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      Red alert lights flashed, filling the shuttle bay with a harsh, almost violent glow. Was it a sign of things to come?

      She hoped not.

      Sergeant Andrea “Andy” Dolan didn’t know what was ahead of them, but she knew her team could face it. They always had, no matter the challenge.

      Hanging on at the rear of the shuttle craft, half in and half out, she waited for the final clearance from the bridge. Her four Marines sat inside, strapped in and ready to go, while the pilot prepped for take-off. One word and the shuttle would head out.

      Andy rolled her shoulders impatiently. The Star Chaser was slowly approaching Starbase Zenith, running every scan their ESS starship was capable of to try and figure out what they were heading into. The distress call they received was automated; there was no way to know when it had been activated.

      Who knew what they would find when they boarded?

      If they ever boarded, that was. Five shuttles were sitting in the bay just waiting on word from up top, each bearing a squad of the 33rd ESS Marine Detachment stationed on the Star Chaser. She was sure that every Marine and every squad leader was just as impatient as she. They were geared up and revved up, ready to tackle whatever was there, but right now, they were just waiting.

      Hurry up and wait. That was the life of a space Marine.

      “Sergeant, are they just going to keep us on this baby boat forever?” A voice called from the front of the shuttle. “I mean, I know they don’t trust us to keep the rec room intact half the time, but I think this is extreme even for them.”

      Lance Corporal Dan Thomas was a stereotypical ESS Marine. Large, heavily muscled, and seemingly always ready for battle. He had less patience than Andy.

      “You think we’re being made to wait too long if you have time to breathe without things happening,” Andy replied easily.

      “What?” he returned without missing a beat, or waiting for a breath. “I just like to keep busy. You know what they say about idle hands...”

      Andy looked back into the shuttle, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t need to know what you do with your idle hands.”

      Everyone laughed, just as she had intended.

      Andy just shook her head and looked back through the rear hatch. Not that there was much to look at in the shuttle bay, unless she wanted to glance at the shuttle opposite hers and nod at the leader of beta squad, who was doing the same thing. It kept her squad from seeing that she was just as impatient as them.

      The shuttle’s comm system chirped twice, then the voice of the captain filled the small space. “Captain Wallace to all Marine squads,” he said. “We have confirmed that the station’s life support and artificial gravity systems are functioning. You are safe to board the station without the suits.”

      Well, that was a good thing. Andy listened to alpha and beta squads confirm before she added her voice to the sequence.

      She stepped back from the hatch and the door hissed as it closed. It latched with a click as she moved to the front and took her seat next to the pilot, fastening her restraints.

      “Well, we’re on the move now, Thomas. You happy?” Andy called behind her, exchanging a smirk with her pilot. Dan’s chatter usually kept the group both grounded and amused, so she encouraged him. Despite her teasing, he knew when to lock it down.

      She looked through the view screen at the other side of the bay.

      The shuttle bay doors opened and revealed space beyond. Two shuttles lifted up and hovered above the deck for a moment before flying forward, out of the ship. Her shuttle followed moments later. Andy took a deep breath and felt her adrenaline surge as she shifted her thoughts from the waiting and onto the mission ahead.

      As they exited the back of the ship, they couldn’t see the station yet. She wondered what kind of state it was going to be in. What were they going to find there? The Star Chaser had done its best, but the results that weren’t ambiguous were instead disheartening. Was everyone dead? And if so, for how long? What could kill a fully staffed station without anyone else knowing about it until now?

      The shuttles spun around the Star Chaser and the station came into view. There was no obvious sign of damage from the outside, but it was also...dark. That was the first word that came to Andy’s mind as she examined every part that she could see. There were no blinking lights on the exterior; no lights showing through the viewports from inside.

      “What the hell happened?” she asked quietly, mostly to herself.

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea,” the pilot replied  anyway. “Get ready to find out, though, because we’re about to dock.”

      There was a sinking feeling in Andy’s stomach at the idea of connecting their ship to the eerily dark space station and going on board, but she knew it was their job. They were here to find out what happened and see if there was anyone who needed their help. Something told her that there wasn’t, but they had to go on board to find out for sure.

      “Alright, folks, get ready for the freak show,” she called back, not letting any of her doubts enter her voice as she became the sergeant her team needed.

      Every shuttle spaced out, spinning slowly and backing up to an individual port. Zenith was something of a hub, so there were plenty of places for ship-to-station shuttles to park and let people disembark. Each pilot knew what they were doing and the process went smoothly.

      “The ship’s automated systems aren’t engaging, so we’re going to have to complete the lock cycle ourselves,” the pilot said. Andy balked at the extra time it would take. She knew the craft would remain stationary while they were docking, though, so she unfastened her safety restraints.

      As soon as they heard the click of hers releasing, the others unfastened themselves and got to their feet. She squeezed past her squad to get to the rear hatch and ordered an equipment check. Everything checked out once and then it checked out again as they waited tensely for the pilot to give them the green light.

      Eventually, he called out to them. “Cycle is complete. Lock initiated. Another moment more and you’ll all get just what you’ve been wishing for.”

      Andy wasn’t so sure about that, but she nodded, not looking away from the shuttle hatch.

      She rolled her shoulder once and then turned on the light on the top of her pulse rifle. Four other lights popped on just before the hatch system hissed and the door opened. Beyond the dark metal frame was...more darkness. Andy led the way off the shuttle, keeping her rifle up.

      She advanced slowly, swinging her light from side to side to check for danger. There was nothing. Inside the darkness, there was only silence. They moved further down the docking ramp until they neared the end when Andy’s light lifted and hit the wall of the station corridor just in front of them.

      All five paused.

      “Well, that doesn’t exactly inspire confidence,” Dan quipped in a low, uneasy voice.

      Illuminated in the giant circle of Andy’s rifle light was a dark, bloody handprint.
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      No one moved for several heartbeats. Andy took a deep breath and shoved down her apprehension. There was no time for that now. She moved forward and led her team into the corridor, lights swinging one way and then the other.

      “I’m not feeling anything,” Roxanna reported, her voice low.

      “Well, you’re just not trying hard enough, clearly,” Dan retorted, although his voice didn’t quite have its usual sarcastic edge.

      Corporal Roxanna made an annoyed sound low in her throat. It wasn’t the Selerid’s real name, but her real name wasn’t pronounceable by the human tongue. Roxanna was close, though, so she adopted the name. Her empathic abilities were useful when exploring… until they found nothing.  That  just made the situation creepier.

      “Let us know the moment that changes, Roxanna,” Andy said, ignoring Dan.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Roxanna replied immediately. Andy thought she could hear a tremor in the woman’s voice.

      There was no indication that one direction would be better than another, so Andy chose at random and led them to the right. They entered a long hallway with no doors. Viewports looked out into the emptiness of space. Andy wondered how the life support and gravity were working but the lights weren’t, but that was someone else’s problem.

      They continued in silence until they reached another intersection. All Andy could hear was the low, steady breathing of her squad. She looked both directions. Everything was still dark…and silent.

      Andy jerked her head to the left, indicating that they would continue in that direction. It would lead them deeper into the station, which was more likely to lead them to some sort of clue; some sort of anything.

      This corridor, unlike the last, had doors.

      Andy paused at the first door they came to. The others covered her while she tried opening the door using the panel. As expected, the door didn’t open. She stepped back and nodded Dan forward. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and pulled a micro press out of his vest pocket and pressed it to the seam of the door.

      He moved back and took up his rifle, returning to his place with the rest of the group as the micro press slowly pushed the door open then dropped to the floor with a thud that echoed down the empty corridor.

      The squad cautiously stepped into what appeared to be a large storage room. Shelves lined the walls on either side. The wall opposite the door was now empty, the shelving unit that used to be there had been ripped from the wall. The items that had been stored there were all over the floor, some in neat piles and others scattered haphazardly.

      Andy noted a big dent in the shelf. Given the material, it would have taken a a lot of force to do that. She didn’t know what would have caused it but was sure she didn’t want to come across whatever it was  unaware.

      Lance Corporal Anallin, the other non-human member of her squad, a Hanaran and thus by-species without gender, was standing on the other side of the shelf. Its pale blue, iris-less eyes were making that clicking sound they made when focusing intensely or disconcerted. “There are scorch marks on the floor. I think a laser pistol or pulse rifle was fired. I would need to scan to be sure.” Click. Click. Click. Definitely agitated. “And there are scratch marks on the lower portion of the wall. They are short. Deep there and lighter there, like something was dragged from this room.”

      Click. Click.

      “I guess they...” Dan began, then hesitated. There was a long moment before he forced a breathless laugh. “Well. I guess they didn’t find the storage room accommodations to be to their liking, eh? Spacious and all, but not very good ambience.” The sound of his swallowing was almost audible in the silence. “Or, well, maybe they just didn’t pay the bill.”

      “We’ll go with that,” Andy said without much humor, despite the attempt, as she glanced back at him before moving to the still-upright shelves. She reviewed the materials on them, but nothing seemed out of place there. “I don’t see anything that tells me what happened here. Let’s scan it.”

      Anallin slung down its rifle and pulled a scanner from its thigh holster. A quiet whirring noise filled the silence as the squad continued to search. Even when they had looked at everything that could be looked at with the naked eye, they kept looking because to stop would be to allow too much time for thought.

      “The scorch marks are from a laser pistol,” Anallin finally declared. “I doubt whoever was in here was a soldier. Perhaps personnel from one of the other station departments or a civilian.”

      “Can you run a deep scan on those scratches and see if there is any biological matter left behind? It could help identify who it was,” Andy said.

      “I will see,” Anallin replied, kneeling down to run the scanner over the marks in slow sweeps.

      “This is just weird, Sergeant,” Dan said a few moments later, uncharacteristically sedate.

      “It is, but we didn’t sign up for the ESS Marines to look at normal things now did we?” Andy replied. He didn’t reply right away. “Did we, Thomas?” she repeated, her voice rising slightly although not too much. They couldn’t be sure who or what was nearby and she wasn’t going to draw any more attention to them than they already had.

      “No, Sergeant,” he finally replied, although he didn’t meet her gaze.

      She let it go at that because she knew this was a situation unlike other ones they had been in, particularly as a team. She couldn’t remember anything quite like this before, but space was a big place and who knew what you could find?

      Before she had a chance to consider saying anything else, Anallin chimed in again. “There is a trace of bio-matter. My scanner isn’t equipped to analyze it, but I can collect a sample for the science department to review.”

      “Good,” Andy said with a nod. “Go ahead and do that. We’ll take samples of anything else we find along the way, and then let the science geeks sort it out.”

      A few moments later, Anallin gave a nod to Andy that it was finished. She returned the gesture and moved back to the door into the corridor. “Let’s keep moving.”

      She had no idea what they’d find there, but frankly, she wasn’t going to place any bets that it would be a happy thing.
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      The sinking feeling that had opened in Andy’s gut was turning into a gaping maw of ‘what in the stars is going on here?’ Their lights swung from one wall to the other, moving in sequence to light up most of the corridor ahead as they left the storage room and moved further down the hall.

      It was another long stretch without any door on either side, but now they were also without any viewports. Even though the vastness of space and spattering of stars didn’t do much to provide light, there was some comfort in being able to see them. A space station could be particularly claustrophobic in the inner sanctum, both without sight of the stars and the lack of movement beneath the deck plates.

      Andy wasn’t going to let it get to her. She was there because they had a job to do, and she was going to make sure they did it.

      They came to another junction and she brought them to a halt. She looked both directions, seeing as far as her light let her. She saw more doors to the left so she ordered them to continue that way.

      At the next door, Andy nodded at Dan to open this door like he had the last.

      While waiting for that, Andy looked at the fifth member of her five-man squad: Private, First Class Jade Martin, the third human on the team. It was a quick look, at first, but then she noticed how Jade kept snapping her head from side to side, and it didn’t look like she was just keeping an eye on their surroundings. Her eyes never focused on either side of the hallway; they looked like they were looking at things that...weren’t there?

      “Martin,” Andy called in a low voice just as the micro jack completed its job and dropped the floor with a thud. Jade’s head snapped in her direction, and Andy could see that her eyes were dilated and she was breathing harder than any exertion on their part could explain. She frowned slightly. “What is it?”

      “Nothing, Sergeant,” Jade said with a short shake of her head.

      Andy wasn’t convinced, but the door was open to another room that needed to be searched. She decided not to push the issue...for the moment.

      The squad turned into the room and searched it the same way they had the last one. The flashlight beams were swinging from side to side when there was a slight hum and the lights blinked twice before finally coming on. The three humans and Roxanna blinked against the sudden light, while Anallin’s eyes just clicked.

      “It looks like alpha squad found engineering,” Andy commented. “Leave your lights on, though, just in case it doesn’t last.” She didn’t trust anything about the station right then and didn’t want to get caught in the dark, even for a minute.

      She expected some sort of comment from Dan about alpha squad, jesting about their ability to find things, but it didn’t come. It was a wide open door and she knew it was the type of thing he’d roll right into, but he didn’t say anything. She glanced at him, better able to see him now in the full lights of the room. He wasn’t looking in her direction, though, and it was pretty obvious that he wasn’t about to say anything. The station was really getting under everyone’s skin in a way Andy hadn’t seen before.

      What was it about this place, about what had happened here, that had them like this? She knew she wasn’t feeling particularly comfortable, but they seemed beyond that.

      With the lights on now, however, it would be easier to search the rooms. Andy turned and took a quick visual survey of this one, finding that it was much larger than the previous one. The room extended around a corner into an apparent ‘L’ shape, which they would need to clear next.

      “Everyone,” she said in a low voice, nodding to the corner.

      “There’s nothing alive there,” Roxanna said in an equally low voice. “I...” She paused and her purple eyes were intense while her pale purple skin seemed to turn pearlescent and shimmer. “There may be bodies.”

      “Keep alert, folks,” Andy said, moving them forward. Corpses were never things that she wanted to find, but to find anything would be promising. She had found that you could learn a lot from a dead body and she desperately needed to know more.

      Andy moved along the visible wall, sliding around the corner with her gun up. But as she came around the wall, she didn’t see any obvious enemies. What she did see was a blockade of furniture. It looked just like it had in the other room, although this seemed larger and more fortified than the other one had been.

      Holding up her hand, she brought the group to a halt. Aside from their own breathing, there was no sound. Nothing moved, just the flickering of the artificial light. She motioned for them to move forward again and the group split around the wall of furniture.

      “Sergeant,” Roxanna said, coming around the right-hand side and stopping. “Bodies.”

      Andy’s trip around the left took longer because of the vague J-shape to the blockade, but then she saw them.

      “Anallin, scan them,” she said, lowering her weapon slightly to take a better visual inspection.

      There were three. They all appeared to be human and had clearly been dead longer than a couple of days. Sitting on the floor and leaning back against the wall, two of them had long rifles in hand. Andy didn’t see any burn marks on the blockade or walls which suggested that the weapons had not been discharged.

      The bodies seemed intact, with no sign of blood or injury, but they were sunken in and she couldn’t tell if it was an effect of how long they had been here or something else. Andy really needed more information.

      There was a bag open on the floor beside the body furthest from her. “Roxanna,” Andy said across the space between them, “would you see what’s in that bag?”

      The Selerid woman nodded and shouldered her rifle, kneeling next to the bag. She moved cautiously as she looked inside. After a moment of digging around, she said, “It’s a medical bag, Sergeant. Pretty basic, and not very organized. If I had to guess, I would say it was something thrown together rather than a standard medical complement.”

      Andy nodded, not feeling at all surprised by this theory. She was aware that it was all just hypothetical, but it was the best guess they could make based off the information at hand. She hoped that Anallin would have more as she turned toward the Hanaran.

      “One died of dehydration,” Anallin reported. “The other two died of an overdose of Atenolol. It's a medical compound normally administered to calm a rapid heart rate, but at overdose levels, it can kill you.” The Hanaran nodded at the device in the middle corpse’s hand. “I would presume that it was self-administered.”

      Andy thought that would’ve been obvious, since how else would it have happened with the bodies like this? The one that died of dehydration, though... How long had they been in here? If she had to guess, it looked like they had holed up here to protect themselves from something, but from what?
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      While the rest of the team did a full visual and scanner investigation of the room, Andy moved away and pressed the button on the earpiece around and in her left ear. “Sergeant Dolan to alpha team lead,” she called. “Major Carson, come in.” She waited a few moments, but there was no response. Frowning, she gave it a few moments more before she repeated her hail.

      Finally, his voice filled her ear. “Yes. Sergeant. Report.”

      It was her turn to hesitate, wondering if there was something different about his tone.

      “Yes, sir,” she finally replied. “We have worked our way through two rooms. In the second room, we found three bodies.”

      “We, uh, yes. We found a couple of bodies too. It’s...it’s not pretty.” His voice almost seemed to shake at points, which was something she had never heard from him before. In fact, she almost didn’t recognize the uncertain voice, it was so foreign coming from her detachment commander. “I...I don’t really know what to make of it.”

      “What did alpha team find, sir?” Andy asked carefully, turning her back on her team so they couldn’t hear her or the worry creeping into her tone.

      “It’s, uh,” he stammered. She thought she heard some kind of shifting in the background, like someone was moving boxes or something. “I don’t really know if that’s something I want to talk about, Andy.” Her eyes widened at the use of not just her first name but her nickname, over a channel, while on a mission. “I, yeah, that’s not something anyone should talk about.”

      “The bodies we found here died of apparent dehydration and self-inflicted drug overdose,” she said, determining that she still needed to report on what she had found and hoping maybe to bring him back into focus.

      “These folks didn’t die of anything so peaceful.” It was the first thing he’d said without stammering, which made it all the more chilling. She didn’t say anything right away, waiting to see if anything more was forthcoming.

      Nothing was.

      “Do you want us to do anything special here?” she asked cautiously.

      “No... No, uh, just, you know, finish looking over the room and then mark it off for the forensic medical team to check out after we’ve cleared the station.” She could hear something clicking, like boot heels while a person is pacing.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “Dolan out.” She let go of the open-channel button.

      If she had been hoping for some kind of reassurance from him, that certainly hadn’t happened. She wondered if her unease was something she should follow up on, but what would she do? Major Carson was the next in her chain of command and if she was that worried, then she had to go over him to the ship’s ESS crew—to the first officer and captain. To do that was a quagmire and only for desperation measures...

      Was this enough? Carson certainly hadn’t sounded like himself, he had sounded distracted and concerned, but so was everyone, it seemed. The situation was unnerving and she had no reason to believe that there was anything more than that. She had no reason to suspect there was any dereliction of duty that deserved to be chased down.

      No. For now, she would keep her concerns to herself.

      “Sergeant,” Anallin said, appearing suddenly behind Andy, eyes clicking more frequently than usual. “I have completed full scans of the three bodies and recorded their DNA profiles, as well as taken samples of each and stored them for transport back to the Star Chaser. I would imagine that the science department can do a better job analyzing it than we can right now.”

      “Yes, I would imagine so,” Andy agreed with a slow nod.

      Hanarans were a notoriously difficult species to read, emotionally speaking. It wasn’t that they didn’t have emotions or particularly tried to keep them to themselves, but all the cues that humans used to recognize them were absent in the Hanaran species—vocal tone and expression being all but absent.

      Andy had been working with Anallin long enough now to be able to read some Hanaran-specific cues, however. and She searched its face and body language now to try to read it and understand what she could. The increased frequency of the clicking noises was one thing and easily noticed. That spoke to a heightened emotional state, as did the excess words and stating of the obvious.

      Anallin was just as unnerved as everyone else, if she had to guess. A part of Andy wanted to just pack up and get back to the ship, but she knew they had a mission and they had to carry it out. She wasn’t going to abandon it, even if that part of her brain was getting bigger and louder with each passing moment—not so much because she was feeling it, but because she saw what it was doing to everyone else.

      “Good work,” she said simply but sincerely. “It will be very important for us to know everything we can about these people.”

      The lance corporal nodded once, but the clicking sound decreased in frequency for a few moments before the Hanaran turned away and returned to the bodies. Andy moved back that way as well and saw Dan leaning against the wall, white knuckles around his rifle, while Jade was still looking around in quick glances. It looked like she was listening to something, but to what? Andy didn’t hear anything aside from them, but maybe it was the clicking.

      “Did we find anything else?” she asked as she rejoined them.

      “What did the major have to say?” Dan asked in an uncharacteristically flat voice, not answering her question as he asked his own.

      She looked at him for a long moment. “Did we find anything else, Thomas?” she repeated her question, speaking a little more slowly and enunciating each word a little more. Okay, so they were all disconcerted, but that was no reason to forget themselves entirely. She’d give them some slack, but they had a job to do.

      His brows drew together with a small frown in a way she wasn’t used to, but he didn’t say anything further. Instead, he straightened up slightly. “No, Sergeant,” he said soberly. “Anallin has continued to examine the bodies, while Roxanna has tried to see if her empathic abilities could pick up on anything around us. She hasn’t. The room was obviously built as a barricade against something, but there are no signs of an attack in this room. Nothing like what we found in the last room, although one...” He blinked, and the frowning expression turned more uncertain. “I mean, these folks were walling themselves up against someone or something, and it looked like whoever was in the other room did too—just not as well. I would guess that whatever they were scared of was what found the people in that first room and, literally, dragged them out.”

      Andy watched his shoulders hitch up suddenly. If she had to guess, he was suppressing a shudder, and she couldn’t blame him.

      “It’s all right, Thomas,” she said in a slightly less commanding tone than what she had used just a couple of minutes ago. “We’ll find out what happened here and keep our eyes open so nothing happens to us.”

      He stared at her for a long moment before nodding shakily. “Yes, Sergeant,” he said.

      In other circumstances, she may have been inclined to tell them about her conversation with the major, but she didn’t think it would serve any purpose to let them know they weren’t the only ones freaking out.

      “Alright, pack it up,” she ordered. “If you have something to finish, then finish it. We have to get back on the move so we can check out the rest of these rooms. Keep your eyes open. We don’t know what else we’ll find.”
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      Anallin finished the last of the scans and then packed up the equipment. After that, they placed a marker that would lead the forensic team to the bodies. They didn’t have the equipment to put up a proper quarantine, so this would have to do. Once that was set, they gathered themselves together and then headed back into the corridor.

      Andy struggled to keep her mind on everything around them, thinking back to how unnerving that call with Carson had been. What had he found that had him so unsettled? What they had found had definitely been unsettling, but still, it was Carson. Their leader. He wasn’t supposed to give in to the sort of things that they did.

      He had to lead them, but how could he when he could barely keep himself together?

      Overhead, the light panels flashed once, then twice. The lights stayed on after that, but now a strange buzzing followed, coming and going without any pattern or regularity. There was something about that which set already frayed nerves on edge, but she forced herself to drown it out and keep her grip secure on her pulse rifle as they rounded another corner.

      As they swung around, Andy heard a new strange noise. It took a moment for her to recognize what it was and when she did, she spun around to look behind her. The sound was the increasingly ragged breathing of Jade hyperventilating. The sergeant just stared at her for a moment. Andy seemed to be the only one keeping it together at the moment.

      Talking didn’t seem to be helping so Andy chose a sharper tactic.

      “Martin!” Andy snapped, her voice half-hissing. “You need to pull yourself together this instant, Private. We are on a mission and we have a job to do, Marine! Haul it in!” She kept her voice low and tight, but forceful. She needed her squad to keep themselves together and she did get Jade’s attention, but the woman’s eyes remained wide and her breathing didn’t seem to get that much more even, although it was a little quieter.

      Andy snorted with frustration. What was it going to take?

      The lights flickered again and Andy sighed.

      “Keep it moving,” she finally said, and the five of them started down the corridor again to the discordant cadence of the strange buzzing.

      The section of the corridor they were in didn’t have any other rooms, so they took another turn and headed deeper into the station. This one was long, and the light panels at the far end weren’t working, neither did their lights reach that far. Andy wondered what was down in the darkness, but she didn’t let it stop them and she kept her team moving forward.

      “Sergeant,” Roxanna said abruptly, her voice harsh against the silence. “I...”

      After a moment, Andy prompted, “What is it, Corporal?”

      Another long moment, and then Roxanna said, “I think I may sense people. Not a lot of them, but I can feel something.”

      “Something? Maybe?” Andy repeated tightly. She wasn’t used to the Selerid woman being so...unclear. Usually she was at least sure whether she was sensing people or not. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” the other admitted with a sigh. “It’s like there’s some kind of fog around my senses and I can’t feel anything clearly. I can’t recall a time I felt this way before, except perhaps when I had that case of Ferillin Virus. I know I don’t have it now, so I don’t know what’s wrong.”

      “You...you can’t tell?” Dan asked, his voice shaking audibly.

      Roxanna inhaled slowly. “No. No, I can’t. I can sense something, but I can’t tell as much as I usually can.”

      He laughed. The sound was thin and high. “Well, that’s just great! Great!” he exclaimed, his voice rising to a pitch that made Andy almost wince. It was made worse by the fact everything else was so quiet.

      “Thomas!” she snapped. “Bring it back in.”

      “No!” he replied shrilly.

      Andy opened her mouth to say something else, but she didn’t have the chance. Dan turned around and took off. For a moment, all she could do was stare after him. He had never done anything like that before, although she had never seen him so outright afraid before either. It was almost too hard to process; it was so out of the ordinary.

      What is wrong with my team?

      She looked at the other three. None of them looked like they were doing very well, but at least they weren’t shrieking or running away. She would have to take what small victories she could get while they were there.

      No one left behind...

      “We’ll find the ‘something’ later. For now, we have to go get his lunatic self and drag him back. I don’t know what’s going on, but we can’t abandon him in this station,” Andy said. “Anallin, locate his tracker.”

      Every uniform had an embedded tracking device that could be pulled up on their handheld scanners, although Andy didn’t think it was meant to be used when a Marine ran away.

      She knew that Anallin would have to do it while on the run because she didn’t want to waste any more time. She nodded for the others to follow her and she started in the direction Dan had gone, although at a far more cautious pace. As she moved, she touched the comm-piece in her ear. She had a sinking feeling that it wouldn’t do her much good, but she knew she had to call it in.

      “I have it,” she heard Anallin say just before she spoke.

      “Dolan to Carson,” Andy said, nodding for Anallin to take point beside her and lead the way.

      There was no reply.

      “Dolan to Carson,” she repeated, this time more emphatically, just in case the extra urgency in her voice would make a piece of equipment work better.

      Unsurprisingly, it didn’t. There was still no reply.

      That sinking pit in her stomach opened up again and she swallowed back a sigh and a couple of creative curses she hadn’t known existed until she’d enlisted.

      “Dolan to Carson, alpha squad lead, come in,” she said, even more urgently than the time before, trying to not let her feelings get the better of her while they moved back down the corridor in the direction they had come.

      “Sergeant?” Jade asked timidly.

      Andy grunted. “They’re not replying.”
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      “He got a lot further than I would’ve expected in that amount of time,” Anallin commented, although it sounded more irritated than concerned. Andy recognized that as unusual, but didn’t have time to think it through.

      They were entering a part of the station they hadn’t explored yet. Andy pressed her comm-piece again, her dark brows knitting as she tried to split her attention between the call and the searching. “Dolan to Nalir’a, beta squad lead,” she called, hoping for better luck with this call than the last, although the concern from the first wasn’t gone at all.

      When she didn’t get a reply, she gritted her teeth and exhaled forcefully.

      “Dolan to Nalir’a,” she tried again.

      This time there was a beeping sound to accompany the buzzing of the lights and the clicking from Anallin that had become their constant companions.

      “He’s close,” Roxanna said from behind her just as someone shouted over the now open communication line.

      Andy’s head jerked almost uncontrollably in an instinctive movement to get away from the source of the sudden, loud sound. Since the sound was coming from a device right inside her ear, she rationally knew that it would do no good but she couldn’t help it. Forcing herself to focus again, she pressed the comm and listened to the yelling.

      She tried to disseminate what it was that she was hearing, but there were multiple people shouting at once. Part of her wanted to shout right back, but it was still quiet in the hall where they walked and instinct said not to attract whatever it was that Roxanna had sensed earlier.

      Andy focused on the sounds in her earpiece and was able to detect some sort of growling sound and then her fellows in beta squad shouting back. Guns started blazing. Some kind of firefight? But with what?

      No one was talking to her. She needed to get to them, but she needed to take care of her squad first.

      “Here,” Anallin and Roxanna said in chorus, tinges of annoyance and fear mingled together in the word.

      Andy had to forget about beta team now and focus on her own people. Until she had her own situation under control and was able to talk to the other teams, she was going to have to accept the fact that she was, for all intents and purposes, on her own now.

      They came around a curve and found Dan huddled in a corner with his rifle on the floor and his hands over his head. It was odd to see a man of his size and age curled up on the floor like a child, rocking back and forth. He was making sounds and some of them seemed to be words, but it wasn’t anything that Andy could make out. The lights flickered again and as if on cue, he shouted at the ceiling.

      “Watch my back,” Andy ordered. She slung her rifle over her shoulder and held her hands up, unsure of what was going on in Dan’s mind. She wanted to seem as non-threatening as possible, just in case.

      She really didn’t feel like being attacked by her own man today. The day was going badly enough as it was, wasn’t it?

      Andy approached him as a friend, not as his squad leader. “Dan,” she said, keeping her voice level, even as she heard that rough breathing behind her that said Jade was on the verge of hyperventilating again. “Dan, it’s me. It’s Andy.” They had been serving together for a couple of years now, and she hoped he would remember that, amid whatever was going on in his head. “You know what I was thinking about the other day? Do you remember that time we docked at Starbase One-Ten and found that terrible dive bar down in the lower levels?”

      Pausing, she studied him to see if anything she said was getting through. He didn’t say anything, nor did he look at her, but the rocking seemed to be a little less...intense, so she was going to call that a good sign.

      “You hit on that Xattallian woman with the red beads in her hair until you realized that the beads were actually bugs?” Even in this dire a situation, the memory still made her smile a little. “I thought you were going to break your leg you tried to get away from her so fast.”

      Her words seemed to calm him so she kept taking slow steps closer and closer. Every time she put one foot down, she’d pause and wait to see if there was any adverse reaction. Her training in de-escalation tactics was paying off, although she’d never expected to have to use it on a member of her own squad.

      “Or how about the last time we were on Earth? You took me to meet your mother and she spent half of the meal not willing to believe that you and I weren’t dating? Although once I tasted her cooking, I was almost willing to let her keep believing it so she’d feed me that well,” Andy went on. She would have said that one could never go wrong bringing up mom, but she knew from her own experience that that wasn’t true. At least, it wouldn’t be as successful a tactic with herself, but she knew it had a better shot with Dan.

      She remembered his mother better than she remembered her own. The woman was almost as broad as her son, and one might say she was overbearing, but it was all with care. Andy probably gained five pounds on that one night visit, but she certainly hadn’t been complaining. Mrs. Thomas was an amazing cook, and had even sent Andy and Dan back to the ship with a storage-dried container of meals.

      Thinking of Dan’s mother was enough to soothe her, hopefully it would him too.

      “I also remember when we went rock climbing and there was that one point, where you had to trust me to hold you up?” Now she was almost to him. She was doing her best to drown out Jade’s heavy breathing, Anallin’s clicking, and Roxanna’s quiet murmuring. She just had to trust that they would watch her back, like she was about to try to get Dan to trust her. “You weren’t sure if I could, given that I’m smaller than you.” She kneeled slowly before him, her dark eyes studying him and trying to catch his eye. “But you trusted me, and it was all fine in the end.”

      He stopped rocking and the quiet stream of gibberish ceased, for the moment at least, but his arms were still over his head so she couldn’t see his face. She felt like if she could just get him to look at her, then she could get through to him. Not that she understood why she was so certain of that, but she was.

      Andy considered trying to reach out and touch him, but was far less certain about that idea. She didn’t want to undo whatever calm she had brought him by doing something rash.

      “Dan,” she went on soothingly, “you trusted me then and you can trust me now. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I know that we are going to figure out what’s going on and get out of here. I can’t do that without you, though, so I need you to try to pull yourself back together and come with the rest of the team.”

      After a moment that probably wasn’t more than a heartbeat or two but felt like it might as well have been a year, she watched his arms slowly begin to shift away from his head...

      Then, Roxanna screamed.
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      The sound was nearly eardrum-piercing, and that was not figurative. The Selerid’s voice reached an inhuman pitch, but was fortunately short-lived.

      Andy spun around, forgetting Dan for an instant as she had clutched her hands over her ears against the auditory intrusion. Her dark eyes stared at Roxanna for an instant, but Roxanna wasn’t looking at her. She was looking down the corridor that they hadn’t explored yet.

      “Not...right...” Roxanna gasped, shaking her head almost violently. Her skin suddenly swirled with purple and pearl white. “Coming... They’re...”

      “Not right, I got that,” Andy said, lowering her hands.

      Now Roxanna focused on her, and her skin only swirled harder. Andy was almost motion sick from looking at it. “They’re coming...” she managed to say before she started speaking so fast that her translator couldn’t keep up and there was simply a steady stream of the Selerid tongue with barely a single breath. If there were separate words, Andy could never have guessed what they were.

      “Get it together!” Andy snapped, to no avail. If there were enemies incoming, she couldn’t be dealing with this. She surged forward and gave a short shove against Roxanna’s shoulders, driving her back a step. It had the desired effect, however, and the rolling stream of sounds came to a stop with a quiet gasp as Roxanna clamped her lips shut.

      Andy inhaled through her teeth and turned to see that Dan had gone back to exactly how he’d been when they first found him. She let out a frustrated grunt and turned to Anallin, who was watching Dan with an expression she couldn’t read. Of course, picking up on anything was impressive with a Hanaran, but she was picking up on something and didn’t know what it was because she hadn’t seen it from it before.

      “Anallin,” she said, trying to snap the Hanaran out of the moment. “Be prepared to pick him up if we have to. I don’t think we’re going to get him out of here under his own power.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Anallin replied in a flat voice.

      Andy had doubts she could count on her orders being followed. There wasn’t time to worry about that. She just had to trust that her directives were clear. “Stay near him in case it comes to that.”

