their sakes, he hoped her plan worked. He watched the tentacled horror pulling itself along. The creature was truly a living nightmare. Drake could understand why the native savages worshipped it as a god. From their point of view, the thing was truly unstoppable. He hoped they’d prove them wrong. 
 
    “Prepare to fire on my mark,” Drake shouted over his comm to the gathered troops and CASPers on the firing line. He allowed the horrific god of the savages to draw a little closer and then screamed, “Fire at will!” 
 
    The CASPers struck first. Missiles streaked from their shoulder launchers, blazing through the growing darkness of the twilight toward the savages’ god. They sunk into the gelatinous mass and exploded there. Chunks of the diseased flesh spun away from its body to splatter the trees in a Rorschach collage. The wounds the explosions inflicted upon the thing healed almost instantly, closing nearly as quickly as they were made. Whatever substance composed its body was impervious to bullets, and simply bled back into place, leaving it just as it had been before the missiles hit.  
 
    Mortars pounded the god and the ground around it. They hammered the thing relentlessly, their blasts tearing at its oozing form. The god’s tentacles slashed furiously about in the air, striking and detonating many of the shells before they made contact with the central mass of its body. Between the mortar fire and the continued missile barrage from the CASPers and troops armed with RGPs, it was like watching a deranged fireworks display.  
 
    Drake had seldom felt fear in his life. Usually, he was the cause of the fear others felt. That was not the case now. For the first time in a long time, Drake found himself afraid and hated himself for it. The fear drove him, filling his very soul with rage and helpless anger. 
 
    Despite the staggering amount of firepower his men were pouring into the approaching god, it continued to pull itself ever closer to the firing line. The infantry troops and CASPers without mortars or missiles joined in the battle to stop it. Tracer rounds flashed orange and blue through the darkness, now that night had fallen over the woods. Heavy CASPer machine guns and their tripod mounted infantry counterparts chattered, hosing the entity. Bullets shredded the front of the god’s form, severing numerous tentacles as the thing raged in fury at Drake’s attempt to stop it. Still, it came onward.  
 
    “Die already, you bastard,” Drake muttered, watching the monstrous entity with hatred burning inside him.  
 
    The god was nearly on top of them, and Drake ordered the CASPers equipped with firegel to open up on it. Geysers of flame burst outward from the firing line, licking at the god. At last the thing showed it felt pain. Its massive mouth emitted a high-pitched shriek that sent many of the men to their knees, dropping their weapons and covering their ears. Drake ignored the pain in his eardrums, gritting his teeth against it, and turned to a trooper holding an RPG near him. 
 
    “Give me your weapon!” Drake growled. The man looked at him, wide-eyed and terrified.  
 
    “Now,” Drake ordered again, snatching the RPG from the man’s hands. Drake ran to the center of the firing line. He glanced around at the troopers who were clutching their ears and unable to cope with the high-pitched screech the god was using like some kind of sonic weapon. Drake felt contempt and disgust at the sight of them.  
 
    “On your feet!” Drake yelled at them, screaming over the horrific noise coming from the savages’ god.  
 
    The CASPers equipped with firegel kept up their attack on the god. Large areas of its body were burning, completely ablaze where the gel clung, intermingled with the gelatinous ooze that made up the creature’s central mass. The ooze crackled and popped like smoldering fat in a frying pan. Patches of it would erupt to splash over the troopers and CASPers closest to it. Men screamed as the burning ooze and firegel splattered onto them, cooking away their flesh to the bone. The CASPers hit by the splattering ooze continued to hold their ground. Eventually such intense fire would damage even a CASPer, frying its systems or worse, but for the moment they were still functional and desperate to stop the savages’ god.  
 
    The god had pulled and crawled within reach of the firing line. Its tentacles shot out into the ranks of the infantry and CASPers. It lifted one CASPer from the ground, crushing the armored suit and its pilot within its grasp. Another tentacle swept through a group of infantrymen, knocking them about as if they were nothing more than toys.  
 
    Drake avoided a tentacle that claimed the lives of three infantrymen near his position and lunged forward, charging at the god. When he was within a few yards of its main body, he jerked the launcher he carried to his shoulder, aimed at the creature’s mouth, and fired the RPG. The rocket-propelled grenade flew into the god’s mouth and exploded, shattering teeth and sending fragments spinning away from the monster’s open maw. The god’s screeching cry fell silent as its mouth clamped shut. Drake allowed himself a wicked grin as he flung the spent launcher aside and drew his matching pistols.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Rai and the others were suited up and ready to go. Their CASPers weren’t at full capacity, fully armed, or even fully functional in at least one case. But this was what they had to work with, and it would have to do. It was like walking into a gunfight with a gun that fired but was missing its sights and had a cracked stock. It could still kill, just not as efficiently. That description summed up what remained of the shattered Hellhounds, and even Robert’s Guard. 
 
    They had been through a lot, and they knew the worst was coming. It hadn’t even begun yet. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Taking this job had been a mistake. They hadn’t had near enough intel on what they were walking into, and hundreds of lives had been lost as a result. There was no changing that now. All they could do was salvage what was left of this mission and try to walk away with their lives.  
 
    She saw what Drake’s RPG had done—disintegrating much of the creature’s open mouth and forcing it to clamp its jaws shut in a painful reaction. That was the exact opposite of what they needed; the plan relied on having its mouth open. It also relied on fire, since they had seen what flames were capable of doing to it.  
 
    She turned to the other CASPers. “We have to shift gears,” she explained. “This mission just became more than landing inside the mouth of this thing. We have to force it to open its mouth again and then land perfectly.” 
 
    “Just another day at the office, Lieutenant,” a pilot named Blake replied. “This is what we were born for.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Rai said, “so here’s the plan. Blake, you and Clyde are going to hit that thing in the mouth with everything you’ve got. You’ve heard the saying ‘tear it a new one’, and never have I meant it more than right now. Its mouth is a tangled, jagged mess of broken teeth we can’t possibly get through. It’s the monster equivalent of a barbed-wire fence, and we have our good friend Drake to thank for it. Once the two of you hit it in the mouth with everything you’ve got, it’ll open up in pain, or rage, or both, and it will clear the way for me, Carter, and Wolfie to perform the space opera version of Jonah and the Whale. Everybody good?” 
 