      There was nothing else she could do so she turned back to Roxanna, who was thankfully still quiet. “Corporal,” she said sternly, “is that the direction they’re coming from?” She pointed down the corridor.

      The Selerid nodded in a jerky sort of way, but it was enough.

      “Weapons up, keep your eyes down that way but your ears behind us,” she ordered. “I don’t want to be snuck up on while focusing on this way. Don’t let yourself get boxed into that corner.” With Dan pressing himself into the aforementioned corner, of course, she worried that they wouldn’t have much of a choice without simply abandoning him, which she wasn’t going to do.

      They moved into formation, sort of, to wait for whatever was coming down the corridor.

      They waited...

      With Roxanna’s ability, she couldn’t always tell distances and sometimes sensed people further out and sometimes closer. There was no way to know for sure, and Andy for a moment even wondered if Roxanna’s empathic senses had been corrupted by whatever was driving everyone on this station insane.

      And they waited... Andy began wondering if there really was someone, or something, coming, but wouldn’t let them bring their guns down. She believed that what Roxanna had sensed was real. It was just further away than they expected.

      Eventually a new sound joined Jade’s shallow breathing, Anallin’s clicking, and Dan’s murmuring. It was a combination of heavy thuds, like indelicate footfalls. It started quiet, coming from just beyond the curve where even the light couldn’t show what was coming, and then grew steadily louder. As it did, other sounds mingled with it—more loud, heavy breathing and dull mumbling.

      Andy kept herself steady, body tense with readiness but loose enough to move as she needed to. “Steady,” she told the others, wanting to remind them that she was there and who they were.

      Finally, the source of the sound came around the curve and into the flickering light. She was able to count three of them, humanoid. They did not run but they did not move slowly either, their pace steady as they came on. All of them seemed to be in one piece, but with each step closer, Andy could make out more detail.

      All three of them had blood on them, in various places. Some even had it on their face, although she wasn’t sure she could pick out any obvious sign of injury. They all moved forward under their own power and all body parts seemed to be in place. Did that mean that the blood wasn’t their own?

      “Hold your fire,” she ordered. The three were moving toward them, but they hadn’t made any aggressive moves...yet. They simply were there, walking  toward her squad, looking—in Roxanna’s words—“not right.”

      After a few more moments of examining the closest of them, she realized that beneath the uncertainty that hung around them like a fog and the blood, they were wearing uniforms. Once she made this connection, the dark blue and the gold patch over the left side of the chest jumped out at her in recognition. The uniforms were from Starbase Zenith.

      Of course they were. She didn’t know why that surprised her, but it did. Had she thought them some unknown intruder that just happened to be wandering through the halls?

      The group obviously saw them, moving straight for them at their unwavering pace.

      “Halt!” Andy called, wanting to give one chance for them to stop on their own. They hadn’t chosen to do so at the sight of four armed Marines with guns trained on them, but she had to try once more. Maybe if they could get through to them and get them to stop, they would have a shot at finding out what had happened here. These people were witnesses to the obvious decline of the station. She had to try.

      They just kept coming.

      “I’m not going to tell you again,” Andy said, knowing that this was their last chance. She would give them one more moment, but any more than that would put her and her team at risk and she wasn’t going to do that any more than she already had. This could only go so far. “I need you to stop right where you are. If you don’t, we will open fire. I don’t want to have to do that, folks, so I’ll say again, halt!”

      They did not stop. Andy was disappointed, but not surprised. Suddenly, one of them surged ahead and came straight at them with a burst of speed that far exceeded what they had been moving at before.

      No more warnings. “Fire,” Andy ordered.
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      Andy’s aim was true. The pulses from the other three weapons were slightly more haphazard. In the part of her mind beyond the task at hand, Andy knew that her people were better trained than that. She had been on the firing range with them many a time and their focus and aim were true.

      They were falling apart bit by bit. However, despite this, the field of fire was enough to cover all the marks.

      It was only a few moments before all three bodies were on the ground with faint traces of smoke rising from where each one had been hit. “Hold,” Andy ordered and the firing stopped, but no one lowered a rifle. At least they remembered that much, she thought cynically. They stood in silence for several moments, waiting to make sure that the three ahead of them wouldn’t somehow rise again.

      After that amount of weapons fire, it was nearly impossible that anyone could, but Andy wasn’t going to take any chances at this point.

      However, none of the three moved. They were all just piles upon the deck plates, the lights still flickering and buzzing as if in agreement—or protest—over what had just happened. She took a long breath and then nodded to herself. “Weapons down,” she ordered, lowering hers last among the four of them. “Move in slowly. I want as complete a scan as we can get. I want to know what the hell is going on here.”

      Anallin made a reply that Andy would’ve called a grunt. She hadn’t thought Hanalan vocal chords even capable of making a sound like that. Andy let the lack of protocol slide as Anallin slung her weapon over her shoulder and approached the bodies to scan them.

      She noted how slowly the Lance Corporal approached the bodies, but was glad her orders were still being followed, mostly.

      Anallin shuffled forward until the bodies were in range and began the scan. Andy watched for a moment and then turned to look at the rest of her team. Jade was pressed back against the wall, her eyes still wide and pupils dilated. There wasn’t much of their original green color left, or so it seemed to Andy. Roxanna seemed calmer than she had been earlier, at least, now that the “not right” minds were quieted.

      Andy glanced back at Dan and saw there was no change in his status, so she focused on Roxanna first.

      “Can you tell me anything about what you felt from them?” she asked, hoping that the quieter empathic atmosphere would help the other woman focus better and answer the question, rather than launching into another stream of incoherent Selerid.

      “I...don’t know there’s much,” Roxanna replied, at least confirming Andy’s hope for a start. She still didn’t sound like herself, but it was better than she’d been before. “I know ‘not right’ is not...It’s not much to go on, Sergeant, but I don’t know how else to describe what I felt. I have felt many minds from many races, and have felt insanity even, but this felt like something beyond that.” She paused, blinking at Andy. Her skin calmed again. “Or rather it was like madness, or madness that I have felt before, but something far beyond that. I...I don’t know how else to say it. It just... It was... I...” She stammered for a few moments before looking away and stopping.

      Madness? Was that indicative of what had happened to the entire station? If so, how? Could it have been some sort of virus? But wouldn’t the station’s environmental systems have detected that and filtered it out before it got to absolutely everyone on board?

      “Thank you, Corporal,” Andy said quietly. She wanted to ask more, but figured she already learned all she was going to.

      She glanced back at Anallin, who was still kneeling to scan but had moved onto another body. Although Andy knew they needed to move on, she wanted all the information they could get from the bodies. Hopefully, one of them would have some kind of clue as to what was going on.

      Leaving Anallin to it, Andy moved back to Dan’s side. She didn’t have the same time to pussyfoot around as she had before. With her rifle lowered to her side, she kneeled beside him again. It was clear that he wasn’t going to do anything to her, she determined, so she was just going to have to force the issue.

      “Dan,” she said, still angling for the ‘friend’ approach, “we don’t have time for this. It is all going to hell and we can’t sit here trying to talk ourselves off ledges. We have to get up on our feet and move.” She put her hand on his shoulder. His whole body jerked at the touch, but he didn’t move much otherwise or speak to her directly or get up. “Well, Thomas, are you a Marine or aren’t you?” she demanded, making her voice harsher. “Or aren’t you?!”

      Now he lifted his head just enough for his wild eyes to meet hers, and she was actually a little nervous for just a moment. She was not going to give into that feeling, however, and she steeled herself against it.

      She would not give in. If not for herself, then for her team. She owed it to them to see them back out of this mental melee.

      “All is ashes,” he whispered cryptically and then turned his face from her again.

      Andy suppressed a shiver and was about to try to draw more out of him when she heard Anallin calling her. For the moment, she had to forego this task and see what the Hanaran had found. She hoped the scans had been fruitful.

      “I have no idea, Sergeant,” Anallin said as Andy approached, eyes clicking rapidly now. “I ran every scan I am capable of, focusing on overall physiology, and more specifically, neurological, looking for any sign or hint at what might have caused them to become like this. I sought out all abnormalities that I am aware of.”

      “And?” Andy prompted after the pause went on too long.

      “Nothing.” The delivery was flat, but Andy thought she sensed a hint of frustration in Anallin’s voice. Or maybe she was projecting, because that answer certainly frustrated her.

      “What do you mean ‘nothing’?” she asked, barely suppressing most of her aggravation. “That wasn’t normal, even Roxanna could sense that, so how could you not find anything to explain it?”

      “If I had the answer to that, Sergeant, I would tell you,” Anallin said. “I am not saying that there are not abnormalities, there does not exist a human without them, but there are none that would explain what we saw here.”

      Andy took a deep breath. She wanted to scream, but she would not let her team see her break down. They were all breaking down on their own, so she couldn’t let her own weakness show through. That wasn’t who she was. That wasn’t being a Marine.

      Collecting herself, she nodded once. “Log the scans and we’ll have medical look at them once we’re back on the ship.”

      Anallin nodded and turned away. Andy noted the lack of proper acknowledgement yet again, but decided that now wasn’t the time to make an issue of that. There were, as one might say, bigger fish to fry. Or maybe they were the fish being fried.

      Suddenly, her earpiece exploded with communication bursts. She winced and turned her head sharply, but there was no escaping the sound.

      “Fire! Fire!”

      “Dear gods, what are they doing?”

      “What am I supposed to do?!”

      “Halt!”

      “Fire at will!”

      “No! No! No! Stop there!”

      The panic in every voice coming across the communication system made it nearly impossible to determine whose voice was whose, but she felt sure that every other team was facing what her team had. In fact, they sounded much worse off.

      “Retreat,” Andy finally ordered tensely. “Anallin, get Thomas. We’re going back to the ship, ASAP.”
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      “What’s going on? What’s going on?” Jade said, over and over. She barely kept her rifle up while she pressed her other hand against her head.

      Unfortunately for Andy and her team, those burst comms had been full team. They had all heard it, and it certainly did nothing to help their own states of mind. Dan was wailing steadily now. He was so distracted by his panic that he didn’t even seem to notice when Anallin pulled him over a broad shoulder and carried him like that.

      Roxanna was back to her steady stream of Selerid, but at least it was quiet. Jade was straight up panicking. Her eyes were so wide, Andy worried that she was going to tear apart her eyelids and let her eyeballs just fall out.

      “We cannot fall apart,” Andy said harshly. They just didn’t have the time. “Move out!”

      She spoke with more confidence than she felt, not that she lacked confidence in the decision to get the heck out of there. Andy knew that they couldn’t stay out in the station like this and the only chance to recoup some from what was going on was to get back onto that shuttle and then get their butts back onto the Star Chaser. Sometimes, retreat was the only option and she determined that to be the case now. She had full confidence in that fact.

      However, it was an act to make it look like she was not affected. It was there, an emotion burrowing deep into her core as she watched what was happening to her team, but she just had to ignore it. She could deal with it later.

      As they started to move again, Andy found that her sense of direction was skewed. The corridors all looked the same, and the heightened tension combined with the flickering lights and the constant stream of noise was simply not good at helping one keep a mental map going.

      She got them down one corridor before calling for a halt to pull out her scanner. There was a schematic of the station loaded into it, which she hadn’t needed before since her orders had simply been “check everywhere.” She needed it now, however, just to make sure she found the right way back to the shuttle.

      Doing her best to drown out the noise from her team, she looked at the map and oriented herself to where they were and where they had to go. Snapping the scanner shut, she put it away and then gestured for them to follow.

      They moved with even more caution and awareness than they had on the way into the station, but with as much speed as possible. She didn’t want them to be there any longer than they had to be at this point, but she knew that they couldn’t run. They couldn’t be stupid, and she had the strong feeling that the others would do just that if she let them go on their own.

      The more they traveled, the urge to just bolt for the finish line grew stronger, but she resisted.

      As the minutes dragged on, she began to regret her restraint...or maybe she was grateful for it. She couldn’t decide which.

      Suddenly, Roxanna’s stream of sound stopped with a gasp of what Andy could only think of as horror. Turning back to look at her corporal, she brought the group to a stop. She knew this wasn’t good.

      “There’s more,” was all the Selerid said, her skin shimmering again. She wasn’t looking at Andy, but down the corridor they were walking through.

      “How many?” Andy asked, hoping that maybe she could give them some sort of hint.

      “I don’t know...I don’t...know...I...” Her comprehensible language trailed off and the incoherence returned, along with a shaking of her head so violent that she was in very real danger of getting whiplash.

      Could Selerid get whiplash? Andy had never asked.

      “Keep your eyes open, and keep it together,” Andy ordered, hoping that her team was still capable of that. She risked a quick glance to either side and behind to see that Jade had her rifle up, though she still looked like a terrified rabbit. Anallin still had a muttering Dan over a shoulder but the other hand had a rifle ready to fire, though probably not very accurately. Roxanna had managed to stop shaking her head, but her rifle still shook.

      Her squad did not inspire confidence, but she had no choice but to hope for the best.

      It was another group that emerged from the shadows. They were all human or humanoid, and all wearing the starbase’s uniform. They looked much like the ones they had already encountered, though some bore obvious injuries.

      There was no mistaking the fact that the new group was fully aware of them. Andy never had the chance to tell them to stop or give them a chance to back off. This group saw her and her Marines and they simply rushed forward with an incoherent, half-screaming war cry.

      Andy grit her teeth. “Fire,” she commanded.

      The pulses arced forward with the same slightly haphazard paths that they had followed before, but at least they were lined up in such a way that they couldn’t shoot each other. Small mercies, that. The first few took hits, but only Andy’s were on target enough to bring them down and the group crossed the space between them far more quickly than she would have expected.

      “Back up,” she ordered. “Keep firing. Stay in formation.”

      Her muscles tensed, but she forced herself to stay loose enough to follow her own directives. They shifted back carefully, but Jade had started crying, or that was what it sounded like. Andy tuned it out as best she could to focus on the problem before her, but the enemy group kept advancing and her focused fire was not enough to stop them.

      The narrow corridor was the only thing that saved them. There just wasn’t enough room for more than two or three crazed crew members to attack at a time. Unfortunately, every time one went down another was there to take its place. It made the enemy seem never-ending. Andy was beginning to wonder just how many of them there were and how many more would be coming when Roxanna cried out again.

      “Side!” she managed to get out clear enough for Andy to be warned. She snapped her head around to a side corridor they happened to be shuffling back past and saw that there was another group coming. This one looked far smaller, but it was still a second threat when they had their hands full with the one they were already facing.

      A stream of colorful curses bounced around inside her brain as she ordered them to move back a little quicker, but still keep up fire. Their shots had managed to take down enough of the opposition to start to stem the tide with a barrier of bodies, but the ones staggering over the top and the ones coming from the side were still going to be too much.

      Andy just had to hope that none were coming up behind her, and take a chance. “Into the next room,” she commanded, firing once more before looking over her shoulder to see when the next door was coming up. “There!”

      Jade stopped firing first, racing for the door and scrambling for the button. Their one piece of luck of the day was that it opened without having to use the micro press to force it open; that would have been their doom. It opened and Andy shouted at them all to get inside while she kept firing until she backed in and shut the door before any of the deranged star base crew could get in. A shot to the interior control panel disabled the door, or at least she hoped it did.

      She just hoped that she wouldn’t turn around and see something worse behind them.
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      It was another tiny bit of luck that the room was empty.

      Anallin all but dropped Dan onto the floor, but instead of rolling back into a near fetal position, the he remained upright. Andy thought she saw a shift in his posture, but she didn’t have time to think about it.

      “Move that against the door!” she barked, gesturing at the short, ESS regulation sofa against the back wall. Dan and Jade didn’t move despite the rather pointed look she gave them, so Anallin and Roxanna made their way over. They had the piece of furniture moved in a moment, and for the best, since thudding came at the door just moments later.

      The door seemed to be keeping the deranged mob out of the room, but Andy wasn’t going to take any chances. She had already crossed to another corner to find whatever wasn’t bolted to the floor or wall and drag it over. Between the three of them, they had a high enough pile that no one coming in from the outside would be able to get to them.

      “Oh no!” Jade wailed. “This is exactly what the others did! This is what they did! Don’t you remember?!” She ran up to Andy and grabbed her by the front of her uniform. “Didn’t you see? Didn’t you see?! They put up the furniture and they locked the doors and they barricaded themselves in, but you saw what happened to them! YOU SAW WHAT HAPPENED TO THEM!”

      Jade was all but shaking Andy now. Before she could shake herself free, someone else pulled Jade off her.

      Big hands grabbed Jade by the back of the shoulders and ripped her away, screaming. It was Dan! He spun around and threw the smaller woman into the wall, where she hit with a loud thud and cry of pain. He was on her in a moment, punching her in the face. It was just once, but hard enough that blood spurted and she shrieked.

      Andy and Anallin were onto him a heartbeat later. She grabbed one shoulder and Anallin the other, pulling him away. He fought against them, trying to get back at Jade with a roar that didn’t sound like it should have come from a human’s vocal chords but it did. There was a ferocity in his motions as he tried to pull away from them.

      This was not the sort of professional violence they were trained to let free when the situation called for it, but something wild and unhinged. She had never seen it from one of her own people, and she had never imagined it possible from Dan, who was always so jovial and easygoing. She had seen him do his duty, but never exhibit such rampant violence.

      “Thomas!” she shouted, but he just growled and jerked his shoulder out of Anallin’s grip for a moment before whirling on Andy.

      Her rifle was down, but she would not have wanted to shoot him in the first place. Her weapon did not shoot to stun. As soon as she felt his shoulder pulled from her grasp, she jumped back and brought her hands up. Dan swung a wild haymaker from her left. She crossed her right hand to catch his wrist before he could connect, spinning her back into him and using his momentum to throw him to the floor.

      Dan landed with an angry grunt and was already trying to get back up, but Anallin had recovered and was on the floor, holding Dan down.

      “Off!” Dan shouted, amidst a few other words that seemed more like inarticulate curses that Andy didn’t bother trying to decipher.

      Roxanna was muttering at high speed again and Jade was crying outright with her hands over her face. Andy was looking around for something to restrain him with when she heard Anallin shout and turned to see Dan shake free. Dan surged back to his feet and Andy shifted back fast, the idea flashing through her mind that she might actually have to shoot her own teammate.

      She wasn’t given a chance to decide. Anallin was already back up. With one leap forward, thick blue arms were wrapped around Dan’s neck. The Hanaran was smaller, but incredibly strong and did not let go as Dan flailed around trying to break free. Anallin was able to get him to the ground and was attempting to keep him down, but Dan was using his superior size to twist free of the choker hold.

      “Filthy human, be still!” Anallin said with a growl as Dan landed an elbow to the head.

      For a moment, it was all too much. Jade’s wailing and Roxanna’s chattering; Dan attempting to tear apart anyone in the room and Anallin on the verge of strangling him; the sounds of the unruly mob outside pounding on the door. Andy could, for that instant, hear everything in such clear and precise detail that she thought she might be having some kind of breakdown herself.

      They couldn’t fight a battle from within and without.

      When the instant ended, it all snapped back into her and she remembered who she was. She surged into motion. Dan had just thrown Anallin over his shoulder where the Hanaran landed with a thud and a grunt. Dan looked like he was about to go for Hanaran again but Andy inserted herself between them and slammed the heel of her hand against his chest.

      His breath rushed out of his body in a gush as he staggered back several steps.

      Dan recovered fast, though, and came at her again, but she was ready for him. She had her rifle up. He obviously saw it, but didn’t stop in time.

      Andy did not, however, fire.

      Instead, she brought it up as she shifted to the side and then drove the butt of it into his temple. He grunted, staggered to the side, and then she hit him again. With the second strike, he collapsed to the ground. She gasped softly, looking down at the crumpled form of her friend and squad-mate. No time for that, she reminded herself, as she crossed the room and sought out something to restrain him with.

      She found a length of industrial rope and returned to Dan’s side, kneeling down and securely tying his hands. “I’m sorry, Dan,” she murmured as she did it. It would have been an extra measure of peace to tie his legs as well, but she didn’t know what was going to happen and she hoped he’d be more cooperative when he came to and be able to flee under his own power.

      Anallin was pacing like some sort of caged animal while she worked. The Hanaran’s breathing was normally so level that she couldn’t hear it but now it came out ragged in a way she had never heard before, even when they had been pushing themselves past physical endurance. Now, it somehow almost drowned out the rapid clicking.

      She watched the Hanaran warily, but then moved away to check on Roxanna and Jade. The latter was on her knees, leaning against the wall. Blood was still flowing from her nose. Instead of trying to block it, she had both bloody hands over her ears and was rocking back and forth like Dan had been earlier.

      How long would it be before she lost it and attacked them too?
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      The only one that seemed to still have a shred of coherence, beside herself, was Roxanna. Blowing out a breath of aggravation—and a little fear that she stalwartly ignored—Andy moved in front of Roxanna and put her hands on the woman’s shoulders. Roxanna was more slender than Andy, but slightly taller. The sergeant looked up to meet the purple gaze with as much sobriety as she could muster.

      “Roxanna,” she said levelly. “You have got to stick with me. This is bad and I’m running out of both allies and ideas. Stay with me!”

      The Selerid pressed her thin lips together, but she stopped talking. She stared into Andy’s dark eyes and then nodded jerkily, lifting her chin shakily. “Yes, Sergeant!” she replied, obviously trying to make a firm tone but not completely succeeding. Still, her gaze was clear and she was looking at her sergeant like a Marine.

      Andy nodded in return and then pulled her hands away, stepping back with a resolute breath. “We need a plan. We need to make a guess. What’s going on here?”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Roxanna said again with a small nod. Her breathing was still rough and shallow, but Andy could see that she was thinking now.

      “The situation,” Andy began, looking around to the other three and seeing that they were all exactly as they had been before, “is not good. Understatement. Everyone is coming apart at the seams and if the calls over the comms are any indication, we aren’t as bad off as the other squads. Everyone who is banging on that door is wearing a station uniform, so I feel safe to assume that whatever is happening to us is what happened to them. Yet they are obviously still alive, so how is it that we didn’t pick them up on sensors?” She stared at the other woman. “Think, Corporal. Push past it.”

      “Our sensors were blocked somehow,” she said uncertainly, but then the wheels were obviously picking up speed in her thoughts because she frowned. “Somehow, so were my empathic senses. I didn’t pick up anything when we were on the ship, or even when we came into the station. It wasn’t until we were almost on top of them that I felt anything at all.”

      “Okay, so, the ship’s sensors and your senses were blocked. Have you ever encountered something that was able to do that?” Andy pressed her, sensing an opening in the insanity and making full use of it. “I’ve heard of a lot of technology that could block or obscure the sensors, but to block you must have taken something else entirely.”

      “Agreed,” Roxanna said, eyes flickering side to side. “There was a race of beings that came from a planet in my own system that had evolved a defense to our empathic abilities,” she went on, thinking out loud. “But they had to be within visual range of us. They could only block us when they could see us. It was like a battle of wills. They rarely left the system, either, and I don’t recall any on this station. Or even in the ESS, as far as I know.”

      Andy nodded slowly. “We’ll rule them out for now.” She had to keep them both focused and on task. They couldn’t let themselves wander too far. “Let’s look at what else is going on, because it’s more than just us not picking up the life signs.”

      The Selerid nodded again, rapidly. “Yes!” she said, as if she had just remembered it. “There is obviously something affecting us, and it’s station-wide. It must be something in the air?”

      “It seems unlikely,” Andy countered. “There were no toxins in the air.”

      “But...” Roxanna seemed clearer with her focus, although the skin around her eyes and mouth were tight. She was struggling. “If we didn’t pick up on the life signs, then maybe we wouldn’t have picked that up on sensors either.”

      Andy tilted her head. She looked at Anallin, who was staring at Dan’s still unconscious form in a way that made her nervous. She kept on. “Fair point,” she agreed. “It seems unlikely that some sort of airborne toxin could also have been hidden from the scans that Anallin did, however. The scans didn’t find any abnormalities in the bodies and those three were human, so recognizing what was abnormal or not would have been straight forward.”

      “Fair point,” Roxanna echoed. She pressed her lips together again and looked on the verge of emotional collapse again. Andy put her hand on her shoulder and the Selerid snapped back to focus. “That’s it!”

      “What’s it?” Andy asked, blinking at the sudden change. Roxanna had gone from looking upset to looking inspired.

      “The Colirnoid,” Roxanna said, this time gripping Andy’s shoulders amid her flash of inspiration in a way that Andy knew she had never done before. The Selerid normally avoided physical contact, because it increased the intensity of her empathic senses and made it harder to “shield” herself from someone’s feelings.

      Andy stared back. ”The Colirnoid?” she repeated. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them.”

      Now Roxanna was talking fast again, but at least not too fast for her translator to keep up, which allowed Andy to follow her. “Almost no one has! It’s to the point where they are barely more than rumor, although my people have encountered them occasionally over the course of our history. It’s enough that we’re told of them, but they are almost never spoken of because they are almost never seen.”

      “They exist in a system far from here and even in the scattered stories of my people, I have never heard of them being this far out and yet... Yet they can do everything that we are talking about here! They feed off of chaos. It’s like...” She gasped softly. “It’s like a drug and they can’t get enough. Like an addict. But have only done so closer to their own system.”

      Andy nodded slowly. “If one of these Colirnoid have ended up this far from their home system, we need to know more. We have to know how to stop this sort of neurological trauma.” She wasn’t sure if ‘trauma’ was the right word, but it was the best she had.

      Roxanna nodded, and the fear was back in her eyes, but she was still focused. “It has to be a Colirnoid! They are telepathic, and with telepathic damage, it won’t show up on any scans until it’s been long-term, so nothing they’ve done will show up on our scans for months. Fear and anger and violence is the chaos they like best, which has made my people stay as far from their system as possible.”

      “Could they obscure sensors?” Andy asked.

      “Yes!” Roxanna cried, bringing her arms back to wrap around her waist. “Sort of. It’s part of their telepathy to have obscured my abilities. And a powerful enough telepath could obscure the minds of people reading the scans, so it’s not the sensors that are wrong but the brain of the person reading it.”

      So they were being driven mad by a rumor. Great. “Okay. So. We have a good theory. We need to know what to do about it now.”

      “The Colirnoid are a hive species, if I remember the stories correctly. A hive species, so each unit has...has one, you know, one at the top who links with the others. They would be driving the others. They would...” Her breathing grew rapid and her eyes began to lose focus again.

      “Roxanna!” Andy snapped. “If there is one leader with other...satellite aliens, then they are going to want to be somewhere where they can direct the others. The most central location of the station, the core.”

      The Selerid gasped for breath, but she nodded. “You humans have that phrase, you know, about cutting the head off a snake?” She paused, waiting for Andy to agree, and then went on, “It’s just like that. Kill the center and the rest will flee or die. They will lose their power.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Andy asked urgently.

      Selerid did not cry, but Roxanna had either been around humans too much or was feeding off Jade’s muted wailing because she looked like she was going to. “No, but it’s all I’ve got, Sergeant. Sorry.”

      Andy patted her on the shoulder. “You did well, Corporal. So, now we just have to figure out how to cut the head off the snake.”

      “Not ‘we,’ Sergeant,” Roxanna said. “You.”
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      “Sergeant,” Roxanna said to Andy’s shocked expression. “You are the one who isn’t coming apart, can’t you see? There is something about you that is resisting their power.” Before Andy could say anything, Roxanna went on. “I don’t know what it is! I just know that it is so. There is only one of us that can do it and that’s you.”

      Andy wanted to argue, but she knew that she couldn’t. “Can you handle these three alone?” she did ask.

      Roxanna smiled weakly. “I don’t know, but there’s no choice. We’re all going to end up like them, or we’re going to die.”

      Again, she wanted to argue, but she couldn’t.

      “Do your best, Corporal.” There wasn’t anything else that needed to be said. Roxanna nodded and brought up her rifle. For the first time, her own eyes moved  toward the three other members of the team in the room with her.

      Andy turned to survey the space around her and figure out how she was going to do this. She knew she couldn’t go through the door, they were still there. Her dark eyes swiftly surveyed the room and then lifted, spotting a panel near the ceiling.

      Air ducts.

      Damn.

      She slung her rifle to her back and hurried across the room, climbing on a table and just barely reaching the edge of the panel. She pulled a utility blade from her uniform holster and jammed it into the seam. If any engineer saw her, they would have a fit, but she couldn’t care about that just then.

      Wedging the panel up, she put away the blade and then dug her finger under it to pull it off and let it clatter to the floor. She glanced back quickly, but no one seemed to notice except Roxanna. All for the better, then. She curled her fingers around the newly found ledge, finding a groove where the pieces were welded together. With a grunt, she pulled herself up, finding other grooves to pull her frame up into the duct. Once inside, she started crawling forward.

      This was definitely not where she had expected this mission to end up, but when did things go as expected?

      She thought back to the schematic of the station that she’d read and tried to place the room where they had found themselves just now. The central most part of the station would be an engineering area called the core, and she knew that it was at least two decks down.

      There was no time to waste thinking about it so she pushed forward. The duct was barely large enough for her to crawl through. In some places it wasn’t even large enough for that. She ignored the way the hard floor felt against her hands and knees, the scrapes on her torso from where she pulled herself through tight spaces. She ignored how worried she was about her team back in that room, her uncertainty about whether this was even the right course and whether she would actually be able to make any difference.

      She ignored the whispers at the edge of her thoughts telling her she would fail...

      All she could do was keep her head down and move forward. She almost crawled into the stations core before noticing the duct ended. A ladder extended in both directions as far as she could see.

      Andy climbed down until she reached the engineering level. Before going back into the ductwork, she checked the schematic on her scanner to see where she was. Then, she moved off again.

      The whispers grew louder as she got closer and she had to stop, squeezing her eyes shut against the mental intrusion. Andy breathed deeply, forcing the whispers away. She had to focus on the task at hand.

      Despite her best efforts, questions filled her mind. What was a Colirnoid? What sort of fight would she have before her? Could she win that fight?. And if she won that fight, what would happen then to the others? She was crawling through this duct based on rumors of the Selerid race, or at least one Selerid who might be crazy.

      Andy pushed through the doubts and kept going until she reached the panel that she knew would let her into the core. There could be no stealth and a very limited amount of guns blazing. She grunted as she twisted in the narrow duct and turned herself so her feet were  toward the panel, then she kicked and followed through as fast as she could.

      She hit the deck and immediately rolled forward to avoid potential fire, but there wasn’t any. Rolling back up to her knees, she swung her rifle, searching for the enemy. No attack materialized.

      Instead, there was a single alien standing in front of a glowing, pale-blue column. It was over seven feet tall with glistening, smooth mottled skin. There was no nose or mouth that she could see and...three eyes. Some silly part of her brain wondered if that was where the “third eye” phrase came from. Had ancient humans met the Colirnoid?

      The three eyes, all pure silver without a pupil or separate iris, seemed to focus on her. If there was any emotion, Andy couldn’t read it. There was no weapon that Andy could see. The head rose and fell, like it was looking her up and down. The alien held up one of its hands.

      As she stared at it, she felt a wave of fear brush over her. Sweat broke out over her entire body and she began to tremble; her stomach clench with terror. Still kneeling, she bowed her head and inhaled slowly. It’s just their power. It’s not real. You have nothing to fear.

      The terror began to subside and she opened her eyes again, feeling anger take over, but this was her own. This creature had infected her team and made them nearly kill each other. Who knew how many of the detachment were still alive? And they had destroyed the people of this station!

      What gave them the right?

      Gritting her teeth, she rose to her feet and trained her rifle on the alien. It lifted  its head and then stepped back, bumping into the railing around the core.

      A fresh wave of horror washed over her and she felt her knees weaken. The rifle began to lower. But then she focused on the anger. Used it to take back control. Andy lifted the rifle again.

      What are you?

      The words echoed in her mind and she knew that they were not her own. She felt fear, but it was not her own and it was not being projected at her.

      The alien was afraid. It didn’t understand why its overwhelming power wasn’t sending her to her knees or making her flee in terror. She now knew that it had no fight in it if its powers to sow fear and chaos had no effect. It had no defense...against her.

      “I am Sergeant Andrea Dolan and you messed with the wrong Marine,” she whispered and squeezed the trigger.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Andy only looked at the body once and knew that the alien was dead. She had felt a psychic wail fly through her brain as it died and knew that it had filled the whole station. Did the others die or flee, she didn’t know. She just knew that her job was done.

      She left the core through the door this time and walked through the corridors. Along the way, she saw people in station uniforms. They were either unconscious, maybe dead, or were waking up like from a bad dream. She stopped to explain what she could, but she needed to get back to her team.

      On the way, she heard from the other teams. Everyone was in the same state, but they all agreed: get back to the ship.

      When Andy finally got back to the room, she stood outside the door and pressed her earpiece to tell them she was outside. Moments later, a confused and embarrassed looking Dan along with a...Hanaran looking Anallin were opening the door with the furniture pushed to either side.

      “What happened?” Dan asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Andy said wearily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      An emergency medical team was dispatched to Starbase Zenith, while the Marines returned home and were subjected to extensive medical texts. The doctor insisted on a thorough workup on all of them. The captain himself sought out Andy while she was waiting for her turn to be scanned, poked, and prodded.

      “Why didn’t you go crazy like the rest of them?” the captain asked, not accusatorily but earnestly perplexed.

      “Sir, if I knew, I would tell you,” she replied tiredly. “All tests have shown me as totally normal, but...I don’t know who my father is. My mother never would tell me, so who knows what might be going on?” The topic of her parents was normally exhausting on its own, and now, even more so.

      The captain nodded. “I’m just glad you’re okay, Sergeant,” he said sincerely. “And thank you for your hard work and getting this taken care of. We now know more about this race and what they can do. We’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

      She sat up as straight as she could. “Thank you, sir.” She paused. “Sir? May I ask what happened to the other Colirnoid that were around the station?”

      “As far as we can tell, they fled when you killed the leader,” he replied. “Head off the snake and all that.”

      That brought a faint smile to Andy’s face.

      “That they were even here is worrisome, though. Who knows where else they may have been and the results blamed on other things? It will all be in my report up the chain, though, that we may have a new threat.”