    The men replied with united iron fists held high in the air.  
 
    “Then let’s do this,” Rai said.  
 
    The CASPers’ jumpjets weren’t fully charged, which meant they couldn’t jump as high or for as long. But they were mobile enough to allow them to hurdle the savages who still circled the creature, and the spears they hurled in defense. Despite the burns it had suffered and the disintegrated mouth it now sported, Cronus, as the chief had named it, showed no signs of slowing, and it still had a ravaging mass of tentacles that whipped through the air in a mad frenzy, knocking men and savages alike to and fro. It was like a skyscraper-sized nest of snakes writhing in a chaotic rhythm, lashing out at anyone or anything that got too close.  
 
    “Hey Drake,” Rai said over the comm unit as Blake and Clyde jumped in controlled arcs toward Cronus. “Since you were so kind as to shut the mouth we needed to jump into, could you lay down some cover fire and thin the herd a little? Or if you don’t want to do that, feel free to jump into its mouth yourself and clean up the mess you made.” 
 
    “I’d be delighted to help,” Drake said as he gave a command for the infantry to shift their fire toward the line of savages protecting Cronus. It was like watching a scythe cut through wheat as the devils fell. “You know me. I’m always up for a good bloodbath. And as for the mess I made—at least I did something useful in this battle instead of resting on my laurels and strutting around like some sort of celebrity.” Drake sighed over the comm unit. “Just shut up and do your job. I’ll do mine.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Rai said. “Blake and Clyde, let’s hit it.”  
 
    Blake and Clyde used their thrusters to make a long jump that kept them in the air long enough to unload a volley of rockets into the face of Cronus, and the effect was immediate. Explosions sent shockwaves blasting through the air around the monstrosity as the mouth that was already mangled and broken was shattered and damaged even more. Teeth and shards of sharp bone flew outward like projectiles of glass, impaling some of the savages. The creature opened its maw in agony, and Rai saw her chance.  
 
    “This is it,” Rai said. “Let’s give this thing a stomach ache.” 
 
    “Too much of Carter is enough to make anybody sick,” Wolfie said over the comm.  
 
    “Says the grown man who calls himself Wolfie,” Carter shot back.  
 
    Blake and Clyde continued to unload on Cronus, blasting it in the face with everything they had. All you could hear along the line of Drake’s infantry was the endless chattering of belt-fed gunfire. The ground beneath them was littered with mountains of spent casings. Cronus, however, wasn’t content to just lie down and die. On the contrary, it kept pushing forward until it reached the infantry again, having fallen back under the CASPers’ barrage. With a swipe of one massive tentacle, it swept an entire line of soldiers away, knocking them down, killing or mangling almost all of them. It was enough to give the savages on the ground an opportunity, and they seized it, rushing forward.  
 
    Colonel Robert and the small detail of mercs he was personally commanding rushed into the fray, blasting the savages and doing their best to avoid any of the whip-like appendages lashing out at them. “Make it quick, Rai,” he growled into his comm unit. “We don’t have all day here. Just got confirmation that the dropship is en route for a rescue mission. It won’t stand a chance of landing if we don’t take Cronus out. Call me crazy, but this isn’t where I want to die.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Rai said. “About to enter the belly of the beast.” 
 
    Three CASPers leapt forward, using their thrusters to propel them toward Cronus and its open, shattered mouth. Blake and Clyde continued to blast away at the abomination. They did their job well; the opening was large enough, and the shattered, jagged teeth weren’t nearly as much of a threat as they had been. That didn’t mean that Cronus himself was no longer a threat. One of the hundreds of eyes that hadn’t been blinded by gunfire saw the source of its misery and reacted. One moment Blake and Clyde were flying, the next they were both caught up in the creature’s tentacles, unable to shake free because of the barbs that hooked into their suits. They flailed and fought against the monstrosity, but Cronus was too strong. They fired their weapons into the tentacles, but for every one they destroyed, two more took its place, until eventually their arms were bound to their bodies. Enraged, Cronus bashed the two men against each other until their suits were fractured and leaked blood, before tossing the broken CASPers away.  
 
    Everyone saw what happened, but there was no way to help them. Rai, Carter, and Wolfie cut their thrusters and dropped into the open mouth of the creature, like they were falling into a deep, dark pit.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still as the three CASPers disappeared. Cronus froze, unsure of what had happened, its flagella no longer writhing and whirling about with the same frenzy they had a moment before. Then, realizing what had happened and what was now inside of it, the monstrosity began to flail and convulse and to lash out with a rage that had only been previously hinted at.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Rai was jarred about inside her suit as it bounced along Cronus’s throat, tumbling against the other CASPers with loud clangs as they were pushed toward the god’s stomach. She heard a garbled cry from Carter’s CASPer as the tactical icon representing his suit on her display screen went out.  
 
    After the hellish descent through the throat of the creature, Rai and Wolfie’s CASPers splashed into the acid in its stomach. Alarms went off all over her display screen as the acid ate away at her suit. A few more seconds and it would eat through the suit’s armor.  
 
    “Let’s blow this bastard!” Rai screamed.  
 
    “Roger that!” Wolfie answered. 
 
    Both of their suits were carrying loads of firegel attached to their backs. They both ejected the packs. Though the canisters were made of even tougher stuff than their suits to keep them from going off like grenades in a firefight from a random bullet, the acid wasn’t going to take long to eat into them either.  
 
    Rai punched her CASPer’s jumpjets once her canister was a safe distance from her, and she leaped toward the opening of the monster’s throat leading out of its stomach. Wolfie followed her. The two CASPers squirmed, pushed, and pulled their way upward through it. Both of them knew they wouldn’t be able to escape without a miracle, but it would get them out of the blast when the acid ate through the canisters and the firegel hit the god’s stomach acid. It didn’t take long. The explosion below them was massive. Even at the monster’s throat, with its muscles clamping down behind them, they felt the blast. A fraction of a second later, a wave of flames was vomited up the creature’s throat, they came with it.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The tentacled monster exploded like a detonating nuke. Its body blew apart, sending chunks flying everywhere. The shockwave flattened everything on the field of battle. Those closest to the monster died instantly; those farther away were either knocked off their feet, set ablaze, or both. Some of the firegel splashed onto Drake’s combat armor, and his breastplate smoked as the fire burnt into it with an unnatural fury. Drake shrugged it off with a sneer and threw it away, thankful to still be alive. Many others weren’t.  
 
    Stumbling to his feet, Drake tapped his helmet comm. “Lieutenant Rai?” 
 
    “Still alive,” Rai answered. “If just barely. My suit is held together by a prayer, but that was good enough to keep me from getting French-fried.” 
 
    Colonel Robert cut into the channel. “Good work, Rai. I’ll have to admit there might be more to your Hellhounds than I thought.” 
 
    “What’s the status of the battle?” she asked wearily.  
 
    “Looking good from what I can see,” Robert said.  
 
    The spot where Cronus had been looked like the site of a meteorite crash. The crater was huge, and filled with the charred, crispy bodies of hundreds of dead savages. Only the two blackened CASPers were moving inside the crater, and they weren’t moving fast.  
 
    The battle was over…at least for the moment. The death of their god had sent the natives running for the trees.  
 
    Drake spotted Rai’s CASPer amid a pile of burning goop flung out from the god’s exploding body and ran toward it. Rai stood up, flames dancing and raging over her outer armor as she staggered forward to meet him. Drake could feel the heat of the firegel and raised his arms against it.  
 
    Rai popped her suit’s canopy and hurled herself out of the CASPer. It stood behind her, burning, as she flopped onto the ground. Drake was at her side in an instant, helping her up. 
 
    “Let’s go! We have to get away before it blows!” He yanked her to her feet and dragged her to safety, tossing her to the dirt once they were a safe distance away. The CASPer and its remaining ordnance went up in a massive explosion.  
 
    “Thanks,” Rai muttered, trying to catch her breath. She shook her head to clear it and got to her feet. “That was too close for comfort.” 
 
    “Anytime, Lieutenant,” Drake shot her a wry grin. 
 
    “I guess that makes us even,” Rai said. “You wrecked our initial mission, but you made up for it.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep so much easier tonight knowing that you’re not mad at me,” Drake said with a chuckle.  
 
    Rai sighed, too exhausted to engage in any more banter.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Peterson looked over at Burroughs’ corpse. It stank like Hell, and what passed for flies on Zala IV swarmed over it. There was nothing little about them; the insectoids were twice the size of Earth horseflies. The spear that jutted upward from Burroughs’ back, impaling him, was covered in the things. They had already started burrowing into the man’s dead flesh, laying their eggs. Peterson covered his mouth and looked away.  
 
    Counting himself, there were less than a dozen of his men alive. They had spent the day pinned down and surrounded by the savages. The rocks they’d taken shelter in had kept them alive. The mass of boulders prevented the natives from coming at them in force. Peterson knew they couldn’t hold out much longer though. Their ammo was almost gone, and the last of their grenades and K-bombs had been used hours ago. The only saving grace was that the savages didn’t know that. Otherwise, they’d have rushed the rocks and overtaken them within minutes.  
 
    “Franks!” Peterson yelled at his new second-in-command. The young trooper’s head snapped around at the sound of his name. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Franks answered with the eagerness of a newbie.  
 
    “Are we clear to the north?” Peterson asked. 
 
    Franks nodded frantically as he answered, “Clear, sir!”  
 
    Peterson let out a sigh of relief. The last big push from the savages had come from the north, and he figured that was where most of their force was. It had been half an hour since the last attack. The next one, Peterson knew, would be coming soon.  
 
    It was both a blessing and a curse that the north was clear. The fact that it was clear meant that they were safe for the time being. It also meant they had no idea which direction the savages would attack from next. Peterson didn’t dare hope they’d give up and go back to their hovels, caves, holes in the ground, or whatever they lived in. They wouldn’t stop until every last member of Peterson’s force was dead.  
 
    “Sir, I’m down to my last mag,” Franks told him. 
 
    “Me too, son,” Peterson answered, not taking his gaze away from the trees below the rock he leaned against. “Anybody got more than just the mag in your rifle?” 
 
    Hawk and Turpin reported they did—Hawk still had an extra mag, and Turpin had three. Peterson ordered Turpin to pass him one of his extras. Turpin clearly wasn’t happy about it, but an order was an order, so he complied. Peterson pocketed the mag as he spotted movement in the trees. 
 
    “Everybody get ready!” Peterson called out. “Looks like they’re on the move again!” 
 
    “I’ve got movement over here too, sir!” Hawk shouted. 
 
    “Make your shots count people!” Peterson warned the others.  
 
    Clark sat in the center of the cluster of boulders, still trying to raise someone over the unit’s comm gear. Each of them had helmet comms, but Clark carried a larger, more powerful version. It was their only hope of salvation. If Clark could just reach someone, anyone, they might be able to get help and actually walk away from the fight, but Peterson could see Clark wasn’t having any luck.  
 
    “Stop messing with that, Clark,” Peterson ordered him. “We’re going to need every weapon we’ve got for what’s coming.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Clark carefully tucked the comm unit under a protruding rock, picked up his rifle, and stood up to join the others. As he stood, a tomahawk came soaring in between the rocks at him. It spun end over end as it traveled through the air to thud into Clark’s chest. The weapon’s black blade pierced his chest armor and blood flowed around it as Clark collapsed.  
 