      “Lucky us,” Andy said mirthlessly. Just then, she saw the doctor making a beeline for her and the captain nodded, heading off. The chief medical officer was the only one that could make the captain flee. As he left and she waited for the doctor, she looked toward the space station she had just liberated.

      In her heart, she knew this was just the beginning of something bigger.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      An obnoxiously loud buzz sounded and orange lights flashed.

      Andy pursed her lips as the snap of electricity told her the energy field had been dropped. A moment later, the old-fashioned metal-bar door slid back. She apprehensively looked at the field of orange-uniformed humanoid bodies just ahead of her as the door slid into the wall.

      “Proceed,” the stern voice from the protected box to her left said.

      She looked at him through the window and nodded once, not wasting any time as she moved away from the foyer and into the hallway.

      At twenty-six years old, Andrea “Andy” Dolan had been in buildings like this dozens of times since she was born, including the time she actually was born. This infirmary and the nursery attached to it filled her earliest memories, and she had no love for any of it.

      Members of more species than she could count lined the cells on either side of the corridor, and she heard a wild combination of languages coming at her, all of which she ignored. At the end of this hall was the visiting room. She was in no hurry to get there.

      But she was a Marine, and a squad leader. She wasn’t going to shy away from this either.

      Andy reached the door and waited again for the containment field to drop and the door to open. Once it was open, she stepped into a sterile room with mirrored windows, a table, and two chairs.

      Harnari Penal Colony was a medium security facility that layered on its protections not because of the severity of the criminals inside, but simply because of the disparity of the races it housed. The only thing they had in common here was that they were humanoid—and criminals.

      Andy’s mother, however, was human. That was it. She just was a very badly behaved human, and maybe a kind of stupid one. Andy loved her mother, but she also was entirely honest about the woman’s foibles. Among other things.

      On the other side of the room, the door opened from the prison interior and she watched a guard escort her mother in.

      The woman was older by about twenty years, but mother and daughter shared many physical similarities. They had the same light brown skin, the same dark eyes, and the same dark hair. They were of a similar height and body type, although where Andy had the toned, strong body of a soldier, Leta Dolan’s body was more wiry, slightly underweight. Andy thought that this latest stint in prison wasn’t doing her mother any favors.

      Leta approached with an insolent swing to her body as she crossed the room and sat down. Everything about her demeanor said that she wasn’t happy to see her daughter, but that wasn’t shocking. She never was.

      Andy sat down across from her mother, noting the guard remaining at the door. The energy field snapped back up, but the barred-door remained open, teasing the occupants with a glimpse of an unreachable escape.

      “What do you want?” Leta asked without any preamble.

      Her daughter sighed. “Hello, daughter. Why, it’s been a while. Have you been busy? I’m glad that you’re not dead. It’s nice to see you,” she mocked before she could stop the words from coming out of her mouth, then she pinched her eyes shut.

      “So you want me to lie?” her mother asked.

      “I don’t know why I ever expect you to be any different,” Andy said, opening her eyes and blowing out a breath. “I thought it might be a nice change of pace to have you act like you’re actually my mother, but I realize that’s asking too much.”

      Leta didn’t reply. She pursed her lips and lifted one brow, waiting for Andy to go on. For a moment, the younger woman recognized an expression that she made and was caught off-guard, but she soldiered on.

      “I came because I need you to tell me about my father,” Andy went on, since nothing else was going to come of this.

      Her mother instantly shut down, shields slamming up, like they always did when Andy brought the topic up. It was obviously not the first time she had tried, and she was sure that it wouldn’t be the last. Maybe once she had considered letting it go, but she knew now—after what happened on Starbase Zenith—that she just couldn’t.

      “No,” Leta replied.

      “Mother,” Andy said, trying to keep exasperation out of her tone. “This isn’t just curiosity anymore. It’s important. I actually need to know about the other half of my genetic heritage.”

      Dark brows drawing down, Leta stared at her for a long moment. There was something in the older woman’s dark eyes that Andy couldn’t remember seeing before, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.

      “Why?” Leta finally asked.

      Andy blinked. She had expected more stonewalling, not a question. She couldn’t let herself be shocked for too long, however, because it wasn’t her training to be frozen in the middle of a battle. And this conversation was just that: a battle.

      “Starbase Zenith,” Andy said. She went on to describe the events on that station, at least what was need-to-know for this conversation. The sergeant told her mother about the species that controlled people’s minds. Everyone on the star base was lost, yet she wasn’t; she was able to resist their power, even as she stared down the alien. She was the only one who could, so she knew there was something different about her.

      She wanted to know what that was.

      After she finished her story, her mother was quiet for a long time. Andy didn’t want to disturb her thoughts, because she hoped that the silence would end in some answers, at long last. The silence went on so long, however, that Andy began to worry she’d fallen asleep, or died, or something.

      “I can’t,” Leta finally said quietly, shaking her head and looking at her hands where they were folded on the table. “I wish I could, but I can’t.”

      After all that waiting, Andy felt frustration rise in her throat like bile. “Why not?” she demanded before she could check herself. “Do you realize that this could be a matter of life or death for me? I need to know what’s going on in my own DNA.” She realized just how strange it sounded that modern medicine couldn’t do that, but so far, no tests had given her an answer, so she had to go to other roots.

      She needed the answers that only her mother could give.

      “I’m sorry, Andy,” Leta said, taking her daughter by surprise again by using her nickname, which she never did. “I really wish that I could tell you, but I can’t. When I say I can’t, I mean it.”

      The older woman didn’t bother giving Andy another chance. She stood up and walked right to the guard and the door. There, she paused and looked back over her shoulder, and Andy thought she saw true regret in those dark eyes for the first time...ever.

      It was only a moment, though, before she was gone and Andy was left no better off than she had been when she arrived.
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      Two weeks later...

      

      “All right, people, sit down and shut up!”

      Major Carson walked into the room like a storm cloud, ready to strike everyone down with bolts of lightning. It would have surprised and concerned Andy more if this wasn’t pretty much the way he always walked into the briefing room. He was firm and no-nonsense, ready to knock heads and get things moving.

      The five other squad leaders for the 33rd sat up a little straighter and turned away from whatever casual conversations had been taking place. They all knew that the Star Chaser was en route to their next mission, and now they would find out what that mission was and what their part in it would be.

      For the past two weeks, the Marines of the Star Chaser had been training hard, both on the squad level and the detachment level. After the events at Starbase Zenith, time had been needed to heal mentally, but now training was just as needed to work back to unit cohesion. Everyone had unraveled a little during that time on the station, even as short as it was, but it was time to get back to business.

      Meanwhile, Andy felt like it had taken those two weeks since coming back on board the ship to get her head back on straight after that...depressing visit to her mother. The rest of her team had known that something was going on with her, but after one initial foray and rebuff, no one asked again.

      “We are presently heading to the Daikon Colony,” Carson was saying. He tapped a button on the remote in his hand and an image of a distant star system appeared. With the press of another button, the screen zoomed in on the Daikon Colony. It wasn’t an ESS colony, that much Andy knew right away.

      “I presume it’s not for a further vacation,” the leader of beta squad—Atad—said with a small smirk. She was the new squad leader, promoted from within after the previous leader had been sent on medical leave following Zenith.

      “No, no more of that crap,” Carson replied. Andy recognized her commander’s dry sense of humor, but he was serious as ever. She thought she saw a tightness around his eyes that suggested this mission wasn’t going to be a happy one, or easy. Then again, they rarely had missions that were either. Easy, happy situations rarely called for Marines.

      Before Carson continued, Marcus Krall, leader of delta squad, chimed in, “Isn’t daikon also a type of radish on Earth?”

      The major looked at him and blinked, very clearly, three times. “How the hell would I know? I didn’t name the bloody place; I just know that we’re going there. Now shut your yap and listen, before I put you on latrine detail.”

      No further comments were forthcoming.

      “First, we are going to talk about the Kriori,” Carson went on, changing the image on the screen to a Kriori male.

      He looked about the size of an average human male, with pale orange-red skin and several antennae rising out of the pale hair. The eyes were black with blue irises but no pupils.

      “The Kriori are not part of the inter-species alliance with the ESS, which is why you don’t see any of them serving in the Earth Space Service,” Carson went on, gesturing at the picture. “They take issue with our stands against the enslavement of sentient beings. We know that they routinely send out ships to find new bodies to traffic and we do what we can, but typically they manage to avoid detection. We only see the aftermath. We try to find and shut down their trafficking hubs and processing centers, but usually with very little luck.

      “Until now.”

      What he had said up until those last two words was something everyone already knew. The Kriori were practically galactic bogeyman tales. Be good or the Kriori will get you. They knew that people, entire ships, had been taken, but they could never catch them in the act or find where they had gone. Those people were usually never heard from again. Even when they were, they couldn’t provide any useful information.

      “In the past few months, ESS has tracked a drastic uptick in the number of raids.” Carson gestured for everyone to quiet their murmuring. “That is a big change from how they have operated for decades. We don’t know the reason for the increased activity, but it’s allowed us to gather more information than we ever have. They have even started targeting some of the more remote ESS stations and colonies.

      “They have now taken not just members of ESS alliance races but ESS ships and stations as well. This is going to be their downfall.”

      Andy had been listening intently and now spoke up for the first time. “One of the ESS members they took had a tracer, didn’t they?”

      Carson smiled and inclined his head toward her. “Very good, Sergeant,” he said. “You are correct about that. I’m sure the ESS wishes they could say that it was part of some skillfully executed plan, but...it was little more than dumb luck. That’s where we come in.

      “Thanks to our ability to not only trace but gain some basic information from the device, we know that they are on Daikon Colony. This colony is in neutral territory and is run by a corporation of alien business magnates. We have known it for a hub of business, but now we know there is something else going on. Further reconnaissance has discovered an entire underground segment to the compound there, which is where the Kriori are trafficking slaves. We’re going to shut them down and rescue our people. “

      Atad spoke up then. “Do we expect any issues from the corporations? Do they maintain any security, or anything else we’ll need to be aware of?”

      Carson shook his head. “While it’s not an ESS locale, they do trade with us and I’m sure the threat of sanctions should keep them from giving us too much trouble.”

      Every head in the room nodded thoughtfully, absorbing the task at hand. “So what’s the plan, sir?” Andy asked after a moment.

      Carson clicked again and a general map of the compound and surrounding terrain popped up on the screen. “The first thing you need to know is about the Kriori themselves. I am sure you noticed the antenna in the picture of that handsome fella from before. Well, those are part of the species’ ability to use their bodies... Well, long story short, they shoot lightning from their hands.”

      There was some intrigued murmuring, although Andy just listened.

      “They prefer to use their bio-electric abilities before weapons, but don’t let that fool you, they do have and use weapons.” He gestured at the map. “We’re going in hard and fast. We’ll take out any resistance before they know what hit them. Here’s what each squad will be doing...”
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      Andy and the rest of gamma squad were taking a turn in the Star Chaser’s gym. Their own briefing about the upcoming mission had been notably more informal than the other, but it didn’t really need to be anything else.

      “Are we going to get capes? I feel like we should get capes,” Dan said as he lie on the weight bench, Anallin spotting him to make sure the fairly old-fashioned device didn’t drop and squash him. “We’re gonna charge in and save the day for some poor enslaved souls, rescuing them from the evil grips of villains that actually shoot lightning from their hands. I mean, come on, this is legit superhero stuff. I think we should get a cape.”

      “One cape for everyone, Dan?” Roxanna quipped from the leg-press machine, her skin swirling with her concentration. “I know we get along pretty well, but I think that’s too much even for us.”

      Jade laughed from where she sat on the edge of a bench, drinking water and watching the rest of the squad. She was young, and seemed to not just absorb everything from those around her but actively tried to do so.

      “You know what I mean, smart-ass,” he returned without rancor, before grunting and bench pressing a weight that far exceeded Andy’s entire bodyweight. The image of her laying straight and him just lifting and lowering her amused her for a moment.

      “Thomas, this is just our job,” she pointed out, although without admonishment. “I’m fairly certain we will not get any special uniforms with capes for the occasion.”

      “Aha!” Dan said, putting the weight-bar back on its cradle and pointing at her like she had just made his argument for him. “You’re only fairly certain. So we might!”

      Andy chuckled and shook her head, lying on the bench beside him. He sat up and Anallin moved to spot her. Andy wouldn’t stop Dan when his humor was running away from them. It wasn’t something she’d been inclined to do before, because it was integral to who he was, but after what had happened to him, and them, on Zenith... Well, it had taken a long time for his humor to return. Now she was glad to hear it.

      They had all been effected, in some way, but her fellow humans—Dan and Jade—seemed to have taken it the hardest in the aftermath. Jade wouldn’t have left her quarters if she had been given a choice, but the Star Chaser’s counselor was very proactive.

      Andy was just glad she hadn’t lost any of her squad. Others weren’t so lucky.

      “Sergeant,” Jade chimed in, “do you think we’ll meet a lot of...resistance?”

      There was a hesitation in her voice that hadn’t been there a couple of months ago. Andy couldn’t help but notice it, but she didn’t call the girl out on it. She was going to give them all the time they needed. As much as possible, anyway.

      “I can’t answer that for sure, Martin,” she said, gripping the metal bar above her head. “I imagine we’ll run into some trouble, yes. We know there are guarded checkpoints and I’m certain that there will be guards once we’re inside. However, the Kriori don’t have any telepathic or empathic abilities that have ever been recorded. It’s just, you know, lightning coming out of their hands.”

      “Oh, is that all,” Roxanna chimed in again.

      “Are you just here for comic relief?” Andy teased with a grunt as she lifted the bar, bringing it down and up again slowly.

      The Selerid woman laughed. “That’s Dan’s job, you know that.”

      For the first time, Anallin decided to join the conversation with a verbal presence as well as a physical one. “You seem to be competing for the title, Roxanna.”

      Corporal Roxanna turned to look at the Hanaran and grinned. “Another country heard from,” she teased.

      “I am not a country,” Anallin said, eyebrows shifting downward and iris-less eyes clicking a couple times in confusion before settling back to normal. The Hanaran had either figured it out or decided to not care. Anallin didn’t always follow what the others said, but only actually cared about half the time. Roxanna had picked up on far more human mannerisms and idioms, adapting them into her own speech patterns. It likely had something to do with the empathic nature of her race.

      “Perhaps the good corporal just doesn’t want Dan to have to carry the comedic burden all on his own?” Jade supplied with a glint in her green eyes. Andy wondered if her name had come from that at all. As good as it was to see Dan joking and Jade out of her room, it was even better to see Jade interacting with Dan after they had nearly killed each other on Zenith.

      “Yes, that’s it exactly,” Roxanna laughed. She swung her legs over the side of the leg-press and set them on the floor. Her purple skin, which began to swirl in a disconcerting show of iridescence when she was under emotional or physical stress, was calming down as her body eased off the workout high.  “I’m just trying to help out. You know, I’m a very helpful woman.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Dan returned after a swig of water. He wiped sweat away from his forehead and neck, but was grinning across the small expanse between him and his squad-mate. “You might just be trying to steal my title.”

      Anallin’s eyes clicked. “Title?”

      Dan shook his head and waved at the Hanaran. “I’ll explain it later.”

      Everyone laughed, except Anallin, who gazed at the others in the squad, eyes clicking in confusion again. Although the Hanaran race was notoriously hard to read, Andy felt pretty confident in recognizing what was what. This time, the clicks lasted a little bit longer before quieting down into understanding or apathy.

      From there, the room quieted down as each person moved to a different machine or a different state of taking a break.

      Watching Anallin’s eyes hovering nearby just in case, Andy brought the bar up and down a few more times before setting it back on the cradle. “Regardless of who is cracking the jokes, the job is the same,” she said. “And I have all confidence that we will do it to the utmost of our abilities and achieve our objective.”

      “Oorah,” Jade said quietly.

      That made Andy grin.
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      It was just before 0500 when the call came down.

      “We are on approach to the Daikon Colony. All squads are to be geared up and in the shuttles in thirty minutes. Repeat. We are on approach to Daikon. All squads, thirty minutes. Any Marine who is late gets put out of the airlock.”

      Andy swung her feet over the edge of the bed and set them on the floor. She chuckled and shook her head. “Love you too, Major,” she quipped in the privacy of her small, but personal, quarters. Her rank and position gave her a room of her own, and she wasn’t ever unhappy about that.

      Within five minutes, she was on her way to the locker room. It was a large section of ship allotted to the 33rd with an attached armory; every squad had its own area. She was beat to the section by only Anallin, which wasn’t a surprise since Hanarans didn’t work on the same sleep cycles that humans did.

      “Nice to see you up and about so early, Anallin,” Andy said with amusement.

      The Hanaran looked at her with some surprise, seeming to recognize there was an emotional tone to the sergeant’s words but not recognizing what it was. Andy simply waved and the lance corporal nodded back, understanding that no explanation was forthcoming.

      Roxanna arrived a few moments later, with Dan and Jade not too far behind. No one wanted to face the Major’s wrath, even if getting pushed out of the airlock was just an idle threat…probably.

      The group all greeted one another, but they were quiet and focused while getting themselves geared up and ready to go. Daikon was on a Class M planet, which meant no need for atmospheric suits. It was standard protective gear for this mission. That started with lightweight clothing, which was kindly designed of a material that was breathable but still with high fire resistance and some puncture resistance.

      Straps and armor plates added to the protective layers; still relatively lightweight but beginning to be a little more restrictive. None of them were going to complain about the extra protection, though, but Andy did have to wonder how any of it would hold up against lightning.

      Helmets. Boots. Gloves. Then they were off to the armory.

      Each was assigned a pulse rifle with a spare energy pack as well as a conventional sidearm with extra magazines of ammunition. There had been painful lessons learned by ESS Marines about the necessity of not relying entirely on energy weapons.

      Geared up with weapons in hand, Andy and her squad headed to the shuttle bay. They joined other Marines who were already clustering in the shuttle bay, each moving toward their shuttles. Each squad had its own, along with a pilot to take them where they needed to go. By the half-hour mark, every little ship loaded and Carson was in for disappointment if he had really been looking to send someone into space by way of his boot.

      “More detailed sensor information will come while the shuttles’ approach. It will be twenty minutes until we’re on the ground. Use your time well,” Carson said over the inter-ship communication systems. “Shuttle one, prepare for departure.”

      Andy strapped into the chair beside the pilot, while the rest of her squad took their seats behind them. Everyone was locked in by the time the shuttle lifted off the deck plates and they joined the other ships in the dark swath of space. The planet came into view moments later and the six shuttles made their way toward it.

      “Does Daikon have a beach?” Dan asked after a moment. “I hope they have a beach. Who wouldn’t like a little time to relax on a beach after a hard mission?”

      “Did you not get to spend any time on the beach during your downtime?” Jade asked from where she sat across from him.

      Andy glanced back in time to see Dan smile a little sheepishly, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah, I... No. I didn’t. I had a bunch of other stuff to do.” The sergeant knew that some of that was post-Zenith counseling, but if he didn’t want to say it, she wasn’t going to.

      Jade seemed to sense that she shouldn’t push the issue either, so she bit off her retort.

      “I doubt we’ll have time for the beach, Thomas,” Andy said from the front, breaking any potential for awkward silences. “If they even have one, which I honestly doubt. No part of our mission involves looking for vacation spots.”

      “See, boss, you need to expand your thinking,” he said, picking right back up with his usual sarcasm. “I mean, you never know when there might be some kind of vacation emergency, and what are you going to do if you don’t know where the nearest beach is? Aren’t we supposed to be prepared for anything, any time?”

      “So far, I’ve done okay,” she replied, sharing a smirk with the pilot, who generally said little but always seemed amused. Sometimes Andy wondered if they were ESS Marines or a traveling band of entertainers.

      When the pilot did chime in, it was all business. “Beginning atmospheric descent,” she announced.

      Space to surface travel had come a long way since its early years, but there was simply no getting away from the fact that the atmosphere was the atmosphere. The shuttle’s system compensated for the heat, but the craft still shook violently. Everyone was quiet, holding tight and waiting it out as they descended.

      Andy took a deep breath, knowing that it was about to be go-time. She had to focus on the mission at hand, but warring with her readiness was a sudden...fear. She remembered what happened on Zenith, watching what happened to her team, and she was suddenly worried about just what they would face here. What surprises waited for them in the tunnels under the surface of the planet?

      That emotion had its place. She was not so foolish as to believe that a person could live without fear, but she knew she couldn’t let it rule her.

      Staring through the front viewport as the planet surface got closer, she pushed the fear aside with her focus on the mission. She knew what their assignment was and that was the name of the game. They had to execute their orders, and contribute to the freeing of everyone who was enslaved in the lower levels of that compound.

      Oh, and try not to get hit by lightning.
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      By the time the shuttle touched down, Andy had examined the sensor reports on the terrain surrounding the compound where they were going to be making their assault. They were landing in a clearing that gave them some tree cover as they approached. She’d take every advantage she could get.

      The pilot landed and the hatch hissed open once the Marines were unbuckled and had their weapons ready. The shuttle’s sensors didn’t detect anyone around them, but they were still going to be prepared. Once the door was open, they shifted out like they were clearing a room, swinging in a circle around the clearing to see that there wasn’t anyone—at least no one they could see—in the area.

      Once they were clear of the hatch, it hissed a second time and shut. The pilot would remain with the shuttle, keeping it on lockdown until their return. She’d take off if it seemed like she was about to be swarmed.

      Once the immediate area was clear, they began moving forward through the trees, toward the compound. The trees were sparse but did provide some cover as they moved. As they approached the tree line, Andy knew there would be a broad swath of open space between them and the compound. Once they were seen, the element of surprise would be lost so they had to act quickly.

      “There are two guards at the door,” Roxanna reported, picking up on them with her empathic senses. “Neither of them are very alert, or suspicious.”

      “They’re going to regret that,” Andy commented blandly.

      Reaching the tree line, Andy held up her hand to stop the group so they could get a visual on the situation ahead.

      The side of the compound they were approaching had a smooth curve with a single point of entry in an old-fashioned stone-faced building. They could see the two guards across the stretch, and neither of them looked to be Kriori. That was something. Andy didn’t see anything else to use as cover, but indeed, those guards were not paying much attention. This was clearly a little used entrance—or exit—so they were there just as a formality. Or so they presumed.

      “It looks like we are just going to have to take the direct approach,” Andy declared. “Fire as soon as you have a solid lock on the target.”

      Anallin, as the company’s best shot, and Andy led the way at a controlled run. Neither guard saw them until Anallin sighted the first guard and took him out with a single well-placed shot. The other guard was suddenly very awake and wildly looking around for where the shot had come from. Before he could get his weapon up to fire, Andy took him out.

      They sped up to reach the door, while never losing focus on the surrounding area. When they reached the door, Roxanna took out her handheld scanner.

      “Biometric lock,” she declared about the small blue panel beside the door. “That could be a problem.”

      “It has to be locked to one or both of the guards,” Jade said. “Since they have to be able to get in and out.”

      “One presumes, although you never know,” Andy countered. “Can you tell what body part we’re talking about here?”

      Roxanna kept scanning and then said, “Judging by the oil marks on the pad, I’d say it’s a hand-lock.”

      “Thomas, Anallin,” Andy said, nodding at one of the fallen guards. “Before he’s cold.”

      “On it,” Dan said as he and Anallin slung back their rifles. Anallin, shorter but very stout and strong, picked up the body while Dan took the left hand. He looked at Roxanna, who looked at the scanner and shook her head. He dropped it and took up the right, pressing it as best he could against the panel without letting his own hand get in the way.

      There was a long, nervous moment before a strange chime sounded and the door slid open. Anallin dropped the guard right where he was and they both quickly re-armed.

      The space beyond the open door was dark, after coming in from the sunlight, but they didn’t turn on their gun-lights just in case someone on the other side spotted it before they had a chance to prepare for them.

      Not wanting to waste any time, they moved into the building and took a quick look to either side.

      They were in a long, curving corridor. There were dim lights overhead that they hadn’t been able to see from the outside. They moved to the left, hoping to follow the corridor until they reached the stairs that would lead them down to the bottom level of the compound.

      As they walked, Andy glanced back to check behind them and noticed Roxanna shifting her shoulders uncomfortably. For a moment, Andy flashed back to Zenith but she stuffed it down.

      “What’s wrong, Corporal?” she asked in a low voice.

      “I can feel all the people being kept here,” the Selerid said tightly. Her gaze remained focused and forward. “That’s...a lot of noise, you might say, on one’s senses. They are very emotional, and those emotions are very raw.”

      Andy could only imagine, although she didn’t really want to. “Do your best to block it out, Corporal. We’ll get them freed soon. In the meantime, we have a directive to achieve to help make that happen.”

      The purple-skinned woman nodded. “Yes, Sergeant.”

      Gamma squad had been tasked with disabling the communication systems of the lower level of the compound. They lost all hope of an easy mission if the lower fortress were put on alert so it was vital they carried out their mission quickly.

      After a few tense, watchful minutes, they reached the door that would take them to that lower level. Roxanna narrowed her eyes slightly at the door and then shook her head slowly. “I don’t sense any guards,” she said, but didn’t sound very certain. “But, I’m sorry, Sergeant, it’s hard to be sure. It’s like trying to isolate signals in static, and I just can’t swear to it.”

      “We’ll just have to do our best,” Andy said, nodding at the door. It didn’t have a lock on it, so they were able to just make their way down.
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      Despite the “static,” Roxanna’s senses had been correct. Gamma squad didn’t meet any resistance on their way down the single flight of stairs. The stairs themselves were dark, but there was just enough light from the occasional overhead to show them the way without killing themselves or meeting any surprises.

      When they reached the bottom, Andy led them down a corridor straight ahead. They didn’t have a blueprint on the basement level precisely, but did have a general idea of where things were; at least what they were looking for. Some of it was guesswork, but she made the best educated guesses she could and then moved that way.

      “We’re approaching some captives,” Roxanna announced quietly as they walked.

      Andy looked back at the corporal and saw her skin swirling in that pearlescent pattern that it did when she was agitated.

      “As discussed, folks, we can’t focus on releasing anyone right now,” she reminded them as they moved along cautiously. “We’ll tag the room and come back once the compound is secure, so we can get them safely to the Star Chaser.”

      She knew that no one liked the plan, herself included, but they all acknowledged the practicality of it. If they just released captives, the newly freed would be entirely on their own to find their way out of the compound to a shuttle. They would have no weapons or defenses of any kind. It was counterproductive to let them go only to have them killed or captured again.

      Even so, there was enough tension in the air as they got closer that even Andy could sense it. Or maybe it was just that she was feeling it. They were there to free people, and it felt wrong to not do so.

      It wasn’t long before they spotted the doors ahead. They were less proper “doors” and more just gaps in the walls. Seeing them, the group slowed what was an already slow pace, but they didn’t know what they were going to encounter in those rooms. Would there be guards, or would the groups be secured enough to not need them? The latter would obviously be more fortuitous for her and her Marines, but she wasn’t going to count on luck. Luck and hope were bad plans to bank on.

      The gaps in the wall were to either side, so the squad split up—three to one wall and two to the other. They moved slowly with their backs to the walls, the ones in the lead peering carefully around the edge and into the room. Each side was a mirror image of the other.

      It was a cavernous room with slave-filled cages lining the walls. Where there weren’t cages, men and women of countless races were collared and chained to them. No one was moving much, but they all appeared to be alive still. Andy ground her teeth together, but she stayed to her orders. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a small tracer and attached it to the wall to make sure they would return here. Not that it was much of a hiding place for the captives, but she wasn’t going to leave it unmarked.

      It was the only thing she could do at that time.

      What they didn’t see in either room were guards. Andy raised her hand and signaled for the group to keep moving. They couldn’t linger there and wallow in their own morality.

      None of the captives seemed to notice—or care about—the passing Marines, which was sad and a relief all at the same time. Moving further down the corridor, they didn’t pass any other sorts of doors. They eventually did reach a T-junction. Andy brought them to a halt and double-checked the information in her scanner, then she sent them to the right.

      As they turned into another corridor, a pair of guards appeared at the other end, revealing themselves just a handful of heartbeats too late for the Marines to retreat without being seen.

      Andy swore internally, but lifted her rifle and got off the first shot. The energy pulse launched between them and took out one guard. The other guard brought her weapon up and returned fire, sending the Marines scrambling for cover. The woman fired at them with one hand, reaching up for something at her shoulder with the other.

      Something told Andy that she was about to sound an alarm.

      “Fast!” was all the sergeant said and Jade got off a successful shot just a second ahead of Anallin. Two energy beams slammed into the guard before she was able to complete her call of alarm.

      Andy blew out a breath and regrouped her Marines.

      “That was too close. If one of the guards sound the alarm, we’ll have a firefight on our hands,” Andy said. “Shoot to kill. No hesitations.” It wasn’t the most necessary of orders, considering they would be quick no matter what, but it still seemed like a good idea to say it. It never hurt to be too prepared. “Hide the bodies as best you can.”

      Anallin and Jade moved forward with a nod, slinging back their rifles over their shoulders to kneel down and pull the communication devices free of the enemy guards’ uniforms. Jade managed to do it with a bit more finesse than Anallin’s simply tearing it off, but both had the same results: the devices were no longer attached to the bodies. Both Marines put them in pockets on the chest piece of their gear, then propped the bodies up in a corner, as much out of sight as possible.

      “We’ll ditch those at a better spot,” Andy ordered, “just in case they have some fail-safe that’ll bite us in the ass. For the moment, though, keep moving.”

      Moving out, they paid special attention to semi-hidden corridors that branched into their corridor, lest they get caught by surprise again.

      As they moved, steadily and surely, Andy reflected on the fact that they were finding themselves in a lot of corridors lately. What she wouldn’t have given right then for a nice open field, or even crawling around in some mud as long as it was outside and in the open. All these curves and corners and turns and windowless hallways were getting obnoxious.

      It was one more turn and one more corridor, along with one more pair of disabled guards, before they arrived at the communications room that had been their destination.

      Now, they had a specific job to do and not much time to get it done so Andy led the squad into the communications hub. Still no windows, but at least they were out of the corridor.
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      “Martin, can you get into it?”

      Jade had slung back her rifle and pulled off her gloves, taking a seat at the computer console after they had rendered the previous occupant...redundant. Dan and Anallin had moved that body out of the way so Martin could take the seat.

      “I think so, yes,” Jade said, biting her bottom lip as she looked at the screen and began to hit buttons. “This isn’t the most complex setup I’ve seen. I think my little brother’s gaming system is more difficult.” She wasn’t boasting, simply speaking conversationally. Computers and technology were her specialty, and she was tasked with breaking into the communications system and shutting it down.

      Of course, they all knew what plan B was: they simply destroyed it. However, their orders were to preserve it if possible so that when the compound was secured, they could delve into its data more deeply and try to trace it to other locations and players in the game.

      The communications room looked like what Andy might have assumed was some sort of guard station, had she not known otherwise. It had a window behind the console with open doors to either side. How the person originally at the controls hadn’t seen them coming, she would never know.

      Andy and Anallin took one door, while Roxanna and Dan covered the other. The room was small so there was little to no chance of surprise entrances, meaning they just had to cover the outer corridor. Although they’d had to subdue some guards on their way in, there hadn’t been very many of them. At least, there had been fewer than Andy would have expected there to be, which suggested to her that they expected little trouble here.

      With rooms full of chained slaves, the over-confidence was perhaps to be expected. They would think the corporations had them covered above and no one even knew about their trafficking hub down in the basement. Why bother with the expense and providing for of extra guards?

      Then even the ones they had would start getting complacent. Which, to Andy, was exactly what had happened. It made their jobs a lot easier, but she wasn’t going to let her Marines get just as complacent because of it.

      The sound of Jade’s fingers hitting the keys filled the small room, along with her quiet stream of subconscious murmuring. Although it was so low that you couldn’t pick up on all of the words, it was audible enough to suggest she was basically narrating everything that she was doing to herself, along with the occasional argument with her hands or eyes or the system itself.

      “There is some encryption,” Jade suddenly explained loud enough for everyone to hear. “That’s what’s taking so long. I think it’s the basic log-in system for whoever uses this console whenever they need it to go active again, but since I don’t know the information that will unlock it their way—and I don’t see any other biometric locks—I have to find a backdoor.”

      “Can you?” Andy asked, looking over her shoulder at the younger woman.

      “Oh yeah,” Jade replied. “It just takes time. But I’m not seeing any of the telltale signs that would suggest a trap or a fail-safe. Which, frankly, is pretty dumb on their part, but it does work in our favor.”

      Andy didn’t have much to say to that other than to agree, so she just let the girl get back to her work.

      She just hoped that it wouldn’t take too long. The longer they stood there, the more likely it was that trouble was going to find them. So far this mission had been going pretty well, and she was hoping to keep it that way.

      “Got it!” Jade declared, tapping one final button with triumph. She grinned up at Andy, and the sergeant had a moment where she couldn’t get past how young Jade looked. Andy herself was hardly old, but still, she felt worlds and eons apart at that moment.

      “Good job, Martin,” Andy said, giving her the praise she deserved. “Now, get things shut down and leave it for the rest of the tech-heads to sort out what’s what. We can regroup with the rest of the Marines and then get to doing what we really came down here to do.” Those two rooms filled with all those hopeless souls was not an image that had gone far from her mind.

      “I’m on it, Sergeant,” Jade declared, diving into the computer again while Andy turned her attention back to the corridor.

      They hadn’t seen anyone since entering the communications hub, and now she was beginning to wonder what the meaning of that actually was, if there was any meaning at all other than lax security they had already noticed. It still seemed strange that there hadn’t been any patrols, though.

      That thought brought with it a sense of foreboding, of being “due” for trouble. Andy shook that off fast so she could focus on the job.

      “It’s done, Sergeant. The system is shut down and now no one down here, aside from ESS Marines, can communicate with anyone else.”

      “Good work,” Andy said again. “Now, let’s get out of here and return to the meeting point.”