    “Return fire!” Peterson shouted, hefting his rifle and firing a three-round burst in the direction from which the tomahawk had been thrown. He couldn’t tell whether he’d hit anything or not, but it opened up the flood gates of Hell. The savages surged forward from the trees beneath his position and charged up the hill. Peterson resisted the urge to hose the mass of savages with a stream of fully automatic fire, forcing himself to aim each round. With careful skill and precision, he put a bullet into the forehead of a large savage, splattering its brains out the back of its skull.  
 
    Realizing quickly that they were only attacking from his side of the cluster of rocks, Peterson yelled for the remainder of his men to move into positions defending it. His instincts told him that the savages would only be hitting his side this go round, in another massive push.  
 
    Franks apparently wasn’t able to control his panic and let loose on the advancing savages on full auto, emptying his magazine. He dropped half a dozen of them for his effort. As Franks’ rifle clicked empty, Peterson saw the fear in his eyes. Franks tossed the now useless weapon aside and drew his sidearm.  
 
    The other men were firing, too, trying to stem the tide of monsters coming up the hill at them. Savages fell one after another, but there were always more to replace them. The raging thunder and chatter of weapons fire began to sputter and grow quieter as Peterson’s men ran out of ammo. Pistols were drawn and fired as the savages reached the rocks.  
 
    Peterson saw that this time there’d be no stopping them from getting in among their ranks, and there was nowhere to fall back to. If he and his men left the cover of the rocks, they would be on open ground, and the savages would overrun them all the same.  
 
    A savage came leaping through the air to land next to Jones. It plunged the blade of its knife under the edge of his chest armor and into his guts. The creature twisted the blade inside Jones as the man tried to shove it away from him. Blood bubbled up from his lips as the creature slammed him against a rock and held him there. Another soldier, Baker, rushed to his aid, but never made it. As he emerged from the rock he’d been behind, a spear struck him in the back. Its tip burst through the plating of his chest armor in a spray of red. Baker fell face first to the dirt and stayed there.  
 
    More of the creatures were inside the cluster of rocks, and they engaged those left alive in melee combat. The battle became a massacre; Peterson’s men were no match for alien savages that could take on CASPers with their bare hands. In a matter of moments only he and Franks were left alive.  
 
    Peterson felt as if he needed to say something to Franks, some final words, but nothing came to mind. He didn’t have the time anyway. Two of the savages came at him, one hefting a spear, and the other clutching a wickedly curved knife in each of its large, hairy hands. The one with the spear threw it. Peterson ducked the weapon, and it thunked into a boulder behind him, its shaft vibrating from the force of the impact. Peterson dropped the empty mag from his rifle and shoved the one he had taken from Turpin into it. Turpin was dead. Peterson could see his corpse from where he stood. The top of Turpin’s head had been split open by an axe, and chunks of brain matter wet the soil around his body.  
 
    The magazine snapped home, and Peterson raised his rifle and mowed down the two creatures that were nearly on top of him. Their bodies jerked as his bullets ripped through them. He heard Franks scream to his right, and whipped his head about to check on him. A creature had run him through with a spear, and held his twitching body several feet above the ground as it swung him about like a plaything. Peterson knew Franks was dead, but he wasn’t about to let the kid go unavenged. He fired a three-round burst into the monster waving Franks about. The bullets punctured the creature’s side, and it staggered as Peterson finished it with a second burst that reduced its face to a mass of mangled meat. 
 
    The creatures came at Peterson from every direction. It was just him against them now. He fired at one coming in from the right, blowing apart its ribcage, and then jerked his rifle around to take a shot at one on the left. He missed. The rounds he’d fired sparked against a rock near the creature as it roared its anger at him. Peterson turned fully to engage the creatures coming at him from his rear, only to find they’d already reached him.  
 
    Sharp claws tore his rifle from his hands as others pounded his shoulders, crushing the bones. With a grunt, Peterson slumped to his knees, unable to move his arms, and utterly helpless before the fury of the horde. More claws raked his flesh as creatures ripped at him, tugging parts of his body in different directions. His arms and legs were pulled from him, and he screamed and screamed until darkness overtook him, and he lost consciousness.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    What was left of Robert’s Guard and the Hellhounds did the only thing they could; they waited for the dropships to arrive. The annihilation of Cronus had killed hundreds of savages and frightened away the rest. It was a good thing, too. Ammo was in short supply, as were soldiers to shoot it. They’d landed on the planet with a veritable army, and they’d be leaving with a small force of beaten, battered soldiers who were battle worn and pushed to the breaking point. 
 
    Rai, smelling of smoke and the charred flesh of a dead god, approached the chief again, eager to tell him the news. His legs hung at strange angles—the byproduct of having his kneecaps shattered—and his torso was covered in blood from the knife wound. Still, his eyes were full of vicious fire and hatred. The glee and mirth he had shown before were gone, replaced by something much darker and deadlier. No doubt, he had underestimated the humans.  
 
    “I see you live,” he said in a low voice.  
 
    “The same can’t be said for Cronus,” Rai told him. “We turned him into hamburger.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that means, but I felt it when his life force was snuffed. It was a violent, painful death.” 
 
    “Poor thing,” Rai said. “I could almost shed a tear…if I cared.” 
 
    “You come to gloat,” the chief said.  
 
    “A little,” Rai admitted. 
 
    “Then you do not truly understand the way we think,” the chief said.  
 
    “So, explain it to me,” she said.  
 
    “You cannot understand, so I will not try. I will only say this. You haven’t seen our true number. Only a small sample of my people. My brothers and sisters.”  
 
    “And Cronus…let’s not forget about him.” 
 
    “Cronus was our father, and we are his children.” 
 
    “So you’ll grow up to be just like him, gelatinous blobs of goo that get blown up by mercs like me?” 
 
    “When we grow up, some of us will be like him. We will change. Undergo metamorphosis.” 
 
    “What do you mean when you grow up?” Rai asked.  
 
    The chief smiled. “As I have said, you don’t understand us, and it will lead to your undoing. We are the children of Cronus, yes. You do understand what children are, do you not?” 
 
    “Offspring. Scions.” 
 
    “Young,” the chief said, spitting out the word as he flashed the smile she had seen before Cronus made his appearance. “All you have seen at this point are the babies. The children. We are the young amongst the tribe, and you have slaughtered us systematically.” 
 
    “You’re the chief. You aren’t a child.” 
 
    “I am leader amongst those like me. But we are the young. As I mentioned before, chief is your word, not mine. I am simply the strongest among my brothers and sisters, elevated above all others by my size, strength, and superior intellect. I am the best of the offspring of Cronus.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Rai asked.  
 
    The chief grinned. “What it means is the elders weep at the deaths of so many of the young from our tribe, and their anger has been roused. You think you have conquered us; however, you have only fought against the weak, the untrained, and the youth of our kind. Soon, you shall feel the fury of the elders, and you will regret the day you ever set foot on our planet.” 
 
    Rai broke out in a cold sweat as she realized what he meant. Without a single thought, she unholstered her sidearm, put it to the savage’s temple, and blew the side of his head off.  
 
    “Colonel Robert,” she said, speaking into her comm unit. “We have a very big problem.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Lieutenant?” Colonel Robert answered her.  
 
    “We’ve got more trouble coming, Colonel,” Rai told him. “According to our prisoner, that thing we just blew to heck isn’t just the god of these savages, it’s their father.” 
 
    “So?” Colonel Robert asked. 
 
    “Apparently that monster is what the savages grow up to be,” Rai tried to explain. “There’s another stage of growth that we haven’t seen yet. Elders, the chief called them before I put a bullet in his brain.” 
 
    “Roger that, Lieutenant,” Colonel Robert responded. “Let’s hope those dropships get here soon.”  
 
    His comm officer had finally gotten a message through the EM storms to the ships in orbit, and dropships were on the way down for their evac. The last Rai had heard, the dropships were about ten minutes out, but anything could happen. The dropships might not survive the EM storms. If they did, they might be overrun when they landed. Provided none of that happened, these “elders”, as the chief had called them, might arrive first, finish everyone off, and render the need for dropships unnecessary. They were far from safe.  
 
    Rai’s bruised body ached as she ran across the encampment to where Drake was. He was overseeing the perimeter defense of the survivors as they awaited the arrival of the dropships. This was all they had left to work with, and it would have to be enough. Still, even though Rai was usually optimistic, she couldn’t help thinking they were completely and totally screwed as she looked at the scant numbers remaining.  
 
    “Drake!” she yelled at him even as he saw her approaching his position. “We’ve got more trouble coming!” 
 
    The wiry killer stared at her in disbelief.  
 
    “Calm yourself, Lieutenant,” he ordered her. “We just killed a god. I don’t think the savages will be coming at us again anytime soon. We’ll be long gone from this planet before they work up the nerve.” 
 
    Rai shook her head. “You don’t understand. There were things we didn’t know from the start, things that seriously impacted the mission. The devils we have been fighting so far…they are the babies of the tribe.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes widened. “And Cronus?” 
 
    “The sire,” Rai said. “Which means there’s a completely different group of savages that are bigger, nastier, and even worse than the savages we’ve already fought.” 
 
    Drake snarled. “And let me guess, they’re none too happy that we’ve killed so many of their offspring.” 
 
    “I would imagine so,” Rai said.  
 
    Gunfire erupted from the perimeter of the camp. Drake’s self-assured, cocky expression fell from his face as he sprang into motion, running to see what was going on. Rai followed him, wishing she had her CASPer. All but a handful of the suits were destroyed or damaged too badly to be of any use, and those that remained belonged to Robert’s unit, not the Hellhounds, so she couldn’t pull rank and take one for her own use. She suddenly felt very small and vulnerable. It wasn’t a feeling she was accustomed to, or one she enjoyed.  
 
    “What the frag are those?” Drake muttered as the camp’s front lines came into view.  
 
    The monsters emerging from the woods surrounding the camp weren’t like the savages they had been facing. Each of them stood between ten and twelve feet tall. Their bodies were almost translucent, like that of the savages’ god. Tentacles whipped about their bodies, growing out of their shoulders and backs. The creatures still had humanoid arms and carried spears in their hands. They were a strange hybrid of the devils they had fought previously and Cronus, the one who had made them. They were also angry and out for blood, which was never a good combination.  
 
    Drake’s men were already pouring fire into the ranks of the new attackers. Machine guns chattered, and rifles cracked as they unleashed a hail of bullets at the hybrid monsters coming toward them. The monsters responded by racing faster toward the camp and hurling their spears. Rai watched as one of the last CASPers was hit by a spear that pierced its chest and sent it stumbling away from the firing line to collapse seconds later, its pilot dead. As she readied herself for battle, she couldn’t help thinking how strange it was that they had the best military tech money could buy, and they were being outgunned by a bunch of aliens with spears. It made the old adage about carrying a knife to a gunfight seem outdated; the savages were doing just that—and they were winning.  
 
    “We’ve gotta hold them off until the dropships get here,” Rai told Drake as he drew the matching pistols holstered on his belt. 
 
    Drake nodded grimly. “The question is, do we have enough ammo left to do it?” 
 
    The hybrid monsters moved with a speed that surpassed that of the savages the Humans had dealt with before. There were far fewer of these creatures, but Rai and Drake could already see they were a great deal more difficult to kill. They were stronger, faster, and more mature, and it showed in both their fighting skill and their resistance to the bullets being fired at them by the magazine and belt-load.  
 
    A soldier on the firing line emptied his weapon into one of the hybrids as it charged at him. Bullets ripped into the creature, tearing at its body. Most of the wounds they inflicted, though, simply closed themselves as the more gel-like parts of its body flowed and shifted about to heal them. The soldier grunted as several of the monster’s tentacles lashed out to spear through his flesh, impaling him. With a flick of its tentacles, the monster lifted the man from the ground and flung his limp, bleeding form from its path. Another soldier moved to stop it. The woman fired point blank into the monster, but it shrugged off her attack and backhanded her. The blow caught her beneath her chin and snapped her neck. Her corpse tumbled to the ground as the monster continued.  
 