      Jade stood up and slipped her gloves back on, bringing her rifle back around. She moved  toward Andy and Anallin, as Andy gestured for the group to exit into the hallway via the door they had been standing at. Roxanna and Dan would check the one way, then cover the back as they made their way out.

      The foreboding feeling ended up being prescient.

      It happened very fast. Later, Andy would only be able to guess that the shutting down of communications triggered a silent alarm and there was a quicker response than they could have anticipated. Guards came from both directions of the hall when Andy, Anallin, and Jade were already out of the room. She couldn’t see what happened to Roxanna and Dan in detail, but she knew they managed to blockade themselves in the room while the larger enemy force came from the front.

      All of the guards she hadn’t seen before were there now. She fired her pulse rifle and didn’t miss, but they had nowhere to go as the group from behind managed to push ahead, either past or over Roxanna and Dan. Andy couldn’t know at that point.

      All she knew was that they were overwhelmed when suddenly, darkness took her.
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      Nothing was real.

      As she stood in the core of Starbase Zenith, completely alone, she knew that she wasn’t actually there. This was just a dream or a hallucination of some sort. That knowledge did not, however, afford her a chance to figure out what to do about it or how to get out of it.

      The only way out was through. That was a phrase she had heard or read somewhere before, and that was what stood out now.

      When she had been in this room last time, there had been a Colirnoid there. Just one, but that one had been the “head of the snake.” The focal point to a web of Colirnoid working in telepathic conjunction to turn the people on the starbase into monsters so that the Colirnoid could feed off the chaos and violence.

      Her squad had almost killed each other. Only Andy had resisted...

      Yet she didn’t see the Colirnoid there now. It wasn’t standing in the middle of the room running its terrible abilities, nor was it lying on the ground, where it had fallen after she killed it, sending the others running.

      She started walking around the core itself. It was a long cylinder that rose several stories through the center of the station, surrounded by a fence and an energy field as two layers of protection against anyone who might fall or do something stupid. This entire section of Zenith’s engineering was created around this piece, the heart of the station.

      On the other side, she startled when she saw a...figure.

      She didn’t have a weapon, but she shifted immediately into a defensive posture with her hands up in front of her. It was then that she realized she wasn’t wearing any of her protective gear either. Well, that was just perfect...but then, this wasn’t real, right?

      The figure was just that, however. It was a figure without any apparent form aside from a vaguely humanoid shape, but there was no way for her to tell if it was facing her or facing away from her.

      There were no words, and no movement. Yet somehow, the longer she looked at the figure, the more she had the feeling of it...somehow being male. There was absolutely no evidence to support that, but she just had a feeling.

      “Hello?” she ventured to ask.

      The figure didn’t move, and there was no sound in return.

      Anxiety started rising in her chest, and she didn’t understand why. Well, she understood why, but there was an edge to it that made her chest hurt and she felt like she was on the verge of tears and that was what she didn’t understand. It wasn’t like her. What was it about this shadowy apparition that bothered her so much?

      “Who are you?” She felt better when she felt like she was actually doing something, and even if it wasn’t an effective something, talking helped.

      Father.

      The word just blossomed in her mind. She didn’t know where that had come from any better than the idea that it was a man, but the one likely came from the other. An amorphous male figure lingering in her subconscious, it was perhaps the obvious connection. Still, there was nothing to this.

      It was just a dream...right?

      Finally, Andy put her hands down and began to approach the figure. The lights flickered and she startled, lowering herself slightly and snapping her gaze around to try to spot an enemy, until she realized that it was in fact just the lights flickering. She straightened up and shook her head.

      “Who are you?” she repeated, sounding a little more direct. She resumed her track forward.

      As she got closer, she lifted her hand. She didn’t know why she did that, but she did, and she almost fled back when the shadowy figure mirrored the motion. Staring at where the “head” seemingly was, she almost thought she saw a face taking shape. Gritting her back teeth together, she forced herself to keep moving forward.

      Their hands drew closer, and they were almost touching...

      

      Light flooded into Andy’s eyes and she gasped. The sound was so sharp that it hurt her throat and she went to lift her hand so she could shield her eyes from the light, but she realized she couldn’t seem to move one hand without the other.

      What was going on?

      Her hands were tied up. Her hands hadn’t been tied up. She could remember lifting her hand just a few moments ago, trying to touch that shadowy figure’s hand, so when did that change? How did she get tied up? She could feel the bonds tight against her skin, locking her hands together in front of her.

      It took just a few moments more for her to realize what was really going on, the dream or whatever it had been fleeing from her mind in the light of reality.

      She had been in the lower level of the compound at the Daikon Colony. They had been exiting the communications room, ready to regroup with the rest of the 33rd and then start freeing some people, when they had been swarmed out of nowhere. She remembered shooting her rifle, and then fighting hand to hand. It hadn’t been enough, however, and she had ended up being taken.

      Someone had knocked her out. She had been unconscious and moved...somewhere, presumably deeper in the compound’s lower level, but where?

      Andy forced her eyes open and saw Anallin and Jade sitting beside her. They were also bound, but they were already conscious and were staring at her. Anallin’s eyes were clicking rapidly in agitation, and Jade’s eyes were so wide they were ready to stretch right off her face. She knit her brow, but tried to give them a weak smile to at least let them know that she was alive.

      That was a good first step, but what was the next step, the one that would lead to them getting out of there?
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      Andy gave herself a few minutes to finish waking up before she attempted too much of a tactical determination. Once she was awake, she pushed herself up into a better sitting position and looked around.

      The room wasn’t as big as the other slave room, but it was bigger than the communications room. It was the same style as the first in that it was simply one large open space with a high ceiling and one wall lined with cells. The other had shackles and collars attached to it. Andy and her people were set in one corner, next to the shackles. There didn’t seem to be a cell or a collar that didn’t have an occupant.

      They all had that same look of simply...having given up. It was a struggle to not feel paralyzing pity, but she knew that allowing herself to feel that wouldn’t help anyone.

      This room was guarded, however, unlike the other one. She could see two guards at each door and one in the room with them, staring at the Marines. This one didn’t have the air of a lackey; he seemed like someone in charge. She instantly knew that if she needed to go for anyone, that was the one it had to be. How, precisely, she was going to achieve that, she had no idea...but it was good to know.

      The guard watching them was Kriori, and it looked like at least three of the other guards were as well. That was a little more concerning. They didn’t have any defenses against that electricity other than avoiding it all together.

      “Are you two okay? Have they hurt you?” Andy asked in a low voice, turning her head so they could see her talking as little as possible.

      “I’m not sure I’d say we’re okay,” Jade replied in kind. “But they haven’t hurt us.”

      The word ‘yet’ seemed to hover between them all.

      When Andy looked up again, she saw that their Kriori guard was still looking at them. She suppressed a small chill at the intensity of that look, wondering what the alien was thinking when he stared at them that way. She didn’t want to think about it too much, though.

      Unlike the version of her that had been in her subconscious, this version wasn’t going to say anything to any of the guards. Aside from being ESS policy, it was generally just a better call; you didn’t want to give them anything.

      That plan worked for a few minutes.

      The one who had been staring at them finally rose to his feet, towering over them since they were on their knees. He stalked closer, still staring and not blinking. Andy thought she could see gathered electricity sparking between the antennas on his head. He came to stand in front of them. She said nothing, but didn’t turn away from his eyes.

      “Which one of you is the leader?” he asked in ESS Standard, the English-based language that was used throughout the ESS and all the civilian alliances. His tone was flat, but sounded like someone who was used to being obeyed. None of them answered and his gaze swung between the three of them. “I would say this one,” he continued, pointing at Anallin, “but who would put a Hanaran dog in charge?”

      The clicking from Anallin’s eyes increased with his agitation. The Kriori seemed to recognize the sign and smirked darkly.

      “However, the two of you are females,” he went on, looking between Jade and Andy. She could feel the younger Marine tense even more beside her, but Jade didn’t say anything. “However, if you do not tell me, I will work through each of you to find out. Starting with...” He swung a pointed finger between them until he landed on Jade. “Her.”

      Andy wasn’t really surprised. Being smaller and younger, Jade being seen as the “weak link” was not a surprise. However, it put Andy into the position of deciding whether she should let it play out and hope for the best or break her own edict about speaking out.

      The decision didn’t take long.

      “I am,” she said, keeping her face blank even though anger played behind it. She knew that the tracer in their uniforms would lead their fellow Marines to them, but they still had to hold on until that point.

      “I didn’t realize that humans let their females lead,” the Kriori said, turning to her. If she had to guess, she would’ve said he had suspected her answer before she gave it.

      The temptation was strong, but she didn’t rise to the bait. Maybe it wasn’t intended as bait and he really was surprised. Either way, she knew that it wouldn’t do any good to argue with him about inter-species sexism.

      “You’re not going to be very interesting, are you,” the Kriori said with a sigh. “What is your name?”

      “Sergeant Andrea Dolan. ESS Marines,” she replied flatly.

      He waited.

      She stayed silent.

      “Maybe I should talk to one of your compatriots here,” he went on. “Perhaps they will have more to tell me.”

      “I’m the sergeant. Talk to me,” she said.

      He waved a hand dismissively. When he did, she saw the spine-like protrusions along the inside of his palm. It was a reminder of what those protrusions were for and just what his ability was. She wasn’t in any rush to learn firsthand, and hoped she wouldn’t.

      “You aren’t very entertaining to talk to, nor particularly informative,” he said. “Your little team invaded our compound and shut down our communication system. While that isn’t overly troublesome, I assume there is more to your plan. And you will tell me what that is or you will find yourself on the next ship full of slaves heading for the Kriori Empire. One way or another, you will tell me what I want to know.

      “You can be assured of that, Sergeant Andrea Dolan.”
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      Andy tried to figure out how long it was that the three of them had been the not-so-honored guests of this Kriori. She guessed it couldn’t have been more than a half-hour, but she wasn’t able to be sure. All she had was a sense of time passing and her ability to estimate, which wasn’t very scientific but she was usually pretty good at figuring these things out.

      At the moment, her lead captor wasn’t trying to lure more conversation out of her and he wasn’t moving into full-on interrogation techniques. She wondered how long it would be before they reached that point.

      She watched him across the room while he dealt with a prisoner who actually tried to cause the guards trouble. The woman, of a race that Andy didn’t recognize, had started screaming incoherently. Admittedly, Andy didn’t know if it was on purpose or just a byproduct of it all, but it had been effective to draw them over.

      Of course, keeping herself still when they exercised their means of quieting her down wasn’t particularly easy. She didn’t silence after the first hit, but the second seemed to do it. It went against everything in Andy to stay put, but she knew that she was in no position to fight them right then.

      While the guards were distracted, she examined her restraints and tried to shift her wrists. The lock was unlike anything she had seen before and they didn’t budge with just the pressure she applied to it. There wasn’t actually any obvious locking mechanism, but it was also obviously not something like a tied rope.

      “Sergeant,” Anallin said in a low voice that she interpreted as urgency.

      She looked up in time to see the lead guard approaching and she stopped messing with her bonds. If he noticed what she had been doing, he didn’t let on. In fact, he didn’t come back to them at all. He paced close to them, but was talking with one of the other guards, a non-Kriori humanoid.

      At first, it surprised her that they were talking within her earshot, but maybe they were just used to slaves who had stopped caring, or maybe they themselves didn’t care because they assumed that she couldn’t do anything with whatever she heard.

      “I think the latest lack of discernment in the raids has given us a worthless crop,” the humanoid guard was saying. “I would toss them all out and find new ones, find better ones.”

      “How good does a slave have to be to be thrown onto a front line?” the lead guard, the one who had been talking to her before, replied snidely. “Think it through, you fool. We need them to serve only one purpose, and it doesn’t matter what state they are in when they serve that purpose, so long as they draw breath.”

      Andy forced herself to keep her head down, appearing defeated. She didn’t want them to know that she was listening, but she was intent on their words. The Kriori were, what, building an army? Did they not already have their military forces? Slaving was practically a way of life for the species, so they would be building an army for their race and not just themselves as slavers...but why?

      “We cannot withstand the storm without more forces,” the lead guard said, his voice practically a hiss of anger. “You know that. So why bring this to me?”

      The other was silent for a moment and sounded chastised when he replied, “I suppose I am just frustrated with the ones that we have here.” There was another pause. “Most of them are nothing more than lumps of flesh while others are—”

      As if to make his point for him, one of the slaves in shackles began to shout. The words were garbled, but they seemed to be somewhere along the lines of, “I will not fight in your damned army, Kriori filth!” He raged against his own chains, pulling at them as if he could pull them from the walls and get his hands on the guards.

      One of the guards began to approach him with his hand raised, but the man didn’t even need it. He just collapsed to a pile. The guard looked disappointed and kicked the body on the way past.

      “I don’t exactly find this much more tolerable than that man did,” Jade murmured.

      Andy glanced around quickly to try to spot their captors. They weren’t looking back in their direction yet, still engaged in their own conversation, so she turned to Jade. The younger woman was staring at the slave who had fallen.

      “It’s not tolerable,” Andy agreed. “It shouldn’t be. If you bow to the shackles put upon you, then all of you is lost even if your body remains. We will get out of here, we will not be lost. Take in everything around you and be ready when our opportunity comes.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Jade said tightly, nodding a little.

      Andy’s dark eyes kept flicking up to keep a location on the guards in between her attempts to analyze her hands and what kept them bound. Their feet had not been bound, so when the time came, they would be able to move. She tried to determine if there was any way to learn where in the building they were so if they managed an escape, they would know where they were heading.

      It wouldn’t do to get free only to get lost.

      “You’re never going to get free,” a voice who had not been part of the conversation before chimed in.

      Andy blinked and looked up, spotting the slave nearest to where they were being kept. It was a woman and she looked to be human. She was in shackles and a collar, sitting on the cold stone floor with her head back against the wall. She glanced at them from time to time in between staring at the ceiling.

      “You have that look of a new slave,” she said. “You know, one who still has hope that they will get out, but it won’t happen. I’ve been sold again and again, usually get sent back for my rebelliousness, but despite all my efforts and all of my attempts... Well, I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      “Maybe today is the day that’ll change,” Andy said quietly.

      The woman laughed. It was a high-pitched, thin sound that almost hurt Andy’s ears. It was a bitter sound like what she often heard from her mother, on those rare occasions their conversations went on for longer than five minutes. It grated on her right down to her soul, but she pressed her lips together.

      “We’ll never escape,” the woman said, her vacant eyes keeping up its in-depth examination of the cold ceiling.

      “We’re going to get out of here,” Andy said to Jade and Anallin. “Oorah.”

      “Oorah,” they both echoed, very quietly.
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      Everything had settled down after a few minutes.

      Andy was beginning to wonder where the rest of her squad was, not to mention the rest of the Marine deployment. It couldn’t be that difficult to track them, could it? The compound was a single building, so they had to be able to find them soon. She wasn’t sure about their chances of escape, or at least didn’t have a plan yet, and she wasn’t keen to find out how things were going to go if they remained too long.

      The guards left the other slaves alone now, since they were no longer acting up. Andy felt sure that their attention would turn to them soon enough, even though they were still distracted with each other.

      Andy kept at it with her bindings, thinking that she might have identified the locking mechanism. Of course, she hadn’t yet figured out how to break it, but knowing was half the battle. It was slow-going because she had to keep checking the location and attention spans of the guards, to make sure she wasn’t found out.

      “What are you doing there?!”

      The voice was loud, angry, and demanding. Andy’s heart skipped a couple of beats when she realized that she hadn’t been as covert as she thought. She had been found out. Lifting her head, she saw the lead guard staring in her direction, but...not at her. He was staring at Jade, who looked guilty. Had she been working on her restraints as well?

      “I already know that you are useless,” he said casually, seemingly no longer angry. He lifted his hand, and Andy just knew what was coming.

      Andy didn’t stop and think. The direct and deadly threat to her squad-mate, who she was tasked to protect as much as to lead, was just too much. Instinct kicked in. She made the most of her unbound feet and propelled herself up and over, throwing herself quite literally in front of her teammate just as Jade gasped.

      To her credit and Andy’s pride, the younger woman did not scream. Whatever was going to happen, she was going to take it with stoicism and bravery.

      That was only a moment of recognition amid a rapid-fire succession of events. As Andy was pushing herself in front of Jade, the Kriori fired a lightning bolt. It wasn’t like the mythological bolts thrown by the god Zeus, it simply fired from the Kriori’s palm. She could see the orange glow of the bolt as it arced across the distance between them. Everything seemed to slow down in that moment.

      The split-second she had as the bolt shot at them gave her the time to think about the fact that she was going to die. This lightning was going to hit her, center mass, and electrocute her. She was a tough woman, but she couldn’t imagine a way for her to survive that. It seemed fairly clear that she was about to die.

      She wasn’t afraid. Andy knew that any of her squad would lay down their lives for her and she had no regrets in doing so for them. Her only regret was leaving her people without her to face their captivity, but hopefully, the 33rd would be showing up soon...

      The electricity struck her directly on the chest.

      She felt the crackling as it raced over her skin, and her heart skipped a beat. Everything felt very hot all of a sudden and time sped up again, dropping her to the floor with a heavy thud as she waited for darkness to take over her again. This time, for good.

      It never came.

      All she did was hit the ground. Everything was still hot, and she thought she could hear the crackling sound, but everything else came to a halt. It didn’t even seem like anyone was breathing, including her.

      What just happened?

      She was still alive, and she didn’t even feel injured. She felt a little strange, but perfectly healthy and intact.

      Pushing herself to her feet, she looked around and saw the Kriori who fired the bolt just standing there, bewildered. She felt everyone staring at her, and she didn’t blame them.

      “That...” the guard began, before gesturing again.

      For the second time, she watched as that lightning bolt streaked from his open palm. The antenna on the top of his head sparked and waved, and the spines in his hand seemed to pulse with the red-orange light that leapt forward. Just like it had before, it crested the space between them.

      She didn’t even try to move out of the way. Was it shock? Or was it some new found confidence?

      In fact, the moment she saw it leave his hand, she didn’t even watch it like she had the first time. She looked at the guard, who seemed...disconcerted by her reaction. He expected her to jump or scream or something. She almost expected herself to do it. But she didn’t. She just held his gaze as his lightning hit her straight on for the second time.

      Like before, she didn’t die. She wasn’t electrocuted. The force of it pushed her back, but she kept her feet.

      Heat. She felt a lot of heat now, but it wasn’t burning her. There was that charged feeling to the air around her, but it didn’t hurt. She glanced down at herself and thought she could even see the tiny dancing bits of electricity playing on her skin, yet there was no pain.

      Still, there was that sense of everything standing still. There was no breathing. Her heartbeat was quiet. There was just the sound of the lingering lightning and all of the questions floating in her head. How had this happened?

      How was she not dead?

      Andy flexed her fingers, even though they were still bound before her, and looked up to see the Kriori guard now well past dumbfounded into outright shock. His small mouth was open with an as of yet silent question and those intense eyes pierced her. She just stared right back at him. Although she hadn’t been willing to show any fear toward him before, now she felt even less of any fear she might have had before.

      “What are you?” he asked, shaking his head slowly. “You cannot possibly be human.”

      “You know, I’m hearing that a lot,” Andy replied with a faint smile.

      Of course, now she knew that she had just painted a target on herself.

      She was a threat.
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      Fortune favors the bold.

      Andy knew that she couldn’t be either smart or cautious now. She was, somehow, immune to their primary power and their primary source of threat. It had also been made obvious that she wasn’t afraid of them and was willing to get in their way. Every tactical brain cell that she had knew this meant they would want her taken out fast.

      She did the first thing that came to mind, which was a direct charge.

      Even though her hands were bound, they were bound in front of her allowing her to use them, and her feet were free. Since he couldn’t use his lightning on her, she just ran straight for him in the hopes that he wouldn’t be able to do much else.

      The space between them hadn’t been very great and she crossed it quickly. As soon as she was in reach, she planted her feet and laced her fingers together, swinging her clasped hands like a warhammer for the Kriori’s head. He recovered from his shock only just in time to jump back and avoid her strike.

      He swung wide and she ducked under his fist, not coming back up immediately. Instead, she drove forward and put her shoulder into his midsection. They went down together, but she was on top and she pinned him. Using her club-like hands, she swung hard and caught him in the side of the head before he could do anything to stop her.

      The first hit stunned him, while the second and third rendered him unconscious—or dead. There wasn’t time to check.

      Another guard came for her, shooting more lightning. It hit her like a fist, but it didn’t knock her over. She threw herself to her feet and off the Kriori beneath her, spinning to find the offender. There were now four guards and all of them were coming for her, but Andy was no longer alone. Jade and Anallin were also on their feet.

      Part of her wanted to tell them not to, because she knew they wouldn’t be immune to lightning, but she was also aware of the fact that she wasn’t likely to do well in a four against one fight, especially when she didn’t have full use of her hands. Of course, she wasn’t going to let that slow her down. Not now.

      Anallin charged the closest Kriori guard, fists swinging wildly, catching the guard in the head. It happened so fast, the guard couldn’t even raise a defense and the power behind the Hanaran’s swing brought that guard down instantly.

      As Andy swung at the non-Kriori, she was peripherally aware of Jade getting her arms around the next guard’s neck, using her own bound hands like a rope and pulling against his throat until he fell forward with her on his back. She used that leverage to pull harder until she was sure he was down.

      Andy’s first strike was blocked, but she quickly shifted her weight onto her back leg and used the forward foot to snap out and catch the other in a leg joint. She heard the cracking of the bone and knew another guard was out of the fight.

      One guard left.

      Andy felt like her heart was about to beat right out of her chest from the adrenaline coursing through her, made stronger by the lingering static she could still feel. She had to face down the last Kriori before Anallin or Jade took a lightning bolt that would do far more damage to them then they had to her. Ignoring the downed guards, she spun to seek out the last guard.

      And she found him already engaging Anallin. This guard did a better job of blocking the strikes, but the Hanaran did a good job of keeping the Kriori from being able to bring his lightning power fully to bear. Andy didn’t know how long that would last, though.

      While Anallin kept the guard busy from the front, Andy hurried around behind. By now, the rest of the captives were noisy. They shouted encouragement for the Marines and abuse for the guards. Andy had to drown out any attempt to understand the words, but she appreciated the noise itself because it kept the guard from knowing she was coming.

      Lifting her hands, she brought her fist down on the back of his neck. Given he was considerably taller than her, this was the best angle of attack. Once that had stupefied him somewhat and his upper half lowered, she caught him again on the back of the head and drove him to the ground.

      Andy looked at his prone form and then to Anallin and Jade. She saw Jade staggering slightly, but on her feet and not showing any obvious sign of injury. The sergeant checked over Anallin as well, just to make sure there were no signs of injury. As the adrenaline started to fade, Andy marveled at the fact they had taken down four armed guards—while bound.

      Oorah!

      “I’ll be damned,” she said with a soft laugh and a shake of her head, although her words were drowned out in the noise of the captives all around them. She finally tuned into what they were saying a little better and realized she could pick out a couple of words, although there was no harmony to any of it.

      “Behind—”

      “—you.”

      She blinked and turned just in time to see a weapon in the hand of the guard whose knee she had broken. She cursed inwardly and tried to move out of the way, but this time, she just couldn’t. The lightning had made her feel invincible; given her a false sense of security. And that’s how good Marines got killed.

      The guard managed to get a shot off and the projectile caught her in a gap in the armor plating. The durable material of her fatigues made it stab resistant, but it couldn’t stand up to a high-speed projectile. It tore through her suit and embedded itself into the flesh of her side.

      Grunting with pain, she clutched her hand to her side as Anallin and Jade rushed to take the remaining enemy out. As she collapsed to the ground, she could see Roxanna and Dan leading the way for a contingent of Marines. They swarmed in with their guns at the ready, but there were no more enemies to defeat. The only ones remaining were the Marines, and the captives waiting for the freedom that the 33rd had come there to grant them.

      “You’re late,” Andy said with a smirk as Roxanna rushed over to her, shouting for a medic. The adrenaline faded from her system in a rush, and she finally got the darkness she had been waiting for...
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      Andy woke up with a groan.

      It took her a moment to realize that she was in the Star Chaser’s sickbay...again. She had gone on another mission and ended up in this place, although this time it wasn’t precautionary. She had been shot, which was just plain obnoxious. The lights were too bright, but she preferred it to the dimness of that bloody compound’s basement.

      “How are we feeling, Sergeant?” Doctor Martin asked as he walked up to her, his purple skin placid as he smiled. Like Roxanna, the Selerid went with a Standard approximation of his native name that no one else could pronounce. He joked at times that even Roxanna wouldn’t be able to say it, since they spoke different dialects of the Selerid language.

      “I imagine that you’re feeling alright,” she said with a small half-smile, “but I feel like I’ve been shot. Since I’m awake, I assume that there wasn’t any major damage.” Of course, the Star Chaser did have top of the line medical facilities, so there could’ve been noteworthy damage that had been fixed. She didn’t really want to think about that, though.

      Doctor Martin chuckled. “It was more than a flesh wound, but it could have been a lot worse. They were able to do a little battlefield medicine, as your people would call it, to stop the damage long enough to get you up here for surgery. From there, it was my top notch medical skill that put you back together in one piece so you can continue...doing whatever it is you Marines do that end you up in my care so often.”

      Andy chuckled again, then inhaled deeply to check his work. It was tender and a little sore, but it didn’t hurt too much. Top notch, indeed.

      After a moment, she realized that he wasn’t going anywhere. He had stopped by, asked how she was, and then delivered his pithy way of announcing what had happened...so why was he still hanging around? She let her dark gaze settle on him and lifted her brows by way of asking him to continue.

      “There is something else,” he said. He didn’t need those empathic senses to tell that. “I am seeing something...different about your biology since the last time you were here.” Pausing, he pulled a chair closer and sat beside her. She was tense and didn’t like where this was going. “I’m not sure exactly what it is that I’m seeing, though. It’s unlike anything that we’ve ever seen before, and the only thing I can think of is that what happened to you down there somehow triggered it.”

      “Triggered it?” she replied, feeling kind of dumb.

      He nodded slowly. “It isn’t unheard of for there to be a sort of sleeper code in the genetic structure of some races, which an event can trigger, or awaken. It hides until that point, almost like a virus and you’re the host. In your case, we are still reading plenty of human DNA, accounting for your human mother, but there is something else there now that I can only assume came from your father.”

      Andy stifled a sigh. “The father that I know nothing about,” she said. “Is it... I mean, is it dangerous? Will this hurt me?”

      Martin shook his head. “As far as I can tell, no. However, I’ve never seen anything like it myself so I can’t say for sure. All I can tell you is that I am not seeing any damage being done to you—for now.” He paused. “They told me what happened while you were being held, about resisting the bio-electric shock from the Kriori. First of all, I think it’s a theme. You were able to resist the innate ability of the Colirnoid, and now you’ve been able to resist the ability of the Kriori. I think something about this time, though, awakened that biological coding.”

      “What happens now?” she asked warily.

      “We will have to do some more tests and try to figure it out. I’m afraid this will mean going to a specialized facility, and seeing doctors who have more experience than even I do,” he told her sympathetically.

      She leaned back and stared up at the ceiling. “Thanks, Mom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      By that evening, Andy was released to her quarters. She was restricted from duty or training for a week, but they didn’t require her presence in sick bay. She was definitely okay with being in her room instead of the sick bay.

      She was chewing over everything that had happened and everything she had been told as she lay on her bunk, partially curled on her side as she stared blankly at the wall across from her.

      “Sergeant Dolan,” a voice chimed into her room, “there is an incoming message for you.”

      “Transfer it to my quarters, please,” she replied simply. The computer panel above her head chirped and she looked up. The message was text only and she squinted against the brightness of the screen in the darkness of her room. Once she had read the small number of terribly impersonal words, she felt a strange feeling settle in her chest. She couldn’t figure out what it was, at first.

      Sorrow, guilt, aggravation...

      The short missive informed her that her mother had died during a fight in the prison yard, and that was it.

      She didn’t know how to feel about that, but there was at least one detail she could be sure of: there went her best chance of finding out anything about her father.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      Andy was sitting.

      It felt strange to be sitting, like she shouldn’t be, but she had been told to sit and so there she was.

      The leader for gamma squad was sitting in the captain’s ready room, in a chair just across from the captain himself. It wasn’t often, almost never, that a Marine other than the detachment commander got to be in this room, talking to this man, but there she was.

      “You really need to relax, Sergeant,” the captain said with an amused curve to his mouth. “You’re going to hurt something.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a slight smile of her own, and even less actual relaxing.

      It wasn’t just the fact that she was sitting and staring at Captain Wallace that made her uneasy, although that was enough. The man was nice enough, all things considered, but he was an intimidating man, tall and broad, with very intense blue eyes. She wasn’t sure if he ever blinked, but she didn’t plan to stare long enough to find out.

      Beyond that, she was the center of attention in this meeting. She wasn’t comfortable with that, either.

      “Thank you, again, Captain, for taking the time for the Star Chaser to take me to Starbase One Thirteen. I know that it is out of the ship’s way, and it’s just for one person,” she said awkwardly, not knowing what else there was to be said.

      Starbase 113 was the most advanced ESS medical facility. It was set “off the beaten path,” as Captain Wallace put it, for reasons known only to ESS brass and its station-building engineers. They were assured that there was a reason, but few were privy to what it was.

      “You’re a member of this crew, Sergeant Dolan. You’re family. We take care of family,” he said, firmly but kindly.

      She knew that he had to be aware of the fact that her mother had just died and she still had no clue as to who, or even what, her father was...but he didn’t reference that directly, and she was grateful for that. Andy was still conflicted over the death of her mother, whom she’d had a contentious relationship with at best.

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied, not knowing what else to say. “I’m sure Doctor Martin has explained that they don’t know how long they’ll be doing tests and so on, so I certainly don’t expect the Star Chaser to wait for me.” She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t help it, and Wallace had offered her the chance to be blunt.

      It pained her to think of leaving her squad for any length of time. They had been together for a long time, and had been through so much lately. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

      Once the “sleeper DNA” in her genetics had “awoken” after their last mission on Daikon Colony, she had no choice but to submit to the will of the ESS. They needed to study it, and her, and find out what was going on. They had no idea if it was dangerous to her or anyone else, although everything they could see so far suggested it wasn’t. With that said, it was a mystery and most people don’t like living with mysteries...especially when that mystery is someone’s very blood, and apparently, their species.

      All Andy knew was that she had grown up thinking herself simply human, but recent events had shown she was something else. She was something that could resist the mind control of the Colirnoid and the lightning blasts of the Kriori, both of which should have killed her. That made her special—and potentially dangerous.

      “We’ll see what the folks at the starbase say,” the captain said, and she knew enough to not argue with him. “Maybe it won’t be long and we can wait. If not, we’ll return for you.”

      Andy tried to puzzle out why he was going out of his way for her like this. She wasn’t a member of the ship’s senior staff, so it was unlikely he had known anything personal about her until the recent events. She knew she had really only came onto his radar because of her resistance to the Colirnoid.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, carefully keeping her face from showing the uncertainty that she felt.

      Captain Wallace hadn’t given her any reason to be suspicious of him, but since the doctor had told her about the “new” genetic profile emerging in her, she had just been feeling strange, and suspicious of almost everything. She wouldn’t go so far as to say that she didn’t feel like herself, but it seemed to come close.

      “Are you worried, Sergeant?” he asked. She thought it was rather abrupt, at first, but then realized it was a natural thing to ask.

      Yes. She was worried—about what was in her blood, about what was going to happen to her, if she was going to have to leave her squad and the ship and even the Marines? She had assurances from Major Carson that her position as gamma squad leader would be held for her until she returned, with Corporal Roxanna as acting leader in the meantime, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried about what might change.

      Holding his gaze for a moment longer, she took a slow breath in. “Yes, sir,” she admitted quietly. “Doctor Martin has told me what he could, but there’s still a lot of uncertainty. They say it’s only human to be nervous, but it seems I’m only half-human. That’s kind of a big change to one’s sense of self after more than twenty-five years thinking one way.”

      If he was surprised by her candor, he didn’t show it. He smiled a little, but it was a sympathetic expression. “Yes, it is,” he agreed. “However, it just means you have...we can call them hidden talents. You are still the person you thought you were before. Starbase One Thirteen is the best that the ESS has, so if you are going to get answers anywhere, it will be there.”

      There seemed to be an almost fatherly tone to everything he was saying, although having grown up without a father, it took her a moment to realize it. Was that why he had asked her in here? He was... It sounded odd to wonder if he was trying to act as a surrogate parent, given the fact that she now had none, but he was the captain of the ship. Why would he do that?

      He had said this ship was a family, and she was part of it. Maybe that really was how he felt.

      Andy found it in herself to smile slightly back at him, feeling almost warmed to the idea that this ship was her family. Maybe it would be okay after all. She would just have to keep telling herself that while playing test subject to the folks at Starbase 113. She tried not to think too much about that part.

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a nod. “I hope you’re right.”
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      Andy recognized the children’s home where she had grown up until the age of sixteen.

      It was a small place, but nice. She knew that she had lived with her mother in the prison nursery for the first six months, but then she had been placed in the children’s home. There were about a dozen other kids during her early years, though the numbers shifted at times. Some kids were reclaimed by their parents, and others adopted. Many, like her, stayed there until they left to live on their own.

      When she was sixteen, she enlisted in the ESS Marines.

      She had never been back to the children’s home as an adult, but it all looked just like it had when she was a child. She was sure it was a dream, so this place undoubtedly looked different in the real world than it had a decade ago. Although, it hadn’t changed much in the fifteen years that she had been there, so maybe it hadn’t.

      The three-story house had somehow survived since the early 1900s. It was called a “Victorian” and had been updated with modern technology, although it still looked like its original self on the outside and for much of the inside. There were several bedrooms, but with a dozen kids at a time, they all still had to share.

      Andy walked up the steps to the wraparound porch and then inside.

      The house was empty. As she moved from room to room, she felt more like a ghost than a person.

      She climbed up the steps and into the room that she had spent her childhood in. It looked exactly the same too, and was just as empty. There was a bunk bed in the back left corner and a single on the other side. She sat down on the single. That bottom bunk had been hers until she was about eleven, and then she’d been moved to this one.

      The blue and white checkered quilt was still there, and it was smooth over the top of the mattress, just like she’d always made it.

      When she was six, a girl named Macy had slept in this bed. It was a girl named Donna by the time she was nine. Also, a Selerid named Alana had taken it for a short amount of time just before Andy got it.

      She could still remember it so clearly.

      There was a window in the wall where the head of the bed was, between the two beds. Andy looked out the window where dark storm clouds were rolling in. She couldn’t remember ever seeing darker, more ominous looking clouds. Earth had weather control systems, which still permitted storms—it was necessary—but nothing too destructive.

      This storm looked destructive.

      The room was already growing dark, but none of the lights were coming on. On a whim, she opened the window and could instantly feel the electricity in the air. Andy shivered and left the room, heading back down the stairs and out into the yard.

      She thought briefly about being struck by lightning? Somehow, she was not afraid.

      As she took the last step off the porch, the clouds grew even darker. It was dark as night, even though it had been a sunny afternoon just minutes before. She could see a shape ahead of her, and she recognized the amorphous man from somewhere, some other time and place. But how could you recognize something that wasn’t...a something?

      “Who are you?” she asked, and she knew that she had asked this question before.

      Thunder cracked overhead, but her eyes remained focused on the man.

      “You don’t belong here.”

      The voice startled her more than the thunder had. The form in front of her didn’t have a mouth, so she didn’t know if he had been the one to speak or if it had come from somewhere else. It seemed like it came from him, but it also seemed like it had come from above her, and from within her own mind. Did it come from everywhere?

      “I’m not here anymore,” she said slowly. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”

      “You don’t belong here.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You said that already.”

      Lightning flashed, the storm building not only above her, but inside her as well. A heavy sense of dread began to cloud her thoughts, and she felt physically weighed down. There was pressure building, but to what end, she couldn’t tell.

      She didn’t want to. That was the feeling that grew beside it. But what was it that she didn’t want to do?

      “You don’t belong here. You need to come home.”

      “Put me back on the Star Chaser then,” she said with a trace of defiance. “I’ll be home.”

      This time, the thunder was a low, rumbling noise. It was more like a growl. Could the weather be displeased with what she had said?

      The sense of foreboding grew, and she felt like she had her answer.

      “No,” she said simply.

      Staring at the sky for a moment and then back at the shape of the man, she took a step back and held up her hands. It wasn’t quite a defensive combat-ready pose, but it was pretty close. The man did not move toward her, but she still felt like she could feel the weight of his gaze as she took another step back. It was heavy with judgment and disapproval.

      “You do not belong here.” Now, there was anger.

      “No,” she said. “And I plan to be away from you.”

      The darkness grew even deeper, nearly rendering her blind. There were no lights coming from the house and very little light breaking through the thick cloud cover. Somehow, she could still see the shape of the man, though, and she refused to take her eyes off him. She didn’t know who or what he was, but she didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust this.

      She continued walking backward until she felt the back of her heel hit the step. She carefully moved her foot to step up, and then the next, and then the next, until she was fully on the porch and backing up to the door. The entire time, the man did not move. He did not approach, and she only turned around when she felt the door against her back. She opened it and hurried into the darkness behind her.
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      A day full of training was completed, the day after she’d had that strange dream. It was just after dinner and the 33rd had some downtime now while the Star Chaser was swiftly on its way to Starbase 113. Gamma squad had taken possession of a table toward the back of the recreation room and was playing an old-fashioned game of poker.

      “Shouldn’t you be in quarantine or something, Sergeant,” Dan muttered as he threw down his cards and Andy drew the pile of chips from the middle of the table towards herself, having just won her third game in a row. The training and time with her squad helped her keep her mind off the dream—and the lingering emotions that followed.

      “Thanks for your support,” she replied, smirking because she knew he was just a sore loser. He really should have been used to it, though, because he never won. He couldn’t bluff to save his life, or his money.

      Roxanna, who had slightly better luck and a definitely better outlook, collected the cards and used her slender purple fingers to shuffle. “I hope they don’t keep you for long. I do not aspire to lead.”

      “I hope they don’t keep me for long either,” Andy agreed. “I have no doubt that you will do just fine, but I also hope that it won’t be tested too much.” She took her new cards as Roxanna dealt them out. “Captain Wallace said that the ship will wait for me if the doctors don’t take too long.”

      “Oh yeah, you got to sit down with the captain,” Jade said with a small smile. “What was that like?”

      Andy chuckled, moving her cards around in her hand. “Weird.”

      To wake up on the ship had been a relief that morning. Everything in that dream, from the empty house to the storm to the figure of the man, had been dreadful. She had an inner feeling of despair and almost felt afraid, but she knew that wherever that voice had wanted her to be was not where she wanted to be.

      Here, on the Star Chaser with her squad, was where she wanted to be. She didn’t even want to leave it for Starbase 113, but she knew she had no choice. At least it would be temporary...she hoped.

      Andy refused to ponder the idea that they might find something and make her stay there.

      She had just pulled two cards out of her hand when the lights flickered then dimmed. Everyone stopped what they were doing, frozen in various poses, and looked at the recessed lighting above them. No one spoke. A moment later, red lights began to flash along the line of the ceiling.

      “There is an unidentified ship rapidly approaching. They are not responding to hails. We are presuming their intentions are hostile. Everyone, battle stations. Prepare for possible intruders.”

      Who would be attacking the Star Chaser here and now? The ship was still in ESS allied space, heading for an ESS station. There had been no reports of enemy ships in the vicinity.

      The cards were still fluttering on the table as the five Marines of gamma squad hustled through the door.

      The 33rd trained for this kind of thing, so there was a plan. They didn’t need Major Carson to tell them what to do, because they already knew. They trained, and they ran drills, and could probably respond in their sleep. Fortunately, that part of things wasn’t about to be tested, but there was still tension in the air as they wondered what was going on and who was out there.

      The inside of the locker room looked like someone had kicked over a hornet’s nest, as the room buzzed with busy bodies and murmuring voices, occasionally accented with a loud curse or the slamming of a door.

      “Who do you think is knocking on our door?” Dan asked as he fastened his body armor. “It could be the Kriori. They didn’t like us too much.”

      “At least we can rule out the Colirnoid,” Roxanna said. “They do not come on so directly.” Her purple skin was swirling with its pearlescent hues of agitation, adding a nice visual to the sound of Anallin’s emotional eye-clicking. They were things that people back on Earth who didn’t live in such a mixed atmosphere would probably feel strange about. To Andy, they were almost comforting now.

      “Knowing our luck,” Andy said as she snapped the last snap, “it’s going to be someone completely new.”

      Armored up, the squad headed for the armory. Beta squad was finishing up with their weapons as gamma moved in to get theirs. Just as they each began to take up their pulse rifle, the ship shook as it was hit by weapons fire. Every Marine swayed but stayed on their feet.

      Dan handed a rifle to Jade. “Definitely hostile,” he declared dryly.

      “You think?” Andy replied, checking her weapon over before nodding once and leading the team out of the armory. As they walked swiftly through the door, the ship shook again. She wondered again who would be bold enough for a direct attack in ESS space. Had they responded to hails since and made any terms without the rest being notified, or was it all just silence and shooting?

      Every squad had standing orders to secure a region of the ship to combat a potential boarding party. Gamma squad was assigned to engineering to defend the engines and core against any intruders. The ship continued to be rocked by enemy fire as Andy led them in that direction.

      The shields were still holding which was a good sign, Andy thought. This suggested they weren’t up against another ship that was too far ahead of them technologically, and that was fortunate. It seemed unlikely they were holding back, since they’d just come out of the gate swinging in the first place.

      Before they got very far, however, a klaxon joined the flashing red lights. Everyone stopped, frozen for the second time in just a few minutes.

      “Intruder alert. Intruder alert. Intruder alert.”
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      “Intruders located on Deck Five, Section B. Intruders located on Deck Nine, Section D. Intruders located on Deck One, Section A. Intruders located...”

      The ship’s computer spit out where intruders had been picked up on the sensors. Andy knew they hadn’t cut through the hull or boarded by shuttle, it happened too fast for that to be the case. Did they have matter transfer devices? That was technology the ESS had been working on but yet to perfect enough to transport complex organic beings.

      Of course, she didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. She knew that not only were intruders on or heading toward the bridge, but there were intruders on the deck she now stood on. Gamma Squad was the closest and she signaled to the other squads that she was moving to engage the intruders on Deck Five.

      They moved swiftly but cautiously, not having an exact location of the intruders except for the deck and section. They could have moved during that time too, and Andy had no desire for Gamma Squad to get surprised.

      Down one corridor and around two turns, and they saw them just ahead.

      No one fired at first, because the intruders didn’t shoot either. There were seven of them, and they were just standing there. Had they known Andy and her Marines were coming, or maybe they just knew that someone would be coming?

      They looked very human, was Andy’s first thought. They were roughly the same size, with similar variations, as well as one head and two arms and two legs. The main difference was that they were white. Not as in the skin tone of some Earth people, but pure white, like Earth snow. Every inch of their visible skin was that same white and with short white hair. Only their crystal blue eyes stood out.

      They were also...too pretty to be real. They looked more like dolls than living beings.

      “Put down your weapons,” Andy ordered, training her rifle on the alien standing at the front of the group. “You have boarded an ESS vessel. Put down your weapons and surrender.”

      It was naturally impossible to miss that they did not lower their weapons, although they didn’t open fire either. The lead one, by all appearances a man, stared at her. His white brows drew in slightly as he stared at her without blinking. The look was unnerving to say the least.

      “Did you hear me?” she repeated, suppressing a shiver down her spine.

      “Yes,” he replied, his voice pure and level. “But...no.”

      Her dark brows knit this time. Yes, he had heard her, but no...they would not lower their weapons. That seemed to be what he was saying.

      She stayed steady. “This is an ESS vessel and you have boarded our ship illegally. I’m going to give you one more chance to lower your weapons peacefully and submit to arrest.”

      Not that she really had any hope they would comply, but she had to say it.

      “You are familiar,” the leader of the group said, without any apparent care that five Marines had weapons trained on them. The leader himself wasn’t holding his weapon up, but the six arrayed behind him were.

      “I highly doubt that,” Andy scoffed, although there was already a sliver of doubt. She didn’t know what it was, just that there was something stirring in her mind when she looked at this group. They certainly didn’t look anything alike, and yet...

      “Blood knows blood, it is said,” the leader said, his pale lips stretching in a smug smile that she very abruptly but intensely wanted to throw a punch into. “Can’t you feel it?” He leaned forward slightly, peering into her eyes. “I’m sure you can.”

      She could.

      She did not, however, want to tell him that.

      “Yes, I am sure that you can,” the leader went on, straightening up again. His expression seemed to grow even more smug and she set her teeth. “We can always sense our own kind, even if they are not pure. You are half-human, which is obvious. That is acceptable, because you are also Arkana.”

      Just like that, she knew the name of her father’s people. She of course didn’t have any proof that he was right, but he was right...she could feel it.

      That didn’t mean she liked it, however.

      I am human, and...I am Arkana.

      It felt weird to even think it, but when the words poured into her mind, she knew the truth of them.

      However, that instinctive feeling didn’t help much with the idea that she had no idea who, or what, the Arkana even were. Other than the people who were standing there before her, guns raised, after they had invaded her ship. Her home.

      “It is natural to doubt,” he was saying. He was still talking, even though she hadn’t said anything to encourage him. It did prove that they weren’t precisely empathic, because she wasn’t doubting. There was a difference between doubt and dislike.

      Behind her, Anallin’s eyes began to click more rapidly. She knew that she just couldn’t stand there talking to this guy forever. No matter what she might want to learn from him, this wasn’t the way to go about it. She listened to the slight shifting of her squad behind her, sure that they were getting tense and edgy.

      “You have illegally boarded an ESS vessel,” she repeated coldly. “You will submit to arrest, or be forced to. This is your last warning.”

      “Really,” the Arkana leader drawled. A white brow on his face lifted as he tilted his head slightly. “Even being told that you are one of us, you would go against us and side with these people who are not your own? True, you are human, but this ESS is nothing but a ignorant conglomeration.” He waved a slender-fingered hand as though brushing the idea away like a bug. “You may be half-human, but it is us that you belong with.”

      The word echoed in her mind like the rolling thunder from her dream, and she thought she even heard it again right then. Or maybe it was a growling. Maybe it was from her. Her muscles tensed as she stared him down. His expression was still as superior as it had been before, and expectant, like he thought he knew what she would say.

      “You know what?” she said with a slight sneer. “Go to hell.”

      One of the Arkana behind the leader said, “How dare you!”

      Then he opened fire.
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      All twelve bodies in that corridor dashed against the walls. There wasn’t much cover, but at least you could keep part of your body from being a potential target. Beams filled the corridor, and Andy could hear the leader of the other group shouting something but she didn’t know what.

      Moments later showed something of a stalemate, though. The Marines’ armor, geared to protect them against as much as possible, took the hits without much effect. The Arkana, not apparently armored at all, didn’t seem to take much damage from the pulse rifles either. Small wounds appeared where the pulses hit, but it didn’t take them down.

      Andy was beginning to wonder if they would all just stand there shooting until their energy packs ran out, when one of the Arkana seemed to get impatient—again—and drove ahead of the line. Perhaps he had come to the same determination about the energy weapon stalemate and was just going to take matters into his own hands, literally.

      The tall, pale alien swung his rifle with both hands. He brought it up and around like someone swinging an axe, coming at Andy’s head. She had just an instant to take a step and raise her own rifle, blocking overhead like she was using a sword. The pair tested their strength against each other, each one pushing against the other as they vied for dominance.

      He was a little bigger than she was, but she clearly had more physical training. After a moment, in another deadlock, she let herself shift back. Her weight redistributed toward her back foot...just enough to let her pull the other one off the ground, kicking him straight in the midsection and sending him folding in half, falling backward. She drove the butt of her rifle into the back of his neck and put him flat on the ground.

      Of course, she only had a moment before the next one was on her.

      She realized, in that moment, that the sound of weapons fire had ceased. She couldn’t look to see, but she could hear the hand to hand combat. Roxanna was cursing in Selerid. She cursed so rapidly that her translation device couldn’t keep up.

      This Arkana was a woman, the first Andy had noticed, and didn’t come at Andy as bluntly as the other one had. She had her weapon down and hands up, seeming to realize that the members of the 33rd were not pushovers. They were trained, and calm.

      They were a force to be reckoned with.

      The woman came at her with a right cross. Andy blocked with her own right, grasping the slender wrist and pulling her forward slightly with Andy pivoting. The Marine brought her left elbow up as she turned, slamming it into the other woman’s face and then turning forward again with a left cross as she dropped the wrist.

      Startlingly red blood poured down the woman’s face as she stumbled back, but to her credit, she kept her hands up. She was obviously swaying, though, and Andy knew she was rattled.

      Whatever they were about to do next, however, was interrupted when a pale body went flying sideways in front of Andy. Her dark eyes widened, in shock for just an instant, before turning her head to see Anallin standing there. Clearly, the Hanaran had just thrown an Arkana into the one she’d been fighting. The one on top was unconscious, bloody from hitting the wall, and the one underneath... Well, Andy wasn’t sure what state she was in, but she wasn’t getting up.

      Andy quickly surveyed the rest of the scene. She could see Roxanna, Jade, and Dan all engaged, but the leader was standing back and watching. He didn’t even have a weapon up, and was obviously not planning to engage in any way.

      Not thinking much of that, the leader of gamma squad made a run for him. He didn’t even seem to notice her until she was almost on him, driving her shoulder into him and sending him into the wall. She heard all the air rush out of his lungs as she shifted back, just enough to give her room to swing. Before he could have a moment to think of defense, she’d gotten in two straight shots to the abdomen.

      Finally, he got himself together and pushed her back. She kept her feet, though, and brought her hands up.

      His icy blue eyes glowered as he shifted off the wall, moving a little more like a fighter than the others had. He was at least six inches taller than her, but she wasn’t worried, because she knew she could fight.

      When he took a swing, she leaned back and just barely avoided it hitting her cheek, before she slid back in and jabbed at his face. He dodged, but recovered fast and hit her in the ribs. She grunted, finding that he had some power in that arm, but didn’t let it keep her down. She got her guard back up.

      They traded a few light punches, dodging and glancing, in rapid succession.

      Until finally, she managed to avoid his hit and catch his arm. She clapped her hand on his shoulder and pulled him off balance, dragging him forward and driving her fist into the back of his head. He cursed as he stumbled forward, tearing himself out of her grip and spinning around like a wobbly top to face her again.

      However, she had not been still while he had been in motion. She advanced across the small space between them, and as soon as he had turned toward her—still partially bent over—she hammered her fist into his face. Once. Twice. Three times.

      He was down.

      Chest heaving, she spun around and saw that every Arkana was on the ground, and every Marine was still on their feet.

      “I guess this wasn’t exactly a peaceful first contact,” Andy murmured, reaching around herself to rub the sore spot on her ribs. It didn’t hurt bad enough to suggest that any of them were broken, but she was sure there was a decent bruise rising. She grunted softly as she pressed it lightly, just to be sure it wasn’t worse.

      She saw all of them staring at her uncertainly. “Do you really think these are the people of your father?” Roxanna asked carefully.

      Andy met her gaze. “I’m sure of it,” she said quietly. “I don’t know how I know, but I know. And you know what? My family sucks.” She smiled a little, and the others all laughed quietly. Except Anallin. The Hanaran didn’t laugh, because they didn’t do that. But the eye-clicks varied.

      “They seemed resistant to the pulse rifles,” Dan commented. “I’ve seen people with armor that could absorb the hit, or reflect it. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen someone with a body that could do the same.” He looked back at Andy. “Although, I suppose that makes some sense. Your body ate lightning and you didn’t die.”

      She snorted. “Fair point,” Andy agreed. “I think we need to adjust our tactics. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to have to go hand to hand with everyone. Eventually we’ll run into someone with better weapons—or better fighters.”

      They all nodded.

      Andy thought it over for just a moment and then said, “Let’s go to the armory for some good, old-fashioned guns.”
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      Andy and Gamma Squad took a few moments to secure the Arkana and remove their weapons, then left them behind in the corridor. Maybe they were resistant to weapons’ fire, but Andy had a feeling that physical restraints wouldn’t be so easily gotten around. Otherwise, they didn’t have the time to spend on them.

      They could now be assured that these people were not there for a friendly chat. What were they after? She didn’t like to think about it, but it seemed clear that either she was their goal, or certainly something they were after. Had they boarded the ship for her? She didn’t like the implications of that.

      She didn’t like the idea that her presence had put the entire ship and crew at risk.

      As they headed back to the armory, Andy took advantage of a corridor presently clear of any enemies to try to contact Major Carson.

      Andy pressed the button on her ear comm piece. “Gamma Squad Leader to Alpha Squad Leader,” she said.

      There was no reply. She frowned. The last time this had happened, things hadn’t been going very well for the 33rd. She cautioned herself against jumping to conclusions, however, so she waited a moment and tried again.

      “Is this Sergeant Andrea Dolan?” a strange voice drawled.

      Andy stopped in her tracks and held up her hand. Everyone else saw the signal and came to a halt, swapping concerned gazes from their surroundings to her and back again. Only she could hear what was coming over the channel, so they had to wait for her to tell them. They could tell from her expression that it wasn’t good.

      She pressed her back teeth together and took a long breath, willing her heart to slow down again.

      “Who is this?” she asked as levelly as she could.

      The question, however, was enough to make her squad’s heads all snap back toward her with even more drastic looks of concern.

      All she could do was meet their eyes and wait for the reply.

      “My name is Shakti,” the voice replied, which she now recognized as belonging to a woman.

      Andy’s first thought, as irrelevant as it was, was that this name sounded very...Earth-like. In fact, she was certain it was from Earth, though she could not instantly place it. She knew the voice on the other end was not a member of the Star Chaser crew, so it belonged to one of the Arkana. Why would an alien race choose a name from Earth? Or was it just a coincidence?

      “Why are you on the ship’s channels?” Andy asked, just as tightly as before.

      “No,” the female voice replied with an overriding sound of arrogance, almost oily. “I answered your question, now you answer mine. Is this Sergeant Andrea Dolan?” Her voice put a strange inflection on the name that Andy didn’t like.

      She forced a slow breath. “Yes.” The word tasted bad in her mouth, because she didn’t want to answer at all. She knew she wasn’t holding the cards here, though. “Now,” she went on, “why are you on the ship’s channel?”

      There was a long silence with just a “hmm” sounding noise. Andy ground her teeth together, but her emotions were like a rising tide. “That would be because I have taken your bridge,” Shakti finally said, her voice far too light for Andy to be calm.

      However, she would be calm. She had to be calm. Or, at least, she had to be in control.

      It was a struggle, though, when she had a million images flashing through her mind, seemingly all at once. Major Carson and Alpha Squad had been tasked to defend the bridge against any intruders, and she couldn’t imagine they hadn’t been there on time. They had been first out of the locker room and armory, and already on their way to the bridge when Gamma Squad had gotten there.

      So, if they had made it there on time, what happened? How had a team led by such an experienced Marine as the major been overcome? Were they all dead?

      She desperately wanted to ask, but she knew that to do so would be to give away leverage. She could not let the enemy know too much. Presuming attachment to her fellows may have been an easy assumption but it was better to not confirm assumptions, if you could get away without it.

      Andy didn’t say anything, although she didn’t move either. She wrestled with the desire to rush to the bridge and take out the enemy, but knew that wasn’t a wise course of action.

      “Are you still there?” Shakti asked. Her tone was still languid, but Andy thought she heard an edge that hadn’t been there before. Perhaps the woman didn’t like being ignored.

      “Yes,” Andy replied.

      She knew that they couldn’t just keep standing there. The Arkana were going to take over the ship if they remained on the bridge for too long. Despite the even more concerned, even worried, expressions on the faces of her squad, she just gestured for them to keep moving on toward the armory.

      “It seems like you don’t want to talk to me,” Shakti went on as they walked.

      “I don’t usually like having chats with people who try to take over my ship,” Andy said, imagining that wasn’t the best thing to say but she could only counsel her words so far.

      Shakti actually laughed. “Your ship? That seems a little presumptuous. As far as I can tell, this ship is neither owned nor captained by you.”

      Andy bit her tongue. Why should she have to justify that it was “her” ship because it was her home. It was bait, and she wasn’t going to take it.

      “You might consider being a little more conversational,” the Arkana woman went on, “if you want to assure the health and welfare of your ship, as well as the crew that lives upon it. If you would like them to continue living upon it, I would highly recommend that you take a less icy approach. You and I have much to talk about.”

      “What do we have to talk about?” Andy asked, working to keep her voice as steady as possible.

      At least she had been granted one vital piece of information that she had not been willing to ask on her own. Assuming this Shakti person wasn’t lying, it meant that alpha squad and the bridge crew were still alive.

      “Andrea Dolan,” Shakti said, the edge gone now, “we’re going home.”
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      “What do you mean, going home?” Andy asked.

      Although it tasted bad, she forced herself to sound more...open. Maybe if she could keep the woman talking for a while, they could work on some sort of plan, and maybe she could get some kind of idea about what was going on; what their purpose was. Although she had a sinking feeling she knew already.

      “Coming to us is coming home, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti continued. “We are the race of your father. We knew you were here.”

      “How?” Andy asked as the five Marines rounded a corner, checking ahead but not seeing anyone there.

      Shakti laughed. From anyone else, that sound might be rich and full, but it just sent a shiver down her spine. Andy didn’t like it at all and she didn’t want to hear it again. “We know our own people. You may have been difficult to find, given your mixed heritage, but we will always find our blood eventually. And when we do, we bring them home.”

      Andy frowned even harder, her brows knitting together. “And what of those who don’t want to go?”

      Another laugh, this one with a hint of condescension. “We have yet to find out. Our people always want to come home. Why wouldn’t they? You have always felt outside, haven’t you? Like there was something different about you, something unknown, but now you can know.”

      The tension grew, muscles tightening between her shoulder blades. She gripped her rifle a little tighter, trying to bleed some of that tension out through her hands. She knew that the rifles were not their best defense, at present, against the Arkana, but it was something that they had and so she was going to hold onto it.

      “I suppose that gives me a lot to think about,” Andy said, trying to figure out how to stall without sounding like she was stalling.

      “I suppose it does,” Shakti replied, although it sounded kind of mocking. Andy grit her teeth harder, but didn’t have a chance to reply before the other continued. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a little bit of time to do just that. Your ship remains in my control, but I will keep everyone alive while you think it over. I don’t want us to start off on the wrong foot, as you say.”

      Andy heard the little chirp that said the channel had closed and she spat out a string of curses to make anyone blush. She brought the group to a halt for just a moment to catch her breath after the expletives.

      “Alright, guys,” she said, about to reveal the other half of the conversation to those who hadn’t been able to hear it. “These people...are here for me.” She hated saying it, but it was the truth and it had to be told. “They have subdued Alpha Squad and taken control of the bridge.”

      “Are they...alive?” Roxanna asked slowly. The swirling of her skin increased dramatically, showing her concern and agitation.

      “She says they are,” Andy replied. “I don’t have proof, but I believe her at the moment. I think she is more interested in using them as leverage than killing anyone.”

      Dan stepped forward. “Are you...going to go with them?”

      Looking around, she could see how concerned everyone was. They did their best to keep it from showing, but it was impossible to conceal it all. She wanted to say whatever words would ease the fear and tension, but she didn’t know what those words were, and she was sure they’d be lies.

      “Only as a last resort,” she replied. “I don’t want to go with these people. I don’t care if they are my genetic heritage. This is my home. But...I’m not going to let them kill the only real family I have, either. If we can’t figure out how to liberate the bridge and our people, and get those jerks off our ship, then I will go with them, if I believe they’ll leave you all alone.”

      Dan’s brows knit. He looked like he wanted to argue, wanted to say that there would be a way to get them off the ship without it coming to that, but he knew just as well as she did that they couldn’t be sure of that.

      “I’m not giving up yet,” Andy said decisively. “She says she is giving me time to think and everyone will be kept alive in the meantime. I will hold onto hope that she’s not lying, and we’ll use that time to our advantage. The first step is getting to the armory, and then we’ve got to find out where the others are.”

      “They must have taken key areas,” Anallin said strategically. “Or groups are fighting back throughout the ship. If they have keen minds, they will have gone for the Thirty-Third first.”

      “I imagine you’re right,” Andy said. “I’m sure our Marines are making them work for it, and we’re going to find them and help out. The group we encountered...frankly wasn’t that hard to take out, but we don’t know how many there are or if that group was a fluke. And we can’t use the communication systems, because we know they’re listening.”

      Jade let out a little laugh that sounded more like hysteria than mirth. “Why make things easy, right?”

      Andy managed a small smile for her youngest squad-mate. She knew that of all of them, she would be the most nervous. But she knew they all would be. They had all grown very close as a squad, especially over the past few months. “If it were easy, they wouldn’t need us, right?”

      “Right, Sergeant.” She nodded, then added, “Oorah.”

      “Oorah,” the others echoed.

      Andy took a moment to look around at the four faces looking back at her. Dan, tall and broad-shouldered, with the near-constant stream of sarcasm and humor but who could be counted on when the chips were down. She thought about how his mother was still under the impression that they were dating, rather than squad-mates. Roxanna, pretty and slender and purple, her Selerid empathic abilities as much help as hindrance to her, especially in her line of work, but she never shirked either. She put herself out there as much as anyone to help her squad and her ship, and Andy trusted her to lead them if anything happened to her...

      Anallin. Short and stout and blue. Those eye-clicks had taken a while to get used to, as well as the lack of inflection that attended the Hanaran race. As did the race’s lack of gender, humans being as attached to their pronouns as they were. But Anallin was loyal and strong, ready to step in whenever needed, and a crack shot. Then Jade. The youngest of them, and their technology specialist. Her green eyes were large, and looked to be in a permanent state of wide-eyed amazement, but she did what needed to be done. She was growing into a great Marine.

      Andy didn’t want to leave any of them.

      “Let’s go,” she said resolutely.
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      They reached the armory without incident, and Andy used her security code as a squad leader to open it. They moved for the weapons locker with the “old-fashioned” weaponry, opening it and distributing projectile-firing side arms and rifles. They doubled up on weapons so they could provide them to any fellow Marines they found as they went.

      As she was locking the armory, they heard thudding footsteps coming down the corridor.

      Everyone spun toward the source of the sound, but held their fire. It was a good thing they did since the footsteps belonged to Corporal Lewis, from Delta Squad. Andy watched as he ran forward, then skidded to a halt in front of them once he realized who they were.

      “Sergeant Dolan,” Lewis said, slightly out of breath but not too much. They were conditioned, after all. She had the feeling this was a hint of emotion in addition to physical exertion; adrenaline could be quite a thing. “The enemy has trapped Delta in the shuttle bay. We couldn’t keep them from entering, but we’re holding them at bay. I got away and came to find help. I don’t think they know I got out.”

      Andy listened intently, nodding as she processed the information. She thought through the list of intruder alerts that she had heard from the ship. The shuttle bay had been one of those sections, and it was the closest to where they presently were.

      She handed Lewis a gun. “We’re going to go get them out of there.”

      He nodded, but eyed the weapon as he took it. “Sergeant?”

      “I’m sure you’ve discovered that standard weapons aren’t very effective,” she explained quickly. He nodded. “Hand to hand combat was more effective. I’m betting bullets will be too.” She gave him an extra magazine of ammunition.

      He smiled a little with understanding.

      With Corporal Lewis falling into formation with Gamma Squad, Andy and Roxanna led the way through the corridors. What seemed clear, from getting to the armory and then moving away from it, was that the intruders were not roaming the corridors, or at least that there weren’t enough of them to be everywhere. Hopefully, that was a good sign, but she knew that at least some of them were forces to be reckoned with, if they had the bridge.

      Were the other squads heading to the bridge? Did they know what was going on? It was possible that they didn’t. She had called into the bridge, and they likely only answered because it was her.

      As the group of six came around the corner, they finally saw some of their enemy. They were camped out in front of the doors to the shuttle bay, as expected. They pulled back into the corridor and leaned back against the wall.

      “Are there any inside?” Andy asked in a low voice.

      Lewis nodded. “They had us pinned down in a back corner. Adams is pretty badly injured. Everyone else is just holed up while they keep us in place. When I managed to sneak out, they weren’t advancing but they weren’t letting up either. We got fired on every time they saw one of us, and their blasts were doing far more damage than ours.”

      Andy exchanged a brief confused look with the other Gamma Squad members. When they had been fired at, the damage had been minimal; absorbed by armor. What was different with this group?

      It suddenly made sense. Gamma Squad had Andy. They had been pulling their punches. It added another layer to her already unsettled, vaguely guilty spirit, but she ignored it. Maybe they could use this to their advantage. She could just run ahead of everyone else and act as a human shield...

      “We’re going to take out the ones at the doors fast,” Andy said. “I don’t want to give them any chance to get a call out and warn anyone.” She looked at Lewis. “You said they’re behind some sort of barricade?”

      He nodded.

      “Then let’s hope they stay down.” Hope wasn’t ever a great plan, but sometimes, it was the only one they had. “Remember to be cautious with the guns. We’d rather not put holes in the bulkheads.”

      Once they had all nodded their acknowledgement of the plan and the relevant advice, Andy nodded to Anallin. The Hanaran switched places with Roxanna, next to Andy. Anallin was the best shot among them, but Andy was close thanks to countless hours of training.

      Exchanging another nod, Andy took a breath and counted to three. Then they both came around the corner with their projectile-firing rifles up.

      Four Arkana guarded the door. Anallin and Andy took two out with their first shots, which brought the other two around. One fired back, but it was rushed and haphazard. She heard the other one shout something that didn’t translate. She didn’t think the tone sounded like anything happy, though. Neither of them would have much longer to be unhappy, she figured, as the two Marines took their next shots.

      When all four enemy bodies were on the ground, Andy paused for a moment to make sure there weren’t any hidden surprises, then gestured the rest of the squad.

      “Check them,” she ordered, wanting to be sure that they wouldn’t pose another threat.

      As they walked among the sprawl of limbs, Jade was leaning over to check one of the bodies when Roxanna gasped and spun around. “Jade—“

      She wasn’t able to get the rest of her warning out before the Arkana woman, with blood streaming from what must have been a glancing head wound, reached up and got both pale hands around Jade’s neck. The private grunted, but her training kicked in. She brought her right arm up and around with a punch, loosening the grip more than doing any damage then reversed direction, driving her elbow into the woman’s face, snapping her head back and sending her back to the ground.

      “That one was still conscious, Sergeant,” Jade said with a weak smile, pushing herself back to her feet and training her pistol on the now unconscious Arkana.

      “Bind that one,” Andy ordered as they checked the others. One other remained alive, and was also bound.

      “By the time I left, my squad was in the back right of the bay,” Lewis said as they gathered in front of the doors. “The Arkana were holding them from back left and center.”

      Andy nodded her acknowledgement. That would give them some time to see her and her team coming, which could be good if her theory regarding their intentions to take her alive were true. If she was wrong, though, they would be in serious trouble.

      Either way, they had to go in.
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      They lined up three on each side of the doors. With their weapons up and ready, Andy reached out and pressed the panel to open the door. Normally, the doors would have opened upon approach, but those sensors were disabled when intruder alert protocols went into place. It wasn’t foolproof, but at least made it harder.

      A moment later, the doors slid open. Andy took a moment to assess the situation, but since there was no weapons fire coming their way, she motioned them into the room.

      Once they were inside, they realized why the Arkana hadn’t noticed the door opening and even the entry of Gamma Squad. Delta squad was keeping them busy. They were no longer pinned down in the corner and had tried to outflank the Arkana who had responded by splitting up. The shuttle bay was now filled by a deadly cross fire from half a dozen different locations.

      Andy quickly dispatched her squad in a true flanking maneuver and quickly put a quick end to matters. She could see what Lewis had been talking about, though, because there was significant damage to the shuttles and other equipment from the Arkana weapon’s blasts. Two of the shuttles looked like they had holes blown through them, which was a frightening thought for getting hit by non-muted enemy fire.