    Rai and Drake reached the heart of the battle. Rai spotted a shotgun on the ground near the corpse of one of Drake’s men and snatched it up, pumping a round into its chamber. The monster turned its attention to them as its brethren continued to tear into the other troops along the line.  
 
    The thing’s face was straight from a nightmare. Its eyes and forehead were like those of the normal savages, but its mouth made up the rest of its face, a gigantic maw filled with circles of razor-like teeth. The tentacles growing out of its shoulders whipped forward at Drake. The little man dodged them, ducking under one as he continued on past the monster. Rai waited until he was clear and opened fire. The shotgun bucked in her hands, and a spout of white phosphorus flames erupted from the weapon’s barrel, spraying the monster with fire and shot. The monster shrieked, its tentacles whipping about wildly as it was set ablaze. Rai didn’t give it a chance to recover, pumping another round into the shotgun’s chamber and firing again. This time she’d aimed her shot for the monster’s head. It blew apart in a shower of burning chunks that splattered into the dirt. The monster’s headless body reeled about, trying to stay on its feet, and finally toppled over. The gelatinous parts of its corpse crackled and popped as it continued to burn. 
 
    Rai looked up to see Drake taking on another of the monsters. The little man was darting about it, firing his pistols into it as he moved. Each round he fired tore a chunk of the monster’s flesh away from its body and left a ragged hole in its wake. Those wounds closed quickly, though, and despite Drake’s onslaught, the monster only seemed to be getting angrier with each bullet that bit into it. As Drake danced about the monster, the little killer made the fatal mistake of accidentally stepping too close to it in his determination to bring it down. One of its tentacles caught him about the neck. That was all it took to slow him enough for more of them to grab him. Tentacles wrapped about his arms and legs as the monster turned to face him. It held Drake tightly as he struggled against it. The tentacles shook the pistols from his hands, but Drake still refused to give up. Rai knew she couldn’t help him. The Dragon’s Breath of her WP shotgun would fry Drake along with the monster if she tried. 
 
    Drake flicked his wrist and a knife slid from the sleeve of his uniform into his right hand. He slashed at the thickest of the tentacles holding him, drawing pus-like, oozing blood from it. The tentacle withdrew as Drake stabbed another, shoving the blade of the knife through it. He twisted the blade about inside the tentacle, severing it, and it fell from him. His face was blue as the tentacle wrapped around his neck continued to tighten the more he fought against the others. Drake’s eye bugged out as all the tentacles but the one choking him suddenly released him, and he was lifted into the air as it drew even tighter, crushing his windpipe completely. With a crack, his neck broke, and his head lolled to the side. 
 
    As the monster released Drake’s corpse, Rai ran up to the monster and fired her shotgun into it. The monster staggered backward with a ragged hole torn through it, and its body set on fire by the WP. Rai pumped the shotgun and fired again, finishing the monster with a second blast of white hot flames.  
 
    Rai looked up as she heard the roar of dropship engines streaking through the clouds above the camp. From the color schemes, two of them were from Byrne and four from Minotaur.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Hold the line a little longer,” Colonel Robert said, trying to rally the troops. He wanted to take as many survivors home as he could. He also wanted to walk away from this planet with all of his limbs intact. Although the dropships were en route, Robert knew the odds weren’t in their favor. They still had the EM storms, the lack of ammo, and their steadily dwindling numbers to contend with. 
 
    The next few minutes were a blur. If the young devils they had fought originally were ravenous, bloodthirsty dogs, the elders were this planet’s equivalent to great white sharks. They were the perfect predators. Normal bullets barely affected them. They towered over the humans they faced. Their bodies had a way of healing themselves if attacked by anything that didn’t cause fire or burning. Some of them even walked on their tentacles so their feet dangled just a few inches off the ground.  
 
    Colonel Robert saw what was left of his group getting slaughtered. The dropships were descending, but one of them lost control, and it plummeted toward the planet in a giant ball of fire.  
 
    “Incoming!” Robert yelled as the ship slammed into the ground, erupting almost immediately and igniting several of the elders who were closest to the crash site. They flailed and shrieked like bottle rockets as their appendages caught fire and burned. A large section of the nearby forest caught fire as well, and Robert came up with a very bad idea, but it was the only one he had left.  
 
    “Everybody move toward the crash site!” Robert ordered. No one moved. 
 
    “Toward the fire,” he yelled, hoping the clarification would help. “Fire is their weakness. It’s the only chance we have left.” 
 
    It made sense, and everyone realized that almost immediately. Gradually, they started backing toward the smoldering wreckage. Once they got close enough, some of them turned their backs on the elders and ran toward the burning remains of the ship.  
 
    The charred and twisted metal of the dropship was enough of a threat that the elders kept their distance temporarily. Flames licked the metal with ravenous tongues, and large columns of smoke rose into the sky. As long as the mercs kept the wreckage between themselves and the monstrosities, it might be enough to hold them off until the dropships arrived. For good measure, Robert tossed an incendiary grenade into the forest, setting off a chain of burning foliage that quickly spread across the tree line behind them. They were hemmed in on two sides by fire, which was normally not a desirable place to be. At this point, however, Robert realized fire was the only thing keeping them alive. 
 
    Although the fire kept them safe from the snake-like tentacles of the elders, it didn’t protect them from the volley of spears that came sailing through the air, and several of his men were impaled.  
 
    “ETA is five minutes,” the captain of Minotaur radioed.  
 
    “Not soon enough,” Robert replied. “Get them down here now! We’re getting annihilated.” 
 
    “Roger that!” the captain exclaimed. “I’ll tell them to hurry!”  
 