      “Good to see you guys,” Krall, Delta Squad’s leader, said, as he restrained a wounded, but still potentially dangerous Arkana intruder. “I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “We’ve brought you better guns,” Andy said with a half-smile. “We found that old-fashioned bullets work better against these guys than our energy weapons.”

      Krall nodded as he took the pistol that Andy handed to him. “Good call.”

      “Anallin, Martin,” Andy called to them on impulse. “Check their weapons, see if we can use them.” She paused and looked around. “One shot at shuttle three. It’s already beat to hell, so a couple more shots won’t make much difference. If we can use those guns, it might give us more of an advantage.”

      With a nod, the two Marines took a couple weapons from the pile they had collected and examined them carefully. The setup seemed relatively close to their own weapons, so it only took a moment to figure them out. It was amazing how similar weapons were throughout the galaxy.

      Arkana weapons in hand, they both turned toward shuttle three and took aim, pulling the triggers.

      Jade’s blasted out a beam that left a smoking mark on the shuttle, but Anallin’s didn’t do anything. The Hanaran clicked rapidly for a moment, examining it more closely.

      “Try swapping weapons,” Andy suggested, which they did.

      They aimed and fired again, to the same result and confused expressions all around.

      Andy knew that time was short, but she wanted to try one more thing. An idea had popped into her head and she wanted to try it out before they continued on. “Thomas and Roxanna. You try.”

      They looked at her uncertainly, but none of them argued. They traded weapons with Anallin and Jade, then took aim and fired.

      It came as no surprise to Andy that Dan’s fired, but Roxanna’s didn’t.

      “Do you want us to swap, Sergeant?” Dan asked.

      “It won’t be necessary,” she said with a shake of her head. “It’s a theory and I don’t understand why, but I think these things will only fire for humans. So, take up the Arkana guns for the human Marines and the conventional ones to the non-humans.”

      Any advantage was one worth taking, but it was beyond her as to why these things would fire for humans and not for any other species. Of course, it was still just supposition, but their brief experiment seemed to corroborate it enough to work with it. Hopefully, the Arkana wouldn’t have as much defense against their own weapons. If they did, they always had the others. It was always nice to have options.

      Two members of Delta came over with their wounded squadmate between them.

      “Adams needs medical attention,” Krall said.

      “We’re heading toward the bridge,” Andy said. “The Arkana, that’s what they call themselves, have control of the bridge.” Krall’s eyes widened and Andy held up a hand. “As far as I know, the bridge crew and Alpha Squad are still alive, but I don’t know for how long. They have control of the ship’s communication systems, so don’t call anyone unless you want eavesdroppers.”

      Krall pressed his lips together and nodded tensely. “Got it,” he said. “We’ll get to sickbay, but be aware. They may have people there too, but we’ll take them out.”

      “Good. We don’t know the location of Beta, Epsilon or Theta right now,” Andy said. “If you find any while on the move, let them know the situation.”

      “Theta was assigned to cover sickbay, so hopefully we’ll see them there. Epsilon re-routed to engineering,” Krall said. “I’ll try to get someone down to engineering to scope the situation. We don’t need these Arkana getting a hold of the ship’s engines too.”

      “Having the bridge is bad enough,” Andy agreed grimly. “But we’re going to do something about that.” After a moment, she turned to her squad. “Anallin, I’d like you to go with Delta. They’re down one man with injuries, and more with helping to move him. Watch their backs, and then help make sure sickbay and engineering are secured.”

      Anallin didn’t look pleased to be sent with Delta, but didn’t argue. The Hanaran simply nodded sharply before moving to join Krall and the rest of his squad.

      “Good luck, Sergeant,” Krall said with a single nod.

      “And to you,” she replied. “Take care of your Marines, and then we’ll take care of the ship.” She looked at Anallin. “Keep your eyes open and be cautious. I’m not going to lose any members of my squad, understood?”

      Click. Click. Click. The Hanaran bowed in the human gesture that it had adopted after its years in the ESS. Turning toward Krall, they also nodded at each other and the mismatched squad headed out. Andy made sure Delta Squad was safely away before turning back to the remaining three members of her own squad.

      “We’re going to the bridge,” she declared. “I think if anyone can get in there and have a shot at freeing our people, it’s going to be me.”
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      The air was filled with tension as they left the shuttle bay and started toward the bridge. No one said anything. What was there to say that hadn’t already been said? The Arkana were holding their ship, and they couldn’t communicate with each other. If there was more time, maybe they could have rigged a secondary communication system—maybe someone in engineering still would—but that wasn’t anything Andy could do.

      They quickly reached an access port to the maintenance tubes. Andy didn’t want to use the lifts in case they were monitoring, or even controlling, them from the bridge. She didn’t intend to give up the element of surprise and the maintenance tubes were the best way to travel undetected.

      Dan unlocked the hatch and pulled it open. Roxanna went in first, then Jade, Andy and finally Dan, who closed the hatch behind them. From there, they went to the service ladder and started climbing. They had six floors to climb up, and for once, Andy appreciated the seemingly sadistic training they had endured. Carson had run more than a few climbing drills using these service ladders, so they were certainly very familiar.

      After one deck, Andy’s ear-piece chirped and she stifled a groan.

      “Have you been thinking about what I said?” Shakti asked, her voice still drawling and languid, without any care or concern. Did she really feel that way, or was it an affectation? Andy couldn’t tell.

      “Of course I have,” Andy replied, still climbing. She wasn’t going to let on that anything was happening, although this Shakti woman would have been an idiot to not think that they were working on something. Or could she really have been thinking that Andy was just sitting around in deep contemplation while her crewmates were being held hostage? “How could I think about anything else?”

      “I thought you’d see it that way,” Shakti said. “I’m sure you’ve come around to our way of thinking, or will soon.” She paused. “It’s not that I don’t understand some hesitation. Change is frightening, and it can be difficult to leave what you have known up until now, even if leaving is for the better.”

      “Yes,” Andy agreed. This part she could agree to without playing along. “When you’ve spent your whole life knowing one thing, the idea of changing that is scary.”

      “Of course it is,” the Arkana woman replied, sounding sincerely understanding, which Andy found as unsettling as anything. She didn’t want this woman to have anything about her that Andy might find positive. This woman was the enemy. “But you know that what I’ve been saying is right. You know that you belong with us.”

      Andy bit her tongue to keep from saying the first thing that came to her mind, or the second. She reminded herself of the crew being held on the bridge, and her squadmates climbing up the ladder behind her. She reminded herself of what she was doing, and who she had to protect. It helped to keep her calm.

      “You make a strong case,” Andy forced herself to say, “but fear is a terrible thing.”

      “What is that saying? You have nothing to fear but fear itself? Yes, it’s a change, but it’s a good change. Do not let fear rule you.”

      It never had, but Andy didn’t make that point out loud.

      Her mind raced. It came to her after a moment that the communications on the bridge were open, not like the earpieces the Marines used. That meant that people on the bridge could likely hear the conversation. At first, she worried that the captain and the major might mistake her stall tactics for truth. However, the second thought was that she could use this and maybe let them know she was working on it.

      “I just don’t want to put the bullet before the gun,” she said. It wasn’t a phrase that necessarily made sense, but it was the first thing that came to mind that she thought might get through to Carson without raising extra suspicion in Shakti.

      “That’s an unusual phrase for you to use,” the Arkana woman said slowly.

      “Well, I’m an unusual girl,” Andy replied, “as you well know.”

      There was a long pause and then Shakti laughed. “Yes. Yes, I suppose you are. It’s not unheard of for there to be human hybrid children, but they are not common. You are something of a treat for us since most of you don’t survive to adulthood.”

      That statement threw her a little bit, but she wanted to focus. Now wasn’t the time to wonder about why that was. “Well, lucky me, I have survived to adulthood.” She set her mind to figuring out the best way to work in the second part of what she wanted to tell Carson. There weren’t many words the 33rd held as “code words,” but there were a few.

      “Yes, you have,” Shakti agreed.

      “I’m a long way from Schenectady, but I’m glad I made it,” Andy said, knowing it didn’t make as much sense as it could, but it got the word in. Carson had chosen code words that had personal meaning to himself, so the code for “help is coming” was his hometown.

      She just hoped that he was alert enough to hear it and recognize it for what it was.

      Shakti took another few moments before replying. “You do have a strange way with words. I imagine that must come from your human side.”

      “Well, my mother certainly had a way with words,” Andy said, and that was definitely the truth. “Hers usually went toward the explicit, however.” She made a snap decision to try a little excess honesty to stall longer while they kept on climbing and climbing. “I would like to say that prison took the culture from her tongue, but I have a feeling she was always like that.”

      “Prison?” Shakti replied. “Your mother was in prison?”

      Andy sighed. “Yep,” she said. “I was born in the prison nursery.”

      Shakti made a “huh” sound, then let silence linger for a moment before she went on. “I would not have guessed that.” Perhaps other Arkana who wanted to breed with humans had better taste, Andy thought but didn’t say. “Why was she there?”

      The gamma squad leader looked up to see all the rungs she still had yet to climb. “Oh, all kinds of things,” she replied. “Usually possession and dealing of narcotic substances, but there was an occasional assault charge here and there. Usually she went after another dealer who she thought was trying to move in on her territory. She was a fierce one.” It was perhaps as much of a compliment as she could pay her mother. She loved her mother, as best she could, but she wasn’t willing to be dishonest about her either.

      “Interesting,” was all Shakti said.

      Although upon reflection, in meeting her father’s people, she was finding more affection for her mother and regretting wasting so much time wondering about her father. Maybe it was unfair to paint him with the brush the others were creating in her mind, but she couldn’t help it.

      They passed the hatch marked for deck three. Two more floors to go. She looked down and checked on the others. They looked concerned, but determined.

      “I need just a little more time,” she finally said aloud. “But...I’m almost there.”
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      Shakti reluctantly agreed to let Andy have a little more time, but there was a thinly veiled threat that her patience would not last forever.

      Andy knew that she had very little time left to sort this out. Of course, if Shakti had been lying and Andy got to the bridge to find that her crewmates were harmed or worse... Shakti would learn a thing or two about fear.

      Gamma Squad finally reached deck one and Andy had to blindly take the risk of opening the hatch and hoping that there were no Arkana on the other side to hear them. She pushed on the hatch and it opened. There weren’t any suspicious sounds, so she poked her head out and looked around. She didn’t see anyone and crawled through, waving the other three through after her.

      Dan closed the hatch and they all pulled up their weapons, moving forward cautiously but without wasting any time.

      Down one corridor and around a corner, they could hear the sounds of a fight coming from ahead. They exchanged quick looks and then hurried along. The nearer they got, they were able to see an exchange of energy weapon fire. It didn’t take long to realize that the ones they were coming up behind were not their people but the Arkana.

      Andy was surprised by their luck to come up flanking the enemy like this. She tried to peer past them, almost hoping to see alpha squad fighting back like they had come upon delta squad doing, but it wasn’t Carson leading the firefight. She could just make out Atad, Beta Squad’s leader.

      They got in range, and Andy gestured for the conventional weapons. She didn’t want to risk the heavier firepower reaching past the Arkana to hit their own people.

      Andy and Roxanna took the first shots, bringing down two of the Arkana. And when the other two turned to see what had happened, they were both blasted by pulse rifle fire. It wasn’t enough to take them down, but it kept them from shooting straight. They both got off a shot, but it hit the wall above gamma squad instead of hitting gamma squad itself.

      It was Jade who took out the next, but the final one gave up on the shooting and tried for the more direct approach. He threw down his weapon and simply ran at them with a loud shout. He moved fast and shifted side to side, preventing a clean shot to drop him. A bullet glanced his shoulder before he was almost upon them.

      Dan leaped forward to meet the charge, ducking down and catching the Arkana with his shoulder, flipping him back over his shoulder and onto his back. The alien gasped and then coughed, trying to get his wind back. Dan spun around and jumped on him, a few quick punches to the face eliminating him as a threat.

      “Glad to see you guys,” Atad said as she approached, nodding to Andy. “Not the best of situations we’ve got here, have we?”

      “Not in the least,” Andy agreed. “I presume you know the situation?”

      Atad nodded. “Carson managed to contact me before they were overwhelmed on the bridge, and we’ve worked our way up here. We’re hoping to mount a defense and retake the bridge.”

      Andy half-smiled. “That was our plan too.”

      “Did you actually have a plan?” Atad asked with a tilt of her head.

      “Somewhat,” Andy replied. “I found Krall as well, and sent Anallin with him. Adams was injured and they took him to sickbay, which they were going to secure as well as check on engineering. With luck, they’ll secure all the pressure points.” Andy pulled a spare gun from her gear and handed it to Atad. “We’re having better success with these.”

      Atad took it and looked it over with a single nod. “The more the merrier,” she said. It was a human phrase that her species, the Ronnor, especially liked.

      “Right now, the bridge is of the most importance, and I think the best chance we have of getting on there is me,” Andy continued. She didn’t say it with any trace of arrogance, just a lot of discomfort as she rolled her shoulders.

      She was in a unique position, straddling the lines between the ESS and the Arkana. Any tactician worth their salt would know that something like that should be exploited, and the plan brewing in her mind would do just that. She hoped that she could pull it off, but she wouldn’t let herself give in to self-doubt. The fate of her ship might well be in the balance, so she knew she would be able to do it.

      “You?” Atad asked doubtfully.

      Atad had only been promoted to squad leader since the Zenith mission, so the two women hadn’t had much chance to get to know one another. Andy didn’t take her doubt personally, because she knew how it had to sound from the outside.

      Andy nodded. “I can’t get into it now, but you’ll have to trust me. I have a plan, and I think it’s the best chance we have.”

      “I trust you, Sergeant,” Atad said. “What’s the plan?”

      With that, Andy gathered both the remaining members of Gamma Squad as well as Atad’s Beta Squad members. Once they were all together, she outlined what she had in mind for getting them onto the bridge and in a position of advantage. She could see her own squad-mates weren't thrilled about it, but none of them argued.

      She understood their feelings, but this was what had to be done.

      “When you’re in position, use the ship’s communication systems to give me a quick signal and then we’ll have to move fast,” Andy went on.

      “We can do it,” Atad said, and everyone else nodded. “Both sides will have to be extra careful, because we don’t know where on the bridge Major Carson and Alpha Squad are being held or how many Arkana are on the bridge, let alone where.”

      “Cautious but quick all around,” Andy agreed. “Just another day in the life of the Thirty-Third, right?” She gave them all a half-smile with far more confidence than she felt. “Let’s get this done and get our ship back.”

      “Oorah,” Jade said, her green eyes locked on her sergeant, drawing confidence from the more experienced woman.

      “Oorah,” Andy echoed, forcing another smile. “Let’s get this done.”
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      The plan was actually very simple.

      While Beta Squad was taking the long way around to a secondary entrance onto the bridge, Andy and Gamma Squad stood at the main entrance. They waited while she stripped off her body armor and divested herself of the majority of her weaponry. With every piece that came off, Dan looked more uncomfortable, Jade looked more nervous, and Roxanna’s skin swirled faster.

      None of them liked this part, but she knew that she had to look as non-threatening as possible. It was hard to look harmless when decked out in full Marine gear and armed to the teeth.

      She gestured them all to get out of sight of the doorway and once they had, she stepped up to it and pressed the panel. The door slid open and she took a deep breath, stepping through with her hands in the air.

      As she entered the bridge, she immediately saw the woman who had to be Shakti sitting in the captain’s chair. Andy’s blood pressure immediately spiked, but she stuffed it down. There were eight other Arkana standing around her with their weapons trained on Andy, and then two others keeping their eye on the bridge crew and Alpha Squad, all bound and sitting in the corner.

      Andy caught Carson’s eye and his dark brows knit, wondering what she was doing but making a visible effort to stop himself from asking.

      She turned her gaze to the woman at the heart of this invasion, who now stood up. She was inches taller than Andy, slender but toned. Her pale skin seemed to reflect the flashing red lights around them, while her ice blue eyes were shrewd and unblinking. Half of her mouth curved up in an arrogant smirk, and suddenly Andy thought that she seemed more like a villain out of a cheap superhero story than the leader of an alien race that had managed to take control of her ship.

      “I see you’ve come to your senses, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti said.

      Andy pressed her lips together to stop from correcting her. This woman wasn’t allowed to call her Andy. “Just about,” she said. “You make a lot of sense. I guess I’ve always known there was something different about me. Somewhere I belonged.”

      The Arkana woman shrugged casually. “I told you as much. Your story is not an unusual one among the small number of hybrids.”

      “I would...” Andy began, then swallowed hard. “I’d like to know more. I’m still confused about a lot of things.” She tried to calculate how long it would take beta squad to move into position. “How can the Arkana produce children with humans? No other race we’ve met has been able to do that without medical intervention. I never got the impression my mother went through that for me.”

      “You would be correct about that, but the Arkana aren’t like other alien races,” she said. “We aren’t.”

      Andy’s brows knit slightly. “What do you mean?”

      Shakti paced slowly in front of the captain’s chair for a moment, then shrugged again and waved her hand. She smiled that infuriating smile again. “I suppose you have the right to know what you’re moving into,” she declared, then waved again, this time at the others. “And you as well, since soon everyone will know.

      “During the twenty-second century on Earth, humans were finding more and more contacts with alien species,” she went on, sounding like a professor as she sat in the captain’s chair again. “Some were concerned about this. Everything seemed friendly enough—peaceful—but who knew if it would last? They were scared, and they wanted to be prepared.

      “They turned to genetic engineering. They wanted a good defense. The end result was a genetically engineered being. They could not change those who were already grown, however; the DNA manipulation had to be conducted at the earliest levels of conception. There were countless failures, but eventually they succeeded. They created a new species. The beings were, basically, human, but they were resistant to all manners of alien abilities. This new race was able to develop a resistance to all the abilities they had encountered.

      “As things happen, though, this new race of beings was never revealed to the general public nor turned loose. They ended up taking to space themselves, out to some far reaches, but they never lost their original goals and they modified themselves for every new species they came across. They increased and improved themselves and their resistance.”

      Shakti smiled and held out her hands. “Meet the Arkana. Us. We are the future of the human race. We are ultimately still human, deep down, but better. Superior in every way.”

      Andy was genuinely shocked for several long moments. It answered a lot of questions, though.

      The Arkana woman leaned forward and the gleam in her eye sent a shiver down Andy’s spine. All of the air seemed to be sucked out of the room.

      “We’re going home, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti whispered just loud enough for the sergeant to hear her. “We are finally returning to Earth, and making humanity the dominant species it was always meant to be. We are going to achieve the goals set for us by our creators.”

      Things exploded in Andy’s mind then.

      “You’re why the Colirnoid were moving out of their territory for the first time in ages, and why the Kriori are building an army,” she said before she could stop herself. They were events that seemed disconnected before, but now they made sense. Now it all made sense, and the implications were staggering.

      “Yes,” Shakti said with a hint of pride. “They’re running scared, and they should be. They cannot defeat us. Every time they try, we just make ourselves better.”

      No other race would be safe, Andy realized. The Arkana wouldn’t care about the ESS, except for the humans within it. And would they even care about the humans? The people of the ESS worked with and aligned with all manner of fellow species.

      The Arkana weren’t built to tolerate that.

      That had to be stopped.

      “I know your father, Andy,” Shakti went on smugly. “Not the smartest of men, I’ll admit, but a good soldier. You’ll meet him soon.”

      “I guess I will,” Andy said softly.

      “Dolan,” Captain Wallace said, almost pained, like he thought she was turning on them and about to go with the Arkana. And why shouldn’t she? This woman was offering her the father that she had never known, and the only parent—the only blood family—that was still alive.

      She turned her head as far as it would go, looking at the captain and turning her face from Shakti. A tiny smile curved her lips and she winked a little, then she turned back to Shakti.

      The Arkana approached Andy, smiling with victory and welcome. “I’m so glad that you decided to join us,” she said. “Everyone does once they know of their true origins.”

      Andy stared at her for a long moment.

      The ship’s communication system chirped.

      “Knock, knock,” Atad said.

      Andy smiled.

      The doors on either side of the bridge slid open.
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      The Arkana with guns all turned toward the doors, but energy blasts from their own weapons and bullets from the guns were streaming across the bridge faster than they could react. Shakti looked to one side but turned fast to glare at Andy, realizing that it had been an act.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Andy said simply and surged forward, jamming a fist hard into Shakti’s solar plexus and folding her in half with a harsh, loud cough. Andy gripped her hands together and clubbed the woman on the back of the head, sending her to the ground. “This is my home, and you’re not going to take it from me!” she shouted, letting her anger come out.

      Shakti was not yet unconscious and rolled over just as Andy dove for her. The Arkana lashed out with her own foot, glancing Andy’s hip. The Marine hopped back and Shakti got to her feet, but the time it took to get her there let Andy drive in again. She sent a hard right hook into the pale woman’s jaw, snapping her head to the side before a left hook snapped her head the other way.

      “You are a fool!” Shakti spat blood on the deck plates as she came back with a hit of her own, splitting Andy’s cheek open. “You will go down with all the rest of them and will know what a mistake you have made! We are your family! Blood to blood.”

      “No!” Andy snapped a punch into the woman’s chest, then an uppercut broke the Arkana’s nose. “These people are my family.” Hit. “This is my home.” Hit. “And I’m not going to let any xenophobic snowflakes take it away!” She grabbed the woman by the lapels of her vest and yanked her forward, slamming her forehead into Shakti’s and letting her stagger back dazed.

      Before Andy could level any more hits, a blast of energy fire flew across the bridge and hit Shakti in the side. She gasped and fell into a heap.

      Andy gasped, feeling her adrenaline cut short. She turned her head to see Jade standing there with an Arkana rifle, smiling shakily. “Glad you’re still with us, Sergeant,” she said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While the others handled the bodies and the prisoners, Andy hurried over to where Captain Wallace, Major Carson, and the others were waiting anxiously to be freed. She knelt beside the captain and examined the bindings, figuring out in a few moments how to open them. One by one, she freed everyone and then stood back as they got to their feet.

      “Thanks, Dolan,” Carson said with a small smile. He looked almost embarrassed for having been overtaken while one of his squad leaders had to come rescue him, but Andy wasn’t about to make that point.

      “For a moment, I thought we were going to lose you,” Wallace admitted.

      She shook her head. “Never, sir,” she said with confidence. “You reminded me that this was my home, Captain. I’m hardly going to give that up for some idiots who think they’re going to conquer the universe, you know?” She managed a small smile, looking at her squad as they worked around the bridge. “I got my hands full already.”

      She heard the men laugh a little as she looked back to them.

      Moving to join the others, they began to contact other departments and Marine squads to learn that the bridge was the last place to be retaken. Every other boarding party had been subdued, and the ship was back in the hands of the ESS.
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* * *

      “I’m not going to sickbay!” Andy declared, sitting on the couch in the rec-room while she used a small cloth to blot the blood away from her cheek. “I’m tired of that place. If the doctor wants to see me that bad, he can come here.”

      “I think he has his hands full, Sergeant,” Roxanna said. There was an edge of fond chastising in her voice, but she didn’t push the point anymore. Instead, she fetched a small first aid kit kept in the room and took over treatment of the wound. “You made the right choice,” she added as she worked. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you were tempted, though.”

      Andy laughed softly, holding her head still while her corporal worked. Had she been tempted at any point? In her heart of hearts? She couldn’t be sure that she hadn’t, but at least it had never been a conscious thought. Just like she had known that the Arkana were telling the truth about her heritage, she also knew that something wasn’t right. They weren’t “okay.”

      She smiled a little. “Blood and family are two different things,” she said.

      “You got that right, Sergeant,” Dan said, coming to sit beside her.

      Jade sat on the other side. “Oorah,” she chanted with a smile. She seemed to be saying it even more than usual, like a talisman against her fears. Andy wasn’t going to stop her.

      Anallin stood behind Roxanna, as if watching to make sure that she did a good job. “You humans have a phrase,” the Hanaran began. “We are with you till the wheels come off?”

      “You got it,” Andy said, her smile growing slightly.

      There was a lot of comfort in their presence, and Andy was glad to have them. But there was no escaping the sinking feeling in her gut.

      There was a war coming, and she knew she was right smack in the middle of it.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      The alien’s head snapped back as Major Andrea ‘Andy’ Dolan swung the butt of her rifle up and caught him square on the chin. He staggered for a moment, his hold on the weapon swayed, and Andy held her rifle in both hands to bring it down on his wrists. There was a cracking sound, and the gun fell from his numb hands.

      She kicked it away and then drove into him. Her own rifle had jammed—traditional projectile weapons had proven to be most effective against the Arkana—but she had spent enough time practicing for just such an occasion that it remained a good weapon in her hands. Now its length was pressing against the Arkana’s throat, although he had regained some of his equilibrium. He was strong enough to keep her from crushing his windpipe, but not powerful enough to toss her aside.

      Reaching up, he wrapped his hands around Andy’s wrists and tried to squeeze, but her battle gear protected her from any damage, or pain.

      When the soldier realized this, he shifted tactics. Just like any schoolyard bully would, he kicked her in the shin. Her gear kept her from earning a bruised or broken bone, but the sheer force managed to push her foot back and unbalance her. It was a tiny bit of a window, but it was enough for the genetically engineered alien to take advantage. He got his hands on the rifle and pushed her back.

      He tried to tear it away from her like she had taken his, but Andy wasn’t going to let that happen. She was upset that the shin kick had dislodged her from her position of advantage, so she wasn’t about to let her body and her ego take a worse hit by letting him disarm her. She had her pride, after all. His grip wasn’t strong enough to fight her twisting, and he let go.

      Behind and to either side of her came the scattered grunts of her squad engaged in the same level of combat. Loud reports of gunfire could be heard in the distance. She couldn’t stop to check on any of them with the hulking, pasty white brute in front of her. The Arkana had rapidly improved their hand-to-hand combat skills and the Marines were forced to continue developing new tactics to maintain their edge.

      When would it all end?

      When we’re done, or when we’re dead.

      Andy let her rifle swing down to her side in its combat sling while she took one step back to put distance between the two of them, just long enough to pull a knife from one of the sheaths lining the front of her vest. She held it in a reverse grip, keeping the blade in line with her wrist, shifting from side to side on the balls of her feet for a moment before suddenly surging forward again.

      She sliced through the air toward the soldier, and he pulled his head back just in time to avoid it reaching his throat. On the backswing, she came in with a stabbing motion that he blocked and deflected—again, just in time. She didn’t give him a moment to breathe, bringing the knife up for a diagonal stabbing slash.

      Again, the block. This time, however, she pressed forward to hold the defending hand and wrist in place with the blade of her knife. She reached up and grabbed the end of the blade, effectively locking the Arkana’s wrist in place. His ice blue eyes looked at the lock and the white brows drew together, seemingly in shock and confusion. Apparently, he hadn’t been prepared for ancient Earth dagger training.

      Well, that was just too bad for him, wasn’t it?

      She stepped back and jerked her hands down, pulling him off balance and falling forward. Andy let go of the lock only because she brought her knee up, fast and hard. There was a crunch when the top of her knee connected with the bridge of his nose, and then her elbow came down on the back of his neck.

      The Arkana fell to the ground and didn’t get up again.

      Major Dolan straightened up and prepared to turn when there was something—or rather, someone—on her back. The flash of snow white skin told her that it was another Arkana, and the slender feel of the arm said it was a woman. Andy didn’t have time to wonder why she hadn’t shot her. She threw herself forward enough to pull the woman off her feet, gripping the arm at her throat with one hand while she twirled her knife to a forward grip.

      She lifted her blade hand and sliced the white flesh. There was a shriek, and then a splash of blood that was a startling shade of crimson against the pale flesh. The clinging arm loosened, and Andy was able to shift the weight and toss the woman over her shoulder.

      The Arkana soldier was hissing like a cornered cat, scrambling to her feet, although it was clear that her cut arm was now weakened. It didn’t appear that she had her weapon and Andy, for a split second, was proud of her squad’s disarming techniques.

      To her credit, the enemy soldier got her hands up in a defensive posture and was ready to come at Andy again. Andy kept her knife and brought her hands up.

      “Traitor scum,” the woman hissed, a clear tremor of righteous anger in her voice. “How could you turn on your own people?”

      “I am human,” she retorted easily, though that was only part of her heritage.

      “We are more than human,” the other woman said. She stepped forward and took a swing. Andy sidestepped and blocked, pushing the fist away with her open hand. “And we are pure! You align with these humans who are inferior in every way that matters!”

      The Arkana woman was all but screaming at this point, likely making quite the sound show for anyone able to listen.

      She sent another wild swing flying at Andy, who caught the offending wrist and held it tight. With her other hand, she used the fist around her knife grip to hammer the woman in the face once, then twice. The Arkana woman spat and twisted her hand, breaking the grip on her wrist and scrambling away.

      “I know exactly who I am,” Andy said, not giving the enemy an inch of breathing room as she stalked forward. Stab. Block. Slash. Shallow hit. “And I know exactly who I’m with.” Her voice lowered to a growl. “And I know exactly who my enemy is!” She surged forward with a great step, closing the remaining distance between them and entering the other woman’s weakened guard.

      A definitive slash ended the argument, and the woman fell to the ground.

      This time, no one else jumped up to attack her. She was able to turn and look at the corridor outside the bridge of the ESS Star Chaser. Several enemy soldiers on the ground, dead or subdued. All four members of her squad were still on their feet, but not unscathed. This hadn’t been an easy fight.

      Without a word, she nodded at the door to the bridge. She pressed the panel to open it, since automatic door slides disengaged during an active intruder alert, and then entered the bridge. It was their primary defense point during a boarding engagement. Their objective was to prevent anyone from getting onto the bridge, and she was happy to see that they had done their job successfully.

      The only people on the bridge of the Star Chaser were the ESS personnel meant to be there.

      “Report?” Andy asked.

      “Internal sensors report no new intruders,” the sensor officer reported.

      Andy smiled a little and pressed her communications earpiece. “All squads, report.”

      One by one, she heard from the leaders of Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon and Theta Squads. All intruders had been neutralized. Two Marines had been lost. Five others had been taken to sickbay, but were expected to recover.

      With a heavy sigh, Andy acknowledged the reports. To lose one was too many, but she knew it was unavoidable.

      It was the cost of war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been four months since ESS Command and the Allied Civilian Counsel had declared themselves to be at a state of interstellar war.

      The Arkana had been created by scientists centuries before on Earth, who wanted to be able to protect themselves during the early days of alien first contacts and relations. The species was genetically engineered to resist almost every natural ability of other alien races, and now these chickens were coming home to roost. After being in deep space all these years, long forgotten by everyone, they were determined to conquer every alien species between them and Earth.

      They were determined to take Earth for themselves, and for only those humans who agreed with their history.

      The ESS and its allies were not enthused by this idea.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There’s one more thing, Major,” Atad, the leader of Beta Squad, reported before they closed their channel.

      “What’s that, Sergeant?”

      “We have a prisoner, and he’s still alive.”

      Andy had to pause and blink. The Arkana race, since the start of the war, had never been kept alive after capture. They carried or secreted some substance that acted like a suicide pill that ESS personnel had not been able to locate. It killed quickly and prevented them from being studied—or interrogated—alive. Autopsies only went so far.

      She had assumed that all of the prisoners they had just taken were dead by now. They would never intentionally kill a prisoner of war, though. It went against moral code as well as ESS Marine regulations.

      “Well, we better make the most of it,” Andy said. They weren’t going to let any grass grow, as they would say on Earth. “I’ll be right there.” She closed the channel and then turned to the captain.

      Captain Wallace was standing in front of the center seat, his arms folded over his broad chest as he watched her. She knew he could tell that she’d gotten some interesting news, but he had not been able to hear both sides of the conversation. His left brow—which now bore a scar from an engagement two and a half months ago—rose as he waited.

      “Sergeant Atad reports that we have a prisoner who remains alive,” she said, then watched as he had the same reaction she had.

      “Let’s get down there.”

      Andy nodded once. “Yes, Sir.”

      She headed for the exit immediately, but stopped by her squad. “Roxanna, status of the prisoners?”

      The answer was as expected. “Being carted to the morgue,” she replied. The Selerid’s purple skin swirled with pearlescent shades, as it always did when she was agitated or feeling an adrenaline rush. Battle had not yet left her veins. “It just happens so damn fast.” Her purple brows knit while she blinked, slowing shaking her head. “Why is this guy still alive?”

      Andy shrugged. “Maybe it didn’t work,” she said. “Or maybe he just doesn’t want to die. I will find out. Sergeant, keep working on the cleanup here and check in with the other squads one more time. I’ll be in the brig.”

      “Come on, Major. I thought you were supposed to be a good role model for us and not get in trouble,” Lance Corporal Dan Thomas chimed in with his usual sense of humor.

      “Just get to work,” Andy said with a half-smile and shake of her head.

      Any humor she felt, however thin, vanished when she left the bridge with the captain and they walked past the line of bodies where recently alive prisoners had been. Even though the Arkana were the enemy, it bothered her that they took prisoners who then refused to stay alive. They would not be mistreated in custody, but they never gave themselves a chance to find out.

      Of course, her feelings were clouded further by the fact that her father had been Arkana. She hadn’t known this until six months ago, having spent all of her life assuming she was fully human while wondering who her father was. When she began to show shocking resistance to alien abilities and had some “strange DNA” pop up in her body, it was clear that she was something other than human.

      Then the Arkana showed up on her ship, forcing her to choose a side.

      Neither she nor Captain Wallace spoke much as they headed for the security deck and entered the foyer of the brig. In the very first cell sat their prisoner, who was still alive. Andy had almost expected him to kill himself before she could get to the brig, but that hadn’t happened.

      “It’s you,” he drawled as he lifted his head and looked at her. Those icy blue eyes were penetrating no matter which Arkana’s face they stared out of. She didn’t let it show, of course, and just folded her arms across her chest as she returned the look. He stared at her without blinking from a face well-bruised on one side.

      “Yes, it’s me,” she drawled right back.

      “I knew you were on this ship. Everyone knows you’re on this ship. No one in the history of the Arkana has ever refused to join us when they found out they were one of us,” he said with an almost maniacal smile. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to our leadership?”

      Andy tilted her head slightly. “I imagine they were not pleased.”

      He laughed, maybe. It was a high-pitched barking sound that may have resembled a laugh, although she wouldn’t swear to it. “Yes. Yes, that’s one way to put it. No, they were not and are not pleased. More than that, every Arkana alive is obsessed with you. And they all want your blood. Your mixed, muddy, half-human blood.”

      “Not you,” Andy said on a guess.

      He shrugged. “I don’t care so much.”

      Captain Wallace stepped in, apparently with a question that had been on his mind a great deal; it was something on everyone’s mind. “If humanity created the Arkana, why are you so hell bent on killing us now?”

      The Arkana turned his head slowly. “We were created to conquer; to kill those who stand in the way. It matters not if you are human. Humans are our creators, our parents, and is it not symbolic, and sometimes literal, that the parents must die for the children to take their rightful position in the universe?”

      “Why aren’t you dead?” Andy asked bluntly.

      “I have my reasons,” he replied enigmatically. “Similar reasons for why I don’t hate you as much as the rest. Maybe I admire you.” He smiled cynically.

      She knit her brows as she stared at him. “Admire me?”

      He stared at her for several long moments without reply. It was long enough to unnerve her further, but she kept her Marine face on.

      “Don’t let the Arkana take a planet,” he finally said, not answering her question at all and instead confusing her. “If they get a planet, they will start to gain a foothold you will not be able to overcome. They have their eyes set on one. Only one city need be taken to possess it, and then the real trouble starts.”

      “What planet?” Andy asked skeptically. Why was he telling them this?

      “Don’t let them take a planet,” he repeated, and then turned his face forward again. They asked more questions, but he would say no more.

      Could they afford to trust him?

      Could they afford not to?
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      “It could be a trap,” Andy said for the fifth time.

      “Yes, it could be,” Wallace agreed patiently. “It doesn’t walk us into it, however, to look at a freaking map.” Okay, maybe he wasn’t so patient.

      Andy realized that she should hold her tongue at that point.

      Captain Wallace and his first officer, Commander Shailain, stood around a broad table, where the entire interactive tabletop screen was showing a star map of ESS and Allied space. It had little light dots to show where there had been Arkana attacks and raids, as well as battles and skirmishes. So far, as the prisoner had pointed out, the Arkana had not taken any planets. They had managed to capture and maintain control of several ESS and Allied stations, as well as moon and asteroid outposts, but no planets.

      “They are moving,” Andy said with a tactical eye. “They seem to have a direction, much like a swarm of bees. A few outliers, but a general cluster that suggests they are moving in one direction. Problem is, the swarm is pretty freaking wide.”

      Shailain pointed at a few different colored dots. “Satellites and long-range sensors have picked up on Kriori Armed Forces engaging them in this area, but the Kriori still won’t talk to us and after that last battle when they shot us as much as the Arkana... Well.”

      Andy sighed, knowing all too well the situation. The ESS were not the only ones fighting the Arkana, as it turned out. Non-Allied races were as well. Some of them were willing to at least communicate and form some cooperation with the ESS, even if not an alliance, and then others—like the slave-trading Kriori—didn’t even want to talk. It made for some messy situations, to say the very least.

      “What planets are in their range along this line?” Wallace asked, tracing a curve on the map that seemed to be the forward edge of the Arkana front.

      Shailain pressed some buttons, and the map narrowed in. “There are at least a dozen inhabited planets in just a narrow band. They could of course skip past any of those for any reason. Aside from the goal of conquer or kill, they haven’t displayed any discernable strategy. It’s not even the straight path back to Earth. It’s like they want to take as much space as they can before they even turn for...home.” Her pale lips pursed in her green-tinted face, the leafy tendrils of the Ivven species waving from behind her ears and over her shoulders.

      Andy peered closely at the map. “If we believe this guy,” she began, skepticism heavily weighting her voice, “then it’s not a big planet they are aiming for. It’s one they think they can take. Perhaps with the idea that if they take one, they get the foothold he warned us about.”

      “Do you think he’s right?” Wallace asked, almost philosophically. “Will we suddenly have a harder time repelling them if they get a planet?”

      His question was directed at her, ostensibly for the fact that she was the commander of his ship’s Marines but she knew there was an undercurrent referring to her genetics: these were her people, so surely she had to have some kind of insight about them.

      “It’s possible,” she granted. “He could have been speaking from a tactical point of view, a morale view, or both. Capturing a planet is a big victory and would likely rally them after the recent defeats we have handed them. Strategically speaking, a planet offers them things that an outpost or starbase can’t. With a planet, they can form headquarters from which to better arrange and advance their forces. A planet will also provide them with resources and a place for production.”

      The captain sighed heavily, rubbing at the scar in his eyebrow. “There are a lot of reasons to not trust the word of a captured enemy, but what he has said so far makes sense. He wouldn’t tell us what planet, though.”

      Andy shrugged, unwilling to concede too far. “He could be playing a game with us.”

      “He could be,” Wallace agreed with a slow nod. “Or he could be playing a thin line between desire and loyalty. It’s not unheard of, historically speaking. And the Arkana were built from human genetics, so there is an element of similarity that we can try to get a read on.”

      “And the ESS psychologists and Selerid College of Behavior Sciences has a field day,” Andy said ruefully. “Okay, so, looking at this map as if we are taking him at his word.” She began to trace her finger from planet dot to planet dot. “He said it’s a planet that can be taken with just one city; that they take the city and they have a planet. This suggests it would be easy to capture, though there has to be reason to take it too.”

      She didn’t blink as her dark eyes roved over the map.

      Finally, she found a point that stood out in her mind. She tapped on the screen at the relevant dot. “Baccem.”

      “Yes,” Wallace said with the inspiration of agreement.

      “Baccem...” Shailain repeated with a small frown. “Class M planet, jointly colonized by the Ronnor and humans.”

      Andy nodded quickly. “It’s a small planet, however, and all of its important systems come out of its capital city of Hakar. The planet’s power, communication systems, defenses, and weather control all come out of Hakar. If you could control the city, you would control the planet.”

      “Why take Baccem?” Shailain posed.

      “Production,” Wallace offered. “The planet is a huge production hub for spacecraft pieces and assembly of certain types of crafts. Their communication satellites are also among the most sophisticated in the area. If the Arkana get Baccem, they can amp up production and repairs to their own crafts while in ESS Allied space as well as use the planetary communications to keep in better contact with each other.”

      Andy pressed her lips together for a moment. “The planet is full of smart people and they know they’re a target. According to the Marine service wire, they are working on a full planetary defense system to make them less vulnerable, but they aren’t there yet. It’s close, though.”

      “Putting the Arkana on a timeline,” Shailain filled in. “If they want to get this planet, they have to get to it soon. And they have taken quite a few black eyes since this all began. If it were me, I would want a base of operations. Especially one with a planetary defense system.”

      Wallace and Andy both nodded in agreement.

      “It looks like we’re setting course for Baccem,” Wallace declared. “I’m going to call ESS Command. Shailain, call a staff briefing.”
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      Less than an hour later, the Star Chaser was racing through space. Wallace had made his call and now sat in the briefing room with all of his senior staff.

      It had been about a month and a half, but Andy still wasn’t used to sitting in this room. Just two months back, she had been a sergeant and leading Gamma Squad. But as it’s said, desperate times call for desperate measures. Major Carson, commander of the 33rd when she came on board, had been transferred elsewhere. Andy had served with distinction and proven her loyalty to the ship, as well as shown skill against the Arkana. It had been she and her squad who pioneered effective combat tactics, such as favoring traditional projectile weapons over energy pulse weapons.

      A wartime, battlefield commission had been dropped unceremoniously—quite literally without any ceremony—on her head. She was promoted to Major and given command of the 33rd, at an age generally unheard of for the job but this was war. The ESS had not seen a war in a long time, so things had to change.

      Andy had requested that her squad come with her. The request had been immediately granted since there was no one available to replace her so Gamma was now Alpha and her people remained at her side. They had been through a lot together and she knew she could trust them all. It did mean that they were frequently without direct guidance while she sat uncomfortably in senior staff meetings, though. So far there hadn’t been any major disruptions.

      “We have chosen to take the information gained from the prisoner as truth, mainly because we can’t take the risk,” Wallace explained as he sat at the head of the oval-shaped table.

      “So far, the Arkana have not actually shown a penchant for deception,” Counselor Morrissey pointed out. “They have proven so far to be very upfront, even painfully so. Rather than lie through questioning, they commit suicide. Rather than deceive through hails, they ignore. They attack straight on, claiming theirs the more important high ground, motivationally speaking.”

      “Fair point,” Wallace agreed. “It adds to our justification to trust him, at least enough to go check this out. The strategy is too strong to not follow up.”

      Giinoran spoke next. “Where are we headed, Captain?” The Hanaran was calm. Andy didn’t know Giinoran as well as she knew the Hanaran in her squad, but she had learned to pick up on the race’s unusual emotional cues. The biggest was this strange clicking sound that came from a hidden set of eyelids. The clicking would grow in volume and speed the more upset or angry they became. Giinoran was perfectly quiet.

      “Baccem,” Wallace said, pressing a button on the edge of the table. An image of the planet came up on the screen, overlaid on a map of the system. “A tiny Class M planet that produces most of our small spacecraft. They are also a critical communications hub.”

      “Makes for a good target,” Giinoran agreed. The Hanaran was the tactical chief for the ship, who handled the weapons and defense systems, and when necessary, the staff to support the Marines when ship defense became a necessity. Andy knew, strategically speaking, that that was about to happen again.

      “Has Baccem been notified?” Doctor Martin, the ship’s chief medical officer, spoke up. Of course, ‘Martin’ was not the Selerid’s real name, but as a point that had been made over and over, the human tongue was completely incapable of pronouncing a single word in the Selerid’s native tongue, in any dialect. ‘Martin’ was as close as they could get.

      “They have,” Wallace said. “They support our aid in their defense, of course. They are hard at work on planet-wide defenses, but they are not yet ready to be activated. It is our job to fend off any attack and help keep the planet safe until that time comes.”

      There was a long moment of silence as each department head contemplated this.

      “Do we know when any of this will happen?” the tactical chief asked. “When will the planetary defenses be ready? When will the Arkana attack?”

      “By all that we can tell,” Wallace said, “the closest Arkana ship was the one that we encountered today. There are others, though, that are seeming to move in the planet’s general direction. They could arrive soon after we do, giving us only a small lead. Unless sensors pick up a sudden diversion from their current courses, we have to assume that those ships are heading for Baccem.” Wallace paused and looked at the table, tapping a few buttons and reading what came up. “According to the city administrator, the defense system will be operational within a week. That is not, however, time enough to get it online before the Arkana ships reach them. We may have to defend the planet for several days.”

      Andy didn’t say anything, but she listened to every word and her mind whirled. It would be her first time leading the 33rd in a planetary engagement. She had fought in some, though never as part of a full-scale war. A part of her was intimidated, even scared, but she wasn’t going to let that happen. She would feel the fear, because to ignore it would be dangerous, but she would not let it rule her.

      That was an important difference, and one she had to find a way to hold to.

      “What other Marine detachments are in the area?” Andy finally asked.

      “The 15th and the 21st are the closest and they are also heading to Baccem. When we reach the planet, since we are the closest, we’ll be able to use the planet’s sensors and communication systems to get a better idea of just how close they are. They are coming from the other side of it.”

      Andy nodded and settled back in her chair, deep in thought. She knew of both detachments and could even remember the names of the commanders. She had never met the leader of the 15th, and had only met the 21st during her training. She doubted he would remember her. She hadn’t seen either of them since the start of the conflict and her rapid rise in the ranks of the 33rd. She wondered how they were going to handle that, and how they were going to handle the fact that she was half-Arkana.

      It wasn’t physically obvious, but news had quickly spread throughout the ESS. Everyone on the Star Chaser was entirely confident in her, but others...

      It wasn’t going to be easy. She hoped there wouldn’t be any trouble, but knew she had to prepare for it.

      “It will take two full days for us to reach Baccem, and then we will know more. In the meantime, tactical support needs to prepare for double duty. While we know the Arkana’s matter teleportation systems can’t transport from a ship onto the planet’s surface, we do know that the Star Chaser will be within teleport range. We may have to deal with boarders while the Marines will be on the planet. Dolan, prepare for just that. You’re looking at planetary engagement and possible urban warfare. We may need to help in evacuating the capital city while we’re at it. I want to minimize the chance of civilian casualties.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Andy replied easily.

      While the captain moved through issuing orders for other departments, Andy felt like her brain was on fire.

      She certainly had her work cut out for her.

      Two days.
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      “So...” Dan said, crossing each arm over his chest in turn to stretch them out. “All we have to do is protect an entire planet. Totally easy. No problem. Kid stuff.”

      Andy chuckled. It was refreshing to see that despite the state of war they now existed in, Dan was still Dan. “No, we have to protect an entire city. It’s smaller, if nothing else. And it won’t just be us. There’ll be at least, hopefully, two other detachments.”

      “I hope they’ll play well with others,” Roxanna commented.

      She and Andy were circling each other with their hands up, each one in a defensive combat posture as their eyes—dark brown against purple—sought any signs of weaknesses, any little gesture that would broadcast an upcoming move or opening to take a shot. Jade was stalking a little around the outside, a potential new combatant who could go after either of them; it was an element of training to afford surprise.

      Roxanna took the first shot from the right, which Andy dodged by leaning back before ducking the second. She returned the swings, but was evaded as well. They were equally well-trained, after all.

      “Most of them do,” Andy said as they started circling again. Her eyes flicked to the outer ring, keeping track of Jade. “We are all Marines, after all.” She knew what they were thinking, but didn’t address it directly.

      “We’re just protective of you, boss,” Dan said from the sidelines. “We don’t want any of them to get dumb ideas in their heads and give you a hard time.” He obviously had no issue with addressing it, but she didn’t mind. She also appreciated the sentiment.

      “I appreciate that, Thomas, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” Dodge. Step. Swing. Block. “Remember, I’ve been shot by lightning, twice, and survived. I’m a pretty tough woman. No one’s unkind words are going to put me down.”

      That brought out a quiet chuckle from a couple of them. Anallin’s eyes just clicked.

      Andy broke into Roxanna’s guard and got a leg in, putting the Selerid down—flipping her over her hip to put the other woman on her back. Before either had a chance to do anything, Jade joined the fray and nearly tackled Andy from behind. The major just managed to dodge getting caught in the grapple, but she did lose her balance.

      She tossed herself forward, leaping over Roxanna and hitting the ground in a roll, coming back up and around on her feet. Andy had just barely sorted herself out to face the women when Jade was coming at her again. The girl, the youngest of their squad, had been picking up on her training quickly and was getting better by the day. Her confidence came in leaps and bounds too.

      The major had to scramble to get to her feet without being caught again, and by the time she was upright, she had to block one punch and dodge another. She hopped to the side to avoid a kick, but then had to jump back again when Roxanna was on her feet and coming at her from the other side.

      If she wasn’t careful, she was going to end up backed into a wall.

      Teamed up now, they came at her from the left and the right.

      “Remember that time when you took the last bowl of applesauce in the mess hall, Major?” Dan called from the side. “I think this is their revenge.”

      “Oh, come on,” Andy laughed, eyes swinging back and forth between them.

      Roxanna smiled. “It’s nothing personal.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two women with bruised ribs, and three sets of sore knuckles, and one potentially broken toe, later...all five members of Alpha Squad called it a day in the training room and headed to the rec-room. Andy was moving perhaps the slowest of all, but she knew after a night’s rest, she’d be able to shake it off.

      “You told us not to take it easy on you, Major,” Roxanna said as she sat down at the table across from Andy.

      “I know, I know,” Andy chuckled as she also sat, holding her ribs. She should have moved faster.

      It was late in the evening now, although when in space, you just had to trust the clock on that one. Soon they would all be heading off to bed to get their night’s rest, because every day started early...and that was only if you were lucky enough to not get woken up by some kind of danger alert.

      “I feel like a planet-side battle is a little scarier,” Jade commented, both hands around her cup of coffee. “Although I can’t really say why. I mean...a fight is a fight, isn’t it?”

      “There are more variables on a planet,” Anallin said, sipping a warm beverage that wouldn’t throw her system into anaphylactic shock like coffee would since Hanaran were severely allergic to caffeine. “At least on the ship, we know everything about it. There is nowhere for the enemy to hide. If they are here, we can find them. If they are not, then they are not. And no civilians to worry about.”

      “There is that,” Andy agreed, thoughtfully twisting her cup around. “As many as possible will be evacuated from the city, but not all of them will be. And we don’t even know for sure how long we’ll have to do that.”

      Roxanna added, “Plus, we won’t be familiar with the terrain or buildings.”

      Jade looked around the table with her lips pursed, then she laughed a little and shook her head. “Thanks, guys. I feel so much better now.” Her emerald green eyes flashed over the rim of her cup with amusement, as well as fear, as she took a long drink.

      There was a long moment of silence before Andy smiled at the youngest Marine in her squad. “It’s perfectly natural to be afraid,” she said. “You’re human, and we humans are not devoid of emotions. No matter how hard we try, or how hard we try to pretend otherwise. So, feel afraid. What is important is that you don’t let it stop you.” She held Jade’s gaze for a long moment. “What are you going to do when we get down to the planet?”

      “We’re going to evacuate as many civilians as possible so we can keep them out of the line of fire,” Jade answered. “It’s our job to put our lives on the line so theirs aren’t.”

      Andy nodded once. “And what will we do next?”

      “We will fight the enemy, protect the city, and do our duty.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we are ESS Marines, Sir.”

      Andy smiled a little broader. “Because we’re ESS Marines. Oorah!”
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      Andy fell back on her bed with a gushing exhale.

      It was “nighttime” now and she needed to be asleep, but she just didn’t feel sleepy. She felt fatigued, but that was something different. Her mind wouldn’t slow down, which was something it had been having a lot of trouble doing over the past few months.

      The Arkana were sweeping through the universe like locusts, coming from some unknown origin back to an even older origin. They didn’t just want Earth, but everything between them and Earth. Why? Was it just because they didn’t want anyone to get in their way, or did they actually want to conquer everything?

      In history, she had learned about leaders on ancient Earth that had tried to conquer the known world. Rome had seemingly gotten closer than most, but still had fallen in the end. Would the Arkana be so foolish as to follow in the footsteps of their ancestors’ ancestors? Or did they earnestly believe that they were more capable and thus would avoid repeating history?

      Or was there something else altogether?

      She just didn’t know, and she had no way of knowing. Her father might have been an Arkana, so that might sit in half of her genetics, but it didn’t give her any answers. Just questions... Questions that she wanted to ask, and questions that were asked of her.

      Andy tossed and turned for an hour before giving up. She got out of bed and went to the bathroom, splashing water on her face and staring at herself in the mirror.

      Nothing about her looked like the Arkana. There was no trace of them anywhere in her physical appearance. They were lean and pure white. As white as clean snow. Their hair and eyebrows were the same shade, with only their eyes—startling blue—breaking the color scheme.

      Andy was dark. Her skin and eyes and hair were all dark. She had a...normal, human face and a body like a Marine. Not willowy, like most of her father’s race. His blood was in her, giving her their resistance to alien abilities, but there was nothing else. Not even a sense of...longing, like the first Arkana she met had described.

      They said there were others like her, half-breeds, and all of them had chosen to go with the Arkana. Was that true? Or were they lying? Hadn’t it been established they tended toward straightforward tactics?

      If they weren’t lying, why didn’t she feel the same way? She didn’t want to go with them, and leave behind the people and life she knew.

      Growling at the questions and uncertainties piling up in her head, she left her room. She was going pretty casual at this point in just a tank top and long pants, but she was hardly going to put on her uniform for a walk through her own ship. If the shit hit the fan, she’d have to hustle to the locker room for her armor either way.

      When she left her room, she didn’t have a plan...

      ...which somehow led her feet to the brig.

      She stopped at the door and contemplated why she was there, but her subconscious must have had a reason and so she walked in. There was an officer from the tactical department on guard duty, whom she nodded to.

      “Sir,” the guard greeted simply.

      Andy returned the nod although she didn’t say anything as she walked in front of the brig cell, where bars and an energy field doubled up to keep prisoners inside. She looked at the long bunk attached to the wall where the Arkana was stretched out.

      “You’re still alive,” Andy said flatly.

      “And you’ve returned,” came the equally flat reply. “You’re not the only one who can state the obvious.”

      Andy pursed her lips and arched a brow, but bit her tongue against saying anything more on that topic. Sarcasm did not always need to be met with sarcasm, at least if you were hoping for anything resembling a productive conversation. It was highly tempting, but she managed to resist and instead jumped to what she really wanted to talk about.

      “Why did you tell us about Baccem?”

      The prisoner sat up on his bunk, bending his knees and resting his long, slender arms over them. He stared at her through the bars and the shimmering energy field, piercing her with those blue eyes as he smirked. “So, you figured it out.”

      Andy folded her arms over her chest. “Why did you tell us?” After all, the answer to his question was obvious.

      “I have my reasons.”

      “You aren’t going to tell me what those reasons are?”

      He shook his head slowly. “You don’t need to know my reasons, just the information.”

      Her brows drew down slightly and her eyes narrowed. “Your motivations could have a dramatic, and possibly dangerous, effect on us utilizing that information.”

      The smirk faded. “I know,” he said soberly. “My motivations have nothing to do with hostility towards you, or the ESS. That much, I can tell you.”

      It was something, if she believed him...which she was willing to go a little way toward doing. She remained skeptical, but the information in front of them did seem to be correct. At least, it was close enough for them to act on.

      “I still want to know why,” she said, although this time, her voice was quieter.

      He stared at her for a long time without saying anything, then looked away and shook his head with a sigh both audible and visible, shoulder rising and falling. “I know you do,” he said. “I wish I could tell you. But I can’t, at least not yet.”

      She tilted her head. “Why not? You know you’re not going to be going home any time soon.” He was a prisoner of war and could not be released until that war was over. Who knew how long that might be?

      “I won’t be going home ever again,” he returned. “Even if you turn me loose, I can’t go back. I am still alive and they will know. So, I can’t go home again.”

      “So why not tell me?” she asked, forcing the frustration out of her voice. She didn’t want him to know how upset this made her, even if she was sure he already had a pretty decent idea without her making it obvious.

      “I’m sorry,” was all he would say before laying back down.

      Andy stood a while longer, but didn’t say anything else. Eventually, she walked out without another word. She knew this wasn’t going to help her sleep any better.
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      Andy was on the bridge when the navigation officer announced they had arrived at Baccem. As the ship came out of light speed, the planet appeared large on the screen. It was a pretty sight, a lot of green and brown with the white swirling through the atmosphere. It looked a lot like Earth, though with a bit less blue. Not a watery place, then.

      “Report,” Captain Wallace announced.

      “We are the first ESS ship to arrive, Sir,” the sensor officer replied. “The Nebula will arrive in approximately six hours, and the Star Runner will arrive in just over nine hours.”

      Then the captain asked the more pertinent question. “How long until the Arkana arrive? Are they still heading in this direction?”

      The sensor officer didn’t reply right away. “Our sensors are interfacing with the Baccem satellites,” he announced. “Yes. Two Arkana vessels are still on a direct route for Baccem. They are estimated to arrive in ten hours at present speed.”

      “So, the 21st will be arriving maybe an hour before the Arkana,” Andy said thoughtfully. “That’s not a lot of time to get three detachments in sync.” It would have to be done of course, and they would do it. At least she’d have a little more time to make sure the 33rd and the 15th were all on target. As the first to arrive at the planet, Andy knew she’d be running the tactics.

      “Keep your eyes on those Arkana ships, and closely. If it looks like they are changing speed, alert me immediately.” He waited for that order to be acknowledged before he turned toward the communications officer. “Contact the planet.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      A few moments later, the screen came alive with a video feed from the planet. Andy stood like a shadow behind the captain’s chair, watching and listening but feeling no need to weigh in on the matter just yet. She doubted her counsel would be needed during this conversation anyway, but as the commander of the 33rd, she was there just in case.

      “I am Captain Wallace, commanding officer of the ESS Star Chaser,” he introduced himself, getting to his feet and inclining his head.

      The pair on the screen were a woman and a man; the woman appeared to be human, while the man was Ronnor. In her research, she had learned that Baccem had been unpopulated when a colony ship bearing humans and Ronnor found it and settled it. Later archaeological efforts had found there was once a population that had died out, so now it was predominantly humans and Ronnor, but as part of the ESS, there were other species there as well.

      “Captain Wallace,” the woman said, polite but solemn. “I am Regent Theodora and this is Regent Hiram. We thank you for coming. We have been alerted to the incoming Arkana threat and have, quite frankly, been expecting it.”

      Wallace smiled thinly. “Good foresight.”

      Hiram shook his head. “It didn’t take much of that to make an educated guess about the target painted on our planet. Any war-making force coming through space would be smart to want a base to produce more ships, and our factories are some of the best in the ESS for being able to utilize a wide variety of techniques, materials, and ship forms.”

      Andy wondered if this was really the time for a sales pitch, but she’d give him some leeway. It had to be a very stressful time.

      “How far along are your planetary defense systems?” Shailain interjected politely.

      “As you can imagine, we have been pushing it as hard as we can,” Theodora said. “I am afraid that we have only managed to push it up a few days and that’s at full capacity. If we have to evacuate the entire city, we’ll have to stop those efforts.”

      Wallace looked at Andy.

      Apparently, she was going to be talking in this conversation after all. She straightened up slightly and nodded respectfully to the regents. “I’m Major Dolan,” she introduced herself, then went on. “We would obviously find it ideal to evacuate all civilians. We will do our best to keep the Arkana out of your city, but I can’t make any promises. Any who remain will be at risk. However, it is your planet and your people. I cannot give you orders.”

      Theodora and Hiram exchanged a look, while Wallace gave Andy a nod of approval.

      The regents looked back to the captain. “A few of our engineers are going to remain in the innermost buildings of the city. If the Arkana get that far, it will all be over anyway so they might as well keep working on our defense system,” Hiram said.

      “Do we have a read on any other Arkana vessels?” Shailain asked.

      “The two vessels en route now are the only ones within five days of the planet,” the sensor officer said.

      “Did you hear that, Regents?” Wallace asked and they nodded.

      “I’m not sure our defense system will be done by five days, but it will be close,” Theodora said with a nod.

      “First things first, Sir,” Andy said. “We have to get rid of the ones who are coming on us now. If we make it past that, then we can worry about any others. If we are successful,” she went on, nodding to the regents as she said, “and I have every intention that we will be, hopefully we will have bought just enough time for your system to come online before any others make the same attempt.”

      Theodora smiled slightly. “That is our hope, Major,” she agreed. “For now, we have to evacuate as many of our people as we can.”

      Andy nodded. “We are going to help you with that too. My detachment will be coming down shortly and will aid in the evacuation while we wait for our reinforcements and then prepare for the arrival of the Arkana.”

      “Thank you, Major,” Hiram said, nodding to her and then to Wallace. “Captain.”

      “We will see you shortly,” Andy went on.

      The rest of the farewells passed and the channel was closed, the video of the regents winking off to show the planet once again. It was obviously too far away to see any of them, but Andy had the image of people scurrying around like ants, trying to figure out how best to get out of the way of the boot that was about to step on them.

      Andy took a deep breath. “Captain,” she said, turning to Wallace. “With your permission, I’d like to get my people down there.”

      “The sooner the better, Major.”
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      Every squad was kitted out with their uniforms, armor, weaponry, and a pack of supplies just in case. Who knew what was going to happen once they were down there, or what would be available to them? It was better to be prepared, or at least as prepared as they could be.

      Once outfitted, each squad loaded into their shuttle. They waited for clearance from the bridge, which came swiftly, and then each shuttle took off in sequence. As the leader of Alpha Squad, Andy’s shuttle was the one that took off first in a line of six vessels—like a mama duck leading her ducklings into the water. It was just a few minutes before they were ready to start their descent.

      “Prepare for atmospheric descent,” the pilot announced.

      Everyone was already in their seats and strapped in, so there wasn’t really much they could do except be aware.

      The ship started its way to the surface, shaking as it pushed its way through layers of atmosphere. Andy tried to ignore it, but even with all the planetary landings she had under her belt, there was always an edge of nausea.

      Sometimes, she envied the Arkana for their teleport systems. Although from what they knew, it couldn’t have put someone on a planet surface from space anyway...but it was a nice thought.

      Soon—but not soon enough—each shuttle made landfall. They exited with caution, just in case, but there was no one around to greet them. The shuttles closed up and locked themselves shut, where they would remain until the squads returned...or it was clear that they never would. In that case, the pilots would make a judgment call and return to the ship.

      Otherwise, they would wait. They would defend the shuttles, if needed.

      Andy and her squad led the way from the large expanse of flat land where they had landed to the city. It took a few minutes from one to the other, close enough to not be difficult but far enough to be noticed. As they came up to the city’s further boundary, they found a small group waiting for them. One was Regent Theodora and the others wore uniforms that Andy would guess were some sort of security.

      “Regent,” Andy greeted with a nod.

      “Major,” she said. “I wanted to greet you personally and thank you, as well as present you with these.” She handed a pair of tablets to Andy, who took one and handed the other to Roxanna.

      They turned them on and looked at a map of the city. She looked it over quickly, taking note of the highlights. She needed to go over them again in more detail, but she wanted to get started on the evacuation first.

      “Our peacekeeping personnel have been working on the southern half of the city. It would help speed things along if your people could work the northern half. The northeast corner houses a large population of civilian families. We’d like you to start there and help assure the children and caretakers are put on transports to the safe zones we have been erecting away from the city. We started evacuating yesterday as soon as we had somewhere for everyone to go, but...” She sighed. “It’s a big city. And we never anticipated having to clear it all out.”

      “You have no explanations to make to me, Regent,” Andy said. “You point and we’ll go.”

      Theodora smiled faintly, and then started to detail what help they needed...

      [image: ]
* * *

      For the next three hours, Andy and her squad—along with the five other squads—worked on clearing upset, frightened people out of their homes and onto long transit vehicles that would take them to temporary shelters nearly an hour outside of the city. Andy made sure to receive updates every half-hour from the Star Chaser about the status of the incoming ships, both friendly and hostile.

      Everything remained on schedule.

      Andy saw the last seat on the transport filled then hopped off, signaling for the driver to take off. As soon as that long vehicle was on its way, there was another pulling up into its place. Andy turned and passed by Roxanna escorting another family out of one of the many multi-residence structures. This one was a Selerid family and she had a little girl on her hip. The little one was clearly more worried than the adults, since her skin was swirling rapidly.

      Roxanna was talking with the girl as they walked. As they passed Andy, she could hear them speaking in the Selerid native tongue at a rate too fast for the translator to keep up. Behind them was a woman Andy assumed to be the mother, smiling feebly. She looked grateful for the help with the child, since she had another walking behind her. The little boy was holding his mother’s hand so tight that the purple skin was changing shades, but she never attempted to remove him.

      Andy let them board the transport without stopping to say anything. She moved into the building and the next apartment that hadn’t been cleared out yet. Everyone had been asked to wait within their homes until someone came for them.

      “ESS,” Andy announced, knocking on the door and stepping in.

      There was an old man, human, sitting on a pale green sofa. He was old enough to need a cane, which he held between his legs while he waited patiently for someone to come for him.

      “Sir, I’m Major Dolan,” she said as she strode in. “I’m here to take you to the transport.”

      He looked up at her with a faint smile. “I’ve been waiting,” he said simply. “May we take possessions?” He gestured at a small bag that sat on the floor beside his feet. “They are just a few things I can’t risk being destroyed, like pictures of my daughter. She lives far away now, you know.”

      Andy was surprised by the flash of emotion that rushed through her at seeing a father talking about his daughter.

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, walking up beside him and taking the bag. “It’s small enough, but you’ll have to hold it on your lap or between your feet. There’s no storage and no seats are going to be empty. Every seat gets a butt in it.”

      That made him smile, which somehow made her feel good. She put the bag over her shoulder and then helped him to his feet. Once he was up and had his cane, he didn’t move as slowly as she expected and she got him out of the building and into the line for the transport.

      “Is it really going to be as bad as they say?” he asked with his grey brows knitting.

      “It might be, Sir,” she answered honestly. “That’s why we have to get you on board this transport to make sure you can see your daughter again.”

      He smiled and patted her arm. “Yes, Ma’am. You get on now. Get the rest of those people out of there so they can live to see their families too.”

      Andy returned the smile with a small one of her own. “That’s the plan, Sir.”
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      By the time the ESS Nebula arrived and deposited the 15th ESS Marine Detachment on the planet, the majority of the north side of the city was in the temporary dwellings, on a transport vehicle, or standing in line about to get on one. There were still a few groups that needed to be moved out, but they had hustled over those hours and had most of them seen to.

      Andy split off from evacuation duty to meet Captain Valentine. She resisted the urge to make any quips about the name and after a few minutes in his presence, she knew that had been a good call.

      He wasn’t much taller than she was, with a shock of ink black hair but pale hazel eyes that stood out from the mid-tone tan of his face. She outranked him, but the look in his eyes suggested he was tempted to ignore that; and she knew almost immediately that this man could be a bit of trouble.

      “Major Dolan,” he said. She waited a moment to see if there would be any commentary, but he was professional enough to keep his words out of it.

      “Captain Valentine,” she returned with a single nod. “Have your squads speak with Sergeant Roxanna about aiding in the evacuation while you and I talk strategy for the defense of the city.”

      “The evacuation isn’t done yet, Sir?” he asked. The words were polite, but she picked up on that edge.

      “If it was, do you think I would be ordering your squads to assist, Captain?” she returned sharply. “It nears completion and will be done even more quickly with your people, so get to it.” She didn’t say anything, just kept a level dark-eyed gaze on him with only the rare blink. He held her gaze for a few moments before realizing that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with that.