    The moment they were within range, the dropships opened fire on the elders, driving them further away from the survivors. Fifty-caliber guns rained death on the savages, and they responded with a volley of spears and rocks that were thrown with enough strength to leave dents in the ship. Still, the elders were forced out of range, and the dropships landed.  
 
    Immediately the mercs left the cover of the flaming wreckage and raced toward the dropships. Some were wounded and bloodied, some were shell-shocked, and all of them were exhausted, but they all found the motivation to sprint for the dropships.  
 
    The elders saw them running away and dashed forward, some of them leaping through the fire while others used their whip-like appendages to vault over it. Within moments, they were accompanied by a tsunami-like wave of the younger devils. They were out for blood, and the entire race surged forward with a collective purpose—to put an end to what was left of the mercenary forces. 
 
    Rai boarded one of the ships and started strapping in, praying they would take off before the creatures arrived, but her worst fear were confirmed as she felt the ship rattle and shake. Looking out, she saw several of the elders had battled through the flames and were intent on tearing the ship apart. Their translucent flesh was burned and charred, yet the damage they had sustained didn’t stop them; instead, it motivated them beyond pain, beyond anger. This was their last chance to stop the ships from leaving the planet, and they attacked with a vengeance.  
 
    Knowing they only had a matter of seconds before the creatures destroyed the ships, Rai slammed a handful of phosphorus shot into the shotgun she’d been carrying, jumped out of her seat, and ran out of the ship with a battle cry. The elders didn’t look her way until the phosphorus shot slammed into them, igniting them like the tips of a book of matches. They howled as they burned, dying amid the unrelenting flames that ravaged their bodies. Even so, one of them lashed out with a long tentacle, and it slapped the side of Rai’s head. Pain ripped through her as her world went dark.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Rai awoke screaming, and she sat upright in the bed. Hands grabbed her, forcing her back down. Rai struggled against them. 
 
    “Rai!” Colonel Robert yelled at her. “Snap out of it! You’re safe.” 
 
    The sound of Robert’s voice seemed far away and distant as she tried to get a grip on the emotions and fear surging through her. She stopped fighting as she was finally able to focus on Robert’s face and realized who he was. Rai slumped back onto the bed.  
 
    “We made it?” She asked.  
 
    “We sure did. You’re in Minotaur’s sickbay,” Robert smiled at her. “If it hadn’t been for you, we might all be dead now. That was some quick thinking on your part, to go after those monsters like you did. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything so brave, or so stupid.” 
 
    Rai laughed. She flinched as the movement from the laughter sent ripples of pain through her bruised and battered body. Her head hurt like hell, and it was hard to think between the pain and the meds she knew had to be pumping through her system.  
 
    “Saved your sorry butts, though, didn’t I?” She smiled back at Robert. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “You saved us all.” 
 
    Rai stared at Robert. She had always thought the man was a coward and an utter prick, but something about him seemed to have changed. He wasn’t the same man he’d been before landing on Zala IV. The way he spoke and carried himself were completely different. 
 
    Robert took a seat in a chair next to her bed. The two of them stared at each other in silence for a few moments before Rai couldn’t take the awkwardness silence anymore. 
 
    “I guess we’re not going to be getting paid, huh?” Rai asked. 
 
    Robert laughed and shook his head. “No. We’re not. We failed to live up to the terms of the contract. Zala IV still belongs to those things, and as far as I am concerned, they can keep it.” 
 
    Rai was shocked Robert wasn’t more upset about the loss of pay, especially considering the losses his unit had taken.  
 
    “You can afford to just call it all off?” Rai asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I can,” Robert told her with a wry grin. “You’ve got to think ahead in this business, Rai. You’re not going to win every battle you charge into. I’ve set aside a considerable sum over the years to cover things like this. Robert’s Guard will be back in business as soon as I can get things back in order, and trust me, whatever our next contract is, we’ll see it carried through, and the money will be rolling in again just like it always has.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rai commented.  
 
    “I take it that Colonel Hendershot didn’t have a safety net in place for when things went south?” Robert asked. 
 
    “The Hellhounds lived contract to contract, sir,” Rai told him honestly. “We got by…up until this one, anyway.” 
 
    “I see.” Robert leaned forward in his chair. “I think the real question now, Rai, is what are you going to do next?” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly had time to think about it, sir,” Rai answered. Being reminded that the Hellhounds were no more hurt even more than the pain she was already in.  
 
    “Look,” Robert said. “I could use a pilot like you, Rai. I’m going to be rebuilding my unit pretty much from scratch after this one. Having a CASPer pilot as talented and experienced as you—not to mention as competent outside of her suit, too—would speed things up a great deal.” 
 
    Rai blinked in surprise. “Are you offering me a job?” 
 
    “I am.” Robert smiled at her. “And a promotion,” he added. “How would you feel about being a captain in Robert’s Guard, Rai?” 
 
    “Sir,” Rai said, beaming, “I’d say that’s best offer I’ve had in a very long time. If you want me, you’ve got me.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it, Captain.” Robert nodded at her and got up. “We’ll deal with all the paperwork once you’re back on your feet.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Rai called to him as he headed out through the curtains that separated her from the other wounded troops in the sickbay.  
 
    Robert paused long enough to glance back at her and say, “My pleasure, Rai. Good help is hard to find.” 
 
    Rai watched him leave. It was good to know she still had a future ahead of her. 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
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    Excerpt from “Minds of Men:” 
 
      
 
    “Look sharp, everyone,” Carl said after a while. Evelyn couldn’t have said whether they’d been droning for minutes or hours in the cold, dense white of the cloud cover. “We should be overhead the French coast in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    The men all reacted to this announcement with varying degrees of excitement and terror. Sean got up from his seat and came back to her, holding an awkward looking arrangement of fabric and straps.  
 
    Put this on, he thought to her. It’s your flak jacket. And your parachute is just there, he said, pointing. If the captain gives the order to bail out, you go, clip this piece into your ‘chute, and jump out the biggest hole you can find. Do you understand? You do, don’t you. This psychic thing certainly makes explaining things easier, he finished with a grin.  
 
    Evelyn gave him what she hoped was a brave smile and took the flak jacket from him. It was deceptively heavy, and she struggled a bit with getting it on. Sean gave her a smile and a thumbs up, and then headed back to his station.  
 
    The other men were checking in and charging their weapons. A short time later, Evelyn saw through Rico’s eyes as the tail gunner watched their fighter escort waggle their wings at the formation and depart. They didn’t have the long-range fuel capability to continue all the way to the target.  
 
    Someday, that long-range fighter escort we were promised will materialize, Carl thought. His mind felt determinedly positive, like he was trying to be strong for the crew and not let them see his fear. That, of course, was an impossibility, but the crew took it well. After all, they were afraid, too. Especially as the formation had begun its descent to the attack altitude of 20,000 feet. Evelyn became gradually aware of the way the men’s collective tension ratcheted up with every hundred feet of descent. They were entering enemy fighter territory.  
 
    Yeah, and someday Veronica Lake will...ah. Never mind. Sorry, Evie. That was Les. Evelyn could feel the waist gunner’s not-quite-repentant grin. She had to suppress a grin of her own, but Les’ irreverence was the perfect tension breaker.  
 
    Boys will be boys, she sent, projecting a sense of tolerance. But real men keep their private lives private. She added this last with a bit of smug superiority and felt the rest of the crew’s appreciative flare of humor at her jab. Even Les laughed, shaking his head. A warmth that had nothing to do with her electric suit enfolded Evelyn, and she started to feel like, maybe, she just might become part of the crew yet.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock high!  
 
    The call came from Alice. If she craned her neck to look around Sean’s body, Evelyn could just see the terrifying rain of tracer fire coming from the dark, diving silhouette of an enemy fighter. She let the call echo down her own channels and felt her men respond, turning their own weapons to cover Teacher’s Pet’s flanks. Adrenaline surges spiked through all of them, causing Evelyn’s heart to race in turn. She took a deep breath and reached out to tie her crew in closer to the Forts around them.  
 
    She looked through Sean’s eyes as he fired from the top turret, tracking his line of bullets just in front of the attacking aircraft. His mind was oddly calm and terribly focused...as, indeed, they all were. Even young Lieutenant Bob was zeroed in on his task of keeping a tight position and making it that much harder to penetrate the deadly crossing fire of the Flying Fortress.  
 
    Fighters! Three o’clock low!  
 
    That was Logan in the ball turret. Evelyn felt him as he spun his turret around and began to fire the twin Browning AN/M2 .50 caliber machine guns at the sinister dark shapes rising up to meet them with fire.  
 
    Got ‘em, Bobby Fritsche replied, from his position in the right waist. He, too, opened up with his own .50 caliber machine gun, tracking the barrel forward of the nose of the fighter formation, in order to “lead” their flight and not shoot behind them.  
 
    Evelyn blinked, then hastily relayed the call to the other girls in the formation net. She felt their acknowledgement, though it was almost an absentminded thing as each of the girls were focusing mostly on the communication between the men in their individual crews.  
 
    Got you, you Kraut sonofabitch! Logan exulted. Evelyn looked through his eyes and couldn’t help but feel a twist of pity for the pilot of the German fighter as he spiraled toward the ground, one wing completely gone. She carefully kept that emotion from Logan, however, as he was concentrating on trying to take out the other three fighters who’d been in the initial attacking wedge. One fell victim to Bobby’s relentless fire as he threw out a curtain of lead that couldn’t be avoided.  
 
    Two back to you, tail, Bobby said, his mind carrying an even calm, devoid of Logan’s adrenaline-fueled exultation.  
 
    Yup, Rico Martinez answered as he visually acquired the two remaining targets and opened fire. He was aided by fire from the aircraft flying off their right wing, the Nagging Natasha. She fired from her left waist and tail, and the two remaining fighters faltered and tumbled through the resulting crossfire. Evelyn watched through Rico’s eyes as the ugly black smoke trailed the wreckage down.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve high! 
 
    Fighters! Two high!  
 
    The calls were simultaneous, coming from Sean in his top turret and Les on the left side. Evelyn took a deep breath and did her best to split her attention between the two of them, keeping the net strong and open. Sean and Les opened fire, their respective weapons adding a cacophony of pops to the ever-present thrum of the engines.  
 
    Flak! That was Carl, up front. Evelyn felt him take hold of the controls, helping the lieutenant to maintain his position in the formation as the Nazi anti-aircraft guns began to send up 20mm shells that blossomed into dark clouds that pocked the sky. One exploded right in front of Pretty Cass’ nose. Evelyn felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as the aircraft heaved first up and then down. She held on grimly and passed on the wordless knowledge the pilots had no choice but to fly through the debris and shrapnel that resulted.  
 
    In the meantime, the gunners continued their rapid fire response to the enemy fighters’ attempt to break up the formation. Evelyn took that knowledge—that the Luftwaffe was trying to isolate one of the Forts, make her vulnerable—and passed it along the looser formation net.  
 
    Shit! They got Liberty Belle! Logan called out then, from his view in the ball turret. Evelyn looked through his angry eyes, feeling his sudden spike of despair as they watched the crippled Fort fall back, two of her four engines smoking. Instantly, the enemy fighters swarmed like so many insects, and Evelyn watched as the aircraft yawed over and began to spin down and out of control.  
 
    A few agonizing heartbeats later, first one, then three more parachutes fluttered open far below. Evelyn felt Logan’s bitter knowledge that there had been six other men on board that aircraft. Liberty Belle was one of the few birds flying without a psychic on board, and Evelyn suppressed a small, wicked feeling of relief that she hadn’t just lost one of her friends.  
 
    Fighters! Twelve o’clock level! 
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    Excerpt from “Wraithkin:” 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion Intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backwards and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
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