      With a curt nod, he stepped away to speak to one of his Marines before he came back to her.

      “We’re not going to have a problem, are we, Captain Valentine?” Andy was going to tackle the problem before it had a chance to blow up, potentially at the worst possible time.

      His first expression said he wanted to contradict her, but thought better of it because she had so clearly seen through him. He was the leader of a Marine detachment and was privy to certain information that the corps on the whole would not be. She had encountered this reaction in others who weren’t on the Star Chaser and recognized it instantly.

      They knew that she was half-Arkana; she was part of the enemy. They doubted her. But they didn’t know her.

      “No, Major,” he finally replied flatly.

      She just stared into his gaze for a few moments before giving a curt nod of her own and gesturing him to the side, so they would be out of the way of any potential evacuation actions taking place around them. She didn’t have a great deal of faith that Valentine wouldn’t give her some kind of grief, but she was going to take his word for it for the moment. They had a job to do, after all, and they were Marines.

      “The Star Runner is still on schedule, but that means it will still be another three hours until the 21st arrives to help us. That gives us three detachments with six squads each,” Andy said, stating the obvious first. “That is clearly not enough to surround the entire city perimeter, but we shouldn’t have to.”

      She brought out the tablet that Theodora had given her and brought up the map of the city. “Since we know they can’t use their teleportation equipment from ship to surface, that means they will be coming down via ships.”

      Valentine interrupted, although his tone was improved. “What if they try shooting their ship’s weapons at the surface?”

      Andy shook her head. “They won’t. They won’t care for any of the population, of course, but they will care about the production buildings, as well as any supplies and the centers for the communications and satellites. They want this planet functioning. No, they are going to come down here and they are going to try to take it over.”

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself,” he said quickly, then lifted his pale eyes and added, “Sir.”

      “I am,” she said. “The Arkana have so far proven to follow logical paths. They have a goal and they are doing what is best to achieve it. What I’ve said aligns with that logic.” She leveled him with a look before continuing. “They are going to want to bring down as many soldiers as possible, and that means the areas where they can land ships is limited.” She pointed out two primary locations. There were some where a single ship could land, but only two spots where multiple vessels could touch down. There was nowhere in the city itself that wouldn’t damage either building or ship.

      Andy was gambling they wouldn’t want to risk damaging the buildings, just in case it was something important to them.

      “Once on the ground, they have to get into the city,” she went on. “They will try to get to the center where they can take over all the key points which will allow them to control the entire planet. Once they have their hands on communications, power, weather...once they have everything, they will have the planet and will be able to control the populace. So, we have to keep them from getting that far.”

      Valentine pointed at the map on the tablet. “These buildings,” he said, looking up at the city before them for a moment before going on, “form walls and canyons.”

      Andy nodded. “Something that we’ll be counting on. It will help limit their points of entry.” Those she outlined with her finger hovering over the top of the screen. “We can set our squads just outside and then partially into the city,” she said. “Trying to defend it entirely from outside the buildings won’t give enough cover, but we can use the buildings and roads to our advantage.”

      She looked over the map one more time, her brain spinning.

      “I think the southeast corner and the side due west will be their main focus,” she said. “It is both of these areas that have the clearest, straightest paths to the most important buildings. We’ll assign one detachment to each one, and then split the final one amongst the other potential entry points on the northeast side. I expect that’ll see more trouble if they try to come through them all at once, which is a possibility depending on how many soldiers their ships can put on the ground.”

      Valentine rubbed the back of his neck, nodding slowly. “We’re making a lot of assumptions, Major.”

      Andy was aware of that. “It’s the best we can do right now, Captain.”
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      Of course, they weren’t going to leave everything up to chance and assumptions. In the time they had before the arrival of their final reinforcements and the enemy, they would set up what secondary defenses they could.

      They had to play a delicate balance between setting defenses and not destroying the city they were trying to protect. Some damage was inevitable, and they were all aware of that, but they were going to try their best to minimize it when possible. Until this moment, and indeed not for another few hours, this planet had not experienced the ravages of war.

      Andy hoped they would be able to leave it as close to that as possible.

      “Try putting it closer to the wall,” Andy suggested, pointing to where they were running a line along the bottom of a building and across the street. Unlike in a forest environment, concealing things was a little more difficult in a city but they were doing their best. Anallin kneeled at one end while Jade checked the other.

      Given that the Arkana were known to be resistant to a lot of high tech weapons, they were going a little old-fashioned. The “live” element to it, which Jade—as the group’s tech specialist—was in charge of setting up, would set off a line of short spikes. A delaying tactic at best, but it was something. This road was one of the few that wouldn’t have a Marine squad sitting right on it, after all, but it also didn’t lead anywhere “important.”

      “I’ve heard this planet grows guonga fruit,” Dan commented as he took another length of physical line and ran it along a stretch that Roxanna pointed out. “I wonder if that’s why the Arkana really want it. I mean, who can resist that guonga candy?”

      “I can,” Anallin commented.

      Dan turned his head to look at the Hanara with a dry expression. “Really? I mean, come on, you can’t eat or drink any of the good stuff. No guonga fruit, no chocolate, no coffee, no alcohol... What do you Hanarans do for fun?”

      This was the sort of question that would make anyone listening in think that they hadn’t, in fact, been in the same squad together for as long as they had. The other three in the squad knew, however, that it was not the first time this discussion had been had. The intermittent clicks from Anallin’s eyes showed its acknowledgements of this fact, too.

      “Do you really require me to tell you again?” Anallin asked, standing up and looking at Dan.

      “We don’t have that much else to talk about?” Dan offered.

      Everyone else chuckled, except Anallin of course. Not for lack of amusement, in theory, but simply because Hanarans did not express emotion in the same way as other species.

      “I’m not telling you again,” Anallin finally said, which made everyone chuckle again as they continued their efforts. They finished one section and moved to another, setting up a trap involving the dispersion of a gas that would possibly render the Arkana unconscious, at least for a short period of time.

      Figuring out what worked and what didn’t against the Arkana was an ongoing process of trial and error. They knew that the original genetic engineering of the Arkana had been based on humans, so that was a starting place, but they had apparently spent a lot of time genetically engineering themselves over the last couple centuries.

      ESS engineers continued to work on improving their own energy weapons using captured energy weapons from the enemy, but in the meantime, old-fashioned projectiles were still the name of the game. Other things had been brought out of the weapons closet, so to speak, and tinkered with and experimented with.

      One of the more effective was stun gas, as they called it. Unless the ESS people were wearing gear, it couldn’t be used on ships, though, because what affected the Arkana affected them as well. Now seemed like a good time to bring that weapon out.

      “When do you think we’re going to get leave again?” Dan asked as they worked on the next section after Andy had checked in with her other squads, as well as Valentine. If there was one in her own group that was going to work to fill the silence, it was Dan. When she had met his mother—who still, despite even more recent attempts to convince her, refused to believe that Dan and Andy weren’t dating—Andy had understood where his “gift of gab” had come from.

      “I don’t know, Thomas,” Andy said, shaking her head. “I am hoping soon, though. It has been pretty nonstop since they declared war and even before that. One day off on that starbase didn’t seem like enough.”

      “Probably because that base didn’t have anything worth doing on it. One lousy bar that played bad music, had no dancing, and only served synthetic liquor,” Dan muttered. “What kind of a day off is that?”

      Jade chimed in, kneeling on the ground with her scanner. She didn’t even look up when she spoke. “I have to agree with him on that one, Major,” she said. “I wouldn’t have minded it being just one day if we’d actually had somewhere with things to do. Time off in one’s bunk is all well and good, but when you want distraction, you want something...distracting.”

      Of course, this brought a laugh from Dan that hinted at vaguely inappropriate thoughts, but Andy silenced him with a look.

      “I would love to have leave time long enough to go home,” Roxanna said, almost wistfully. “It’s been a long time since I set foot on Seler. I miss the oceans.” She moved along the building wall, scanning. “Earth has some lovely water, but it’s still nothing like the deep glittering black of the waters on Seler. To visit the city of Unaria.” She glanced back at them with a light in her purple eyes. “It’s entirely underwater, you know.”

      “Really?” Jade asked with almost cheerful curiosity. “Like Atlantis?”

      Roxanna blinked back at the younger human. “Like what?”

      Andy chuckled and shook her head. “Atlantis,” she said. “It’s a mythical city on Earth said to have sunk beneath the waters.”

      The Selerid nodded with understanding. “Like that, but not mythical nor sunk. It was built underwater, and it is one of the most beautiful places in the galaxy.”

      It never ceased to amaze Andy how people could be. They were on a planet, setting up defenses against an enemy that would be upon them in hours. There would be combat, and injuries and maybe fatalities. They could die. No one knew what would happen, and it would be their first wartime combat on a planet. Defending a city that none of them had seen before this moment...

      And yet, they were not morose. They spoke to one another, working hard, like they always did. Treating one another like a unit, like a family, like they always did.

      When the fight came, they would fight hard.

      Like they always did.
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      “Major, the Star Runner has arrived and is establishing orbit.”

      That was good news. Andy acknowledged and said, “And the Arkana?”

      “Both ships are still directly en route for Baccem. They will arrive in approximately forty minutes.”

      That wasn’t good news.

      Andy closed the comm channel from the ship and turned to the rest of her squad. They were loosely arrayed around where they would be stationed once the Arkana reached the planet, but hadn’t taken up formal positions yet. Although they had been fairly loose earlier, now the tension was starting to settle in and silences were lasting longer.

      While she waited, she checked over her gear for the fifth time.

      “Sir, I’m pretty sure that nothing has changed in the past five minutes,” Dan commented from where he was leaning against a wall. There was tension in the tightness around his brown eyes.

      “You can’t be sure of that,” Andy replied, managing a half-smile in return.

      “Whatever you say, Major.” Dan shook his head with a small smile of his own.
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* * *

      It took another twenty minutes for the ESS 21st Marine Detachment to get on the ground, and Andy didn’t want to waste any time. She used the communications system to send them where she needed them to go. Knowing that they would have the least amount of time to get ready, she put them where they needed the least intense coverage.

      The 21st was led by Major Canar, a Ronnor who had been one of her instructors during her years in training. Now he was serving in the field again, having re-upped when the threat first became clear but before war was declared. He was technically the senior between them, but she had been on the field first and set up their tactics. He ceded to her and she was grateful that his wisdom overrode his ego.

      “We are in position, Major Dolan,” Canar called in just a few minutes after their shuttles had touched down. “The Star Runner is reporting an ETA of fifteen minutes until the Arkana are in range to launch their shuttles and potentially board our ships.”

      “Acknowledged, Major,” Andy replied, trying not to grind her back teeth at the thought of the enemy being so close.

      She gestured to her squad and they all moved into more entrenched positions around their section of the city’s outer limits. Anallin was the company’s best shot and took up the highest location, with both cover and a clean shot of all directions the Arkana could come from. This happened to be a tree growing at the edge of the building. There was a swath of “nature” leading straight up to the edge of the buildings, undoubtedly by design rather than natural occurrence. Either way, it worked in their favor.

      Now, no one spoke.

      Andy quietly checked in with Valentine again, and then with each of her squads. Everyone reported they were at full readiness, and now...they waited.

      It was the moments of waiting, when there were no more tasks to be completed, that were the worst. These were the times when there was nothing to do but think. Her body had to remain still, so her mind made up for the difference.

      Every moment of combat was difficult. It forged a deeper conflict within her each time she came face to face, toe to toe, with Arkana soldiers. It wasn’t that she was conflicted by a desire to go with them. That ship had sailed far off into the stars and was not coming back. Why would she want to be part of a group like this just because she happened to be related to them; that wasn’t her fault.

      However, she knew that she was related to them. She knew that the genetically manipulated blood that flowed through their veins also flowed through hers. It was a conflict to know that she was related to people like this; who would wage a war based, basically, on xenophobia. She had been raised on ESS values, and grew up around these allied species. She considered Roxanna and Anallin as much her family as Dan and Jade.

      There was also the question of her father.

      She knew what he was, but not who. Even at war, she couldn’t help but wonder who he was among the people. Had she already met him and not known it? Had she possibly already fought, and maybe even killed, him? How would she know? It wasn’t like he would be wearing a nametag or something.

      And then, even further back in her mind, was the question she couldn’t escape.

      Why me?

      Until this past year, there hadn’t been anything special about Andy. She was a bright woman who did well in school and training, moving on to be a competent Marine and a solid leader, but it was nothing that put a spotlight on her. She was perfectly happy with that too, because the spotlight was not anything she sought.

      To the ESS, she was the half-Arkana woman helping them fight a war.

      To the Arkana, she was a half-breed traitor.

      If that wasn’t enough to put a brain into conflict, what was?

      Andy blew out a breath and tried to get her mind back under control. Those thoughts may have been inescapable, but they were also useless. Nothing about any of her thoughts would help her to fight the battle that was before her. The conflict inside her head would do nothing for the conflict she was about to throw her body into.

      She closed her eyes for the briefest of moments and pushed the thoughts aside. They would come back again, but not now.

      Now, she had to focus.

      It was just a few minutes later that the Star Chaser called her.

      “The Arkana ships are in range. We have intruder alerts. The tactical team is handling it. Shuttles are on their way to the planet. Be ready.”
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      If the waiting had been bad before, it grew increasingly intolerable once they knew that not only were the big Arkana ships coming but the shuttles were heading directly for them. Of course, which point of entry they would choose was still an open question, and if it would be one or multiple locations.

      The Star Chaser didn’t have time to give them too many details, since they had their own problems to deal with.

      Seconds ticked down to the rhythm of heartbeats. Even with the faint sounds of a city behind them, like the automated systems that were not disengaged or the few people that remained and could be just barely heard in the distance, Andy could hear the steady breathing of her squad. And, of course, the eye clicking. That was a cadence which bordered on the comforting for her now.

      They were all well-trained. She made sure of that. They had also been through more than their share of tough spots during their time together. Everyone’s adrenaline would be rushing—Roxanna’s skin swirling and Anallin’s eyes clicking—but they were calm, and ready. They were not shaken.

      Every pair of eyes roamed from one side of their field of vision to the other, but saw nothing. All ears were straining at every sound, but they heard nothing. Andy knew that her earpiece could ignite with sound at any moment, but still nothing...

      They waited.

      Just when she began to doubt that the shuttles were heading for the surface, her earpiece chirped and she heard the voice of Captain Valentine.

      “We have a visual,” he said, pitching his voice low. She could hear the tension. “They are on approach to our location. They do not look like they are here for tea and a chat.”

      Andy would’ve laughed, but the situation really wasn’t that funny.

      “Confirmed,” she replied. “Stick to the plan. Engage as necessary. Squads will remain in position unless ordered otherwise, but call if you need help.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      The channel chirped again as it closed.

      They still had no signs of Arkana landing in their area, which made the impulse to move from it and join Valentine a very strong one. But she knew better than that. Unless it was for reasons of emergency, they could not leave their own post unmanned. It was just as likely that the Arkana would be showing up in front of them at any moment, and they had to be there to greet them when they did.

      It didn’t take too much longer.

      They heard them before they saw them. There was a low rumbling sound, like something rolling over dirt and grass and rocks. Roxanna was the first to pick up on it, and that was before the sound could be heard. She sensed them, using her empathic Selerid senses. She could tell when there were new minds in her area, generally well before they could be either heard or seen.

      “They’re coming,” she said quietly.

      Everyone straightened up just a little more, and held their weapons ready.

      Then, they heard the sound. The rumbling started quietly at first and grew louder as the...whatever it was moved towards them. In just a few minutes more, they saw it. It looked like some sort of vehicle on rolling treads. It was boxy and looked metallic, but with an odd pale sheen to it from a metal that no one in the ESS had ever seen before. It reminded Andy of the tanks from old Earth that she had read about, although it didn’t quite look the same. There was more than just a...feeling of similarity.

      There were Arkana troops, armored and well-armed, walking to all sides of it. Just like their enemy counterparts, they had their guns up and were ready to engage.

      Definitely not there for tea.

      Alpha Squad held firm to their positions, but any orders of waiting until fired upon were unnecessary. The “tank,” for lack of a better term, opened fire almost as soon as they saw it. The shot was an energy pulse, broad but imprecise. It flew over the heads of the Marines on the ground and hit the building behind one side of them. Andy and Jade moved fast out of the way of falling debris, but they didn’t take their eyes off the enemy for more than a moment.

      “Thomas,” Andy ordered.

      Dan swapped his projectile rifle back on its sling and brought forward the second gun he carried. This one was a large Arkana rifle that had been taken from a casualty on their ship. Only humans could fire the Arkana weapons. This one was of a size for Dan to carry, at least as a second weapon.

      The tank fired again, this time forcing Dan to move, but still without hitting a Marine directly. He shifted his position, but quickly took aim again with the Arkana rifle.

      He sighted down its length at the glossy white vehicle and pulled the trigger. The bright light of its energy fire flew from it and hit the ground just to the left of the tank, at the feet of some of the soldiers. They returned fire, but the other Marines provided cover. Anallin took the key sniper shots from its position in the tree, but it seemed that every Arkana who went down was replaced by one from behind the vehicle.

      Dan’s second shot was delayed as he was forced to again change position, between the ground troops’ fire and the tank’s third shot.

      He hit one of the rolling treads, breaking the seams between them. It stopped working abruptly as the treads lost cohesion, and for a moment, it almost began to turn—like it would move in a circle. Whoever was driving it brought it to a halt fast, letting it sit in place but still facing the same direction as it had been.

      Its gun still faced the Marines and city.

      Dan didn’t waste any time before firing another shot, which hit the tank’s side. It didn’t damage the material of its body, but part of the shot hit the other side’s treaded wheel and that lost its cohesion as well. The tank was now effectively dead in place.

      Its guns, however, remained entirely live.

      It punched another hole in the building while the ground troops fired at them. Dan shot at the tank, but the rest of the body was not as vulnerable as the wheels had been. His further shots couldn’t do anything to pierce its armor.

      “We need to get that gun out of commission,” Andy said between shots. “We need to get inside that thing.”
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      It was like trying to split one’s brain in half, while making sure that both parts still functioned properly. Andy continued to engage the enemy, since they certainly weren’t going to stop and let her think, but she had to look over the scene before her and try to make a plan for getting to that tank and disabling it.

      Weapons were not penetrating the armor of the tank itself. All they had done was ground it...which was good, just not good enough.

      If this tank was anything like ancient Earth ones, there would be some sort of hatch on the top. Looking at the design of the thing, it seemed likely that that was where the opening was. On the ground, she could see soldiers to either side. There were a couple to the front and reinforcements coming from behind it. She couldn’t see the numbers of those behind, but she knew that there had already been several who had needed to come forward and replace those taken out by Alpha Squad’s shots.

      Her squad was only five, and she wasn’t going to bring any of the other squads in for this. She didn’t want the whole group to attack the tank, and part of it couldn’t take on either side on their own. Not with things as they were.

      “Anallin, Thomas,” Andy called over the sound of gunfire and energy discharges. She had to wait as the tank fired another shot that sent debris at their backs, but it was small enough to not damage them. “Focus fire on that thing’s left side. See if we can draw them to that side to return fire. Keep it coming hot. I want them to think more than just you guys are shooting at them. Thomas, continue with the Arkana rifle.”

      Two voices acknowledged her order. She would have crossed her fingers had they not been busy holding onto the rifle. After a moment, she told Roxanna and Jade to cease fire, so it really looked like they were focusing on the one side.

      She ground her back teeth together, refusing to give in to anxiety. This wasn’t the best plan ever, but she knew that it was the best one she could manage under the circumstances, in the grand total of thirty seconds she had to make it. Her dark eyes roved back and forth to either side of the tank and for too long, she didn’t see any of the Arkana moving to cover the side being blasted to hell.

      Andy was just about to change her orders and scramble for a new plan when she saw soldiers from the right side of the tank back away, going around behind the large gleaming vehicle to emerge on the left side and add their fire to the rest. Thomas and Anallin kept it up, but she could see from the corner of her eye that Thomas was being forced to move to avoid enemy fire.

      As he moved, his weapons fire became more erratic. She worried that the enemy would think they had moved again, but he picked it right back up to full speed as soon as he was in position again. He moved fast, efficiently, and she allowed herself that briefest moment of pride to, once again, see her squad performing at their finest.

      Now was not the time for such things, however, and she had to move on.

      She turned her full attention to the right side of the tank.

      The Arkana weren’t stupid, so they hadn’t abandoned that side completely, but the number of soldiers guarding the downed vessel were fewer than before. What Andy had previously estimated as over fifteen to twenty, she now saw was closer to six. At least from what she could see.

      Andy gestured for Roxanna and Jade to follow her, and the three began to slowly slide toward the right. They kept their eyes sharp and their guns up, using some of the decorative greenery that wasn’t shot down to obscure the view of them as they moved.

      The six—now she was sure—Arkana soldiers weren’t watching the direction they were coming from, too busy trying to determine if they were missing all the action on the other side.

      The three Marines moved as quickly and silently as they could. Andy waited until they were about halfway between where they had been and the tank before gesturing that she and Roxanna were to open fire. She knew that this had to be fast and precise, or those soldiers would get the warning out to their compatriots. Of course, the wealth of noise and light coming from the exchange would cover many things.

      Andy was counting on that.

      She gestured again and they picked their targets. Neither of them were the sort of crack shot that Anallin was, but they held their own. Their first two shots took out the Arkana closest to their positions. Neither had the chance to make any noise before they hit the ground, and the Marines were already aiming their second shots.

      They got those shots off, but the soldiers had seen their fellows go down and were more alert. One went down clean, but the other got off a shot of its own. The soldier hit the ground, but was not out of the fight yet. By now, the other two were pushing themselves against the tank, trying to use it for cover to return fire. The greenery that Andy and the others were using did just enough to keep them from being sure of just where they were firing.

      Two shots blew past Andy’s side, burning away some of their covering foliage. She cursed softly and shifted over a little, but not so much to risk putting Roxanna or Jade accidentally into her field of fire.

      Roxanna took another shot and put out the one on the ground before it could make any more noise.

      Despite all of the sound that had been made so far, Andy didn’t see any reinforcements returning. The firefight taking place on the other side of the tank was still providing sufficient cover to keep their work beyond notice for the moment. So, there was that at least, and Andy meant to make the most of it.

      She lined up her next shot toward the closest Arkana, trying to use part of the protruding armor of the tank to hide behind but it wasn’t nearly of a size to do any real concealing. What it did manage to do was make her shot a little more difficult, but Andy wasted no time in lining it up and pulling the trigger.

      The bullet ricocheted off the tank and Andy cursed inwardly again. She adjusted her aim and again pulled the trigger, putting as little time between the two shots as humanly possible. This shot hit its mark and the Arkana soldier went down. The last one saw the other hit the dirt and started to run, heading around the back of the tank to alert the others to the trouble.

      He didn’t make it.
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      Time was limited.

      The three Marines had taken down the six remaining Arkana soldiers, but they all knew that this reprieve wasn’t going to last long. Eventually, the others would figure out something was wrong and would come back, or reinforcements that were held in reserve would decide to come check on things. At least it seemed that none of them had heard any of the noise.

      Andy took a moment to scan everything before them, but she didn’t see anyone coming from either side.

      She nodded and the three moved forward. They scanned everywhere around them as they advanced, just in case there were any surprise visitors, and they kept as low as they could while they hurried. The terrain they had to cross was more open, with no decorative foliage, and it made her anxious to be out in the open so much.

      They reached the tank and stepped around the bodies, watching them warily to make sure that none were about to reach out and grab one of their ankles.

      “Martin, you need to get in there and figure out how to disable it,” Andy said in a loud whisper, although the end of her words were drowned out when the tank fired again. “I’m guessing there’s a pilot in there. You’ll have to neutralize him and then figure out the controls.” Her ears were ringing slightly from being so close to the tank when it fired. She wondered how the Arkana kept from being deafened entirely.

      “Yes, Major,” Jade said with a nervous nod.

      “You can do this,” Andy reassured her. “Just move quickly. I don’t know how much time we’ll have before they come back here. We need that thing out of commission before it pulls the buildings down on our heads.”

      Jade nodded again shakily. She stared at the ladder on the side of the tank before slinging her rifle back and pulling her sidearm, knowing that the inside of the tank was not likely to be spacious enough to fire a rifle.

      Andy wondered just how it was that the tank driver hadn’t known there was something amiss right outside its door, quite literally, but it had to be just as loud inside that thing as it was outside. And undoubtedly, it was more focused on the enemy in front of it, rather than trying to keep an eye to either side. The soldiers surrounding it were supposed to be in charge of that.

      Roxanna kept a watch out while Andy split her gaze between their surroundings and watching Jade go up the ladder. Anxiety that she refused to acknowledge gathered in the pit of her stomach, hoping that the young Marine could shoot the driver before the driver—or anyone else that might be in there—could get her.

      It was yet one more calculated risk, but she knew it had to be taken.

      Jade reached the top and put one hand on the handle of the hatch, keeping low, her other hand holding her sidearm at the ready. She glanced down at Andy and nodded once, as if gathering her courage and focus. Andy returned the nod, trying to convey both, and then Jade turned back to the door. She pulled it open and wasted no time dropping inside. Not just to get the drop on the driver, but to not give the ground troops on the other side enough of a chance to see her.

      There was a long moment of silence before Andy heard the echo of a gunshot.

      That was Jade’s weapon, she could be sure of that much since it was clearly a projectile rather than an energy discharge. There was a risk that the Arkana had overpowered Jade and taken her weapon, but she knew it was unlikely. Jade was young, but no less trained than any of the others.

      After a painful, anxious moment, Jade used her communicator to contact Andy.

      “Vehicle secure,” she replied in a low voice. Already, Andy could hear beeps and clicks and other technological sounds in the background. That was all Jade said before she closed the channel, because Andy knew that she had to focus. She had to figure out alien technology on a very short timetable.

      “How much longer can they keep up that barrage?” Roxanna asked, just loud enough to be heard but pitched low enough to be no more than that. Her skin swirled at a hyper rate, demonstrating the agitation that she was too trained to let out otherwise.

      “Hopefully, long enough,” Andy replied, knowing that her answer wasn’t really an answer, but it was the best one she had.

      They waited in impatient silence after that. Andy could envision Jade inside the tank, hitting buttons and reading screens. The young woman had a habit of sticking out her tongue when she focused on technological matters, which received no end of teasing among the squad, but Andy could easily imagine that she was doing it just then. Had the situation not been so tense, Andy just might have smiled thinking about it, and about how well she’d gotten to know her people.

      She could hear the focused fire on the other side starting to slow down, and she felt her muscles tense further. Andy wanted to know what had happened to make the change, but she knew she had to hold off on finding out. She didn’t want to call while they were busy laying down fire, and she wasn’t going to come out of their hiding space enough to get a visual.

      As it always seemed to be, it was just when Andy was starting to think she needed to change her plan that everything fell into place.

      Jade climbed down the ladder, having managed to exit the top hatch without either of them having heard her. She had her weapon holstered and moved to the ground both cautiously and quickly along the gleaming white vehicle.

      “The tank is out of commission, Major,” she reported with a sharp nod. “I made sure that even if they put another driver in there, they won’t be able to get it going again. At least I think it is.”

      Andy took a moment to look her over. Adrenaline had her emerald green eyes sparkling, and the major could see where blood from the driver had spattered back on her to be wiped off with her gloved hand. She looked anxious in the eyes, but the rest of her was solid and alert.

      “Good work, Martin,” Andy said.

      Jade smiled slightly. Andy looked to Roxanna, who nodded back at her. They were done and ready to go.

      “We have to get back to the line before they realize that their big gun has gone quiet,” Andy ordered, nodding for the three of them to start moving. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be here when they figure that one out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      The three Marines got back to their original positions without being spotted by the enemy. They shifted through the foliage and traced along the line of the building until they got back to where Dan and Anallin were holding things down.

      Andy first noticed that the Hanaran was no longer in the tree.

      “Report,” she called as she returned to the line of fire, adding her weapon to the still steady barrage.

      “Fell out of the tree, Major,” Anallin replied without looking away from the enemy targets.

      “Got shot out of the tree, more like it,” Dan supplied, standing on Anallin’s other side. “I did a quick field exam but didn’t see any serious injuries.”

      “I’m fine,” the Hanaran declared. If Andy didn’t know better, she almost would have said that the tone was petulant...but petulance wasn’t usually in the Hanaran makeup. Unless Anallin really had been spending too much time around humans. “I can still hold the line, Sir.”

      “I have no doubt that you can,” Andy replied sincerely.

      They had to reach the end of enemy soldiers at some point, didn’t they? Without the tank to provide any sort of cover fire, they were out in the open while the Marines had the trees and buildings to try to keep themselves concealed. They had to run out of soldiers at some point.

      Andy ordered that they ease up on their firing, to conserve energy and ammunition while they no longer needed to be a distraction.

      It wasn’t much longer, however, until the Arkana picked up on the fact that the tank wasn’t firing anymore. Although it surprised Andy that it seemingly took them as long as it did. Their weapon fire slowed and even from where they were, Andy thought she could hear shouting from the enemy. The reduced weapons fire made it easier to hear. She couldn’t make out the words themselves, but they were clearly agitated.

      “I think they found my handiwork, Sir,” Jade supplied with a small smile. It wasn’t an expression with any great amount of mirth, but still, her grace under fire was improving.

      “I think they have, Martin,” Andy had to agree. “Hold fire, but keep your weapons ready.”

      They stopped firing while they watched across the field, waiting to see what the Arkana would do. She could see two of them standing on top of the tank, looking highly agitated. She was about to order the Marines to open fire again and take out the last of them when the two on top jumped to the ground.

      It was just a moment before the remaining group had come together and then turned their attention back on the Marines.

      However, instead of opening up weapons fire again, the remaining Arkana straight out charged. Without having to keep it slow in order to remain alongside the tank, they just tore straight off and ran at the Marines.

      “Fire,” Andy ordered.

      They took out a few before the Arkana reached the line, but their long, lithe bodies were remarkably fast when they chose to be and they covered the ground quickly. Also, moving at that speed made them hard targets to hit. As they neared, Anallin was able to take down two more but that still left just over half a dozen for the Marines to deal with on a hand-to-hand basis, now that they were too close for the long-range weapons.

      Jade managed to pull her sidearm again and use that, but Dan, Andy and Roxanna were caught in close-quarter combat. They were the front of the line, and Anallin shifted behind them. Andy couldn’t watch everything, but she knew the Hanaran would move around until it could get better shots and take them out quickly.

      Andy and the others let the fight shift them back enough to use their surroundings to prevent any Arkana from getting around and flanking them.

      Andy ducked and let a wild swing fly over her head, coming up with her fist leading the way into an Arkana soldier’s gut. The other woman grunted and coughed once, but it wasn’t as effective as it might have been once because the Arkana had started wearing a type of armor. It wasn’t enough to stop the Marines’ bullets, but it did help in other types of combat against ESS Marines.

      Upright again, Andy slammed her head forward and broke the alien’s nose. She cried out in shock and instinctively held a hand to the spurt of blood that was now the center of her face. Andy grabbed the front of her uniform, and drove a knee up into the same spot she had hit just seconds before. Even with the armor, it was still tender and likely bruised, so a second shot—especially from something hard like a knee—was even more painful.

      Coughing and sputtering, the Arkana tore herself out of Andy’s grip. She looked like she was about to throw herself bodily onto the major, but before she could see this plan through, she suddenly dropped.

      Andy looked quickly to the side and saw Anallin, rifle aimed at the now crumpled body. She nodded her thanks before turning back to the fight.

      She saw two coming at Roxanna from either side, and she dove in. She grabbed one by the back of its hair and yanked, sending it wildly off balance and stumbling backwards. She lifted a fist to hit it in the face, but the alien managed to twist away and get out of her grip. The silky white hair that had been in the ponytail slipped through her fingers, leaving nothing but a few strands in her otherwise empty hand.

      Andy was forced to jump back a couple of steps as the enemy soldier lunged for her, apparently ready to all-out brawl. He had his hands up like an ancient Earth boxer and leaned back slightly in a defensive posture.

      “Do you guys just materialize out of thin air?” she asked with no small amount of annoyance for the fact that they weren’t done with them yet. She had her hands up, ready to defend as well.

      He shifted easily from defense to offense, lunging forward just enough to take a swing at her, which she deftly avoided by hitting his incoming hand with her own and sending it off course. This slipped her into his guard so she could take a hit of her own, but hers landed because she was closer than he’d been.

      The Arkana tried to wrap his arms around her, grab her in a sort of bear hug and pin her arms to her sides, but she brought her knee up too fast and caught him right between the legs.

      All the air rushed out of his lungs and he staggered back. A gunshot pierced the air not far from her, though it wasn’t destined for this soldier. He was half bent over, lurching to one side as he tried to right himself and come back for her. She had already grabbed her rifle and used the butt to drive into the back of his head.

      He fell to the ground and didn’t move again.

      “Major!” Roxanna called.

      Andy spun around in time to see an Arkana soldier breach their line and take off down the street that had been behind them. Anallin got off a pair of shots, but the soldier was already around a corner and onto another street.
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      Instead of pursuing a solitary enemy soldier on the loose, Andy immediately opened a channel to the leader of Theta Squad. Theta had been given a more mobile assignment as a secondary line of defense, for situations just like these.

      “Dolan to Theta Squad Leader,” she called, pressing the button on her earpiece. “There is a single runner who got through Alpha Squad position, heading east on the interior streets.”

      “Acknowledged, Major. We’ll find him.”

      The channel closed, and she knew that she would just have to trust that Theta Squad would do its job. And she did. For now, she had a lull in the fight at her position and her own squad to take care of.

      Ahead of them, the sabotaged tank remained stuck in the dirt. Pale white bodies lie all around it. Those that had come upon them near the buildings were either laying on the ground or being dragged into a pile and bound as prisoners of war. Like all those caught before, except for one, Andy had little hope that they would survive to be questioned or held, but time would tell. It was not their job, morally or professionally, to execute people once they were defeated.

      Anallin was sitting down on a large piece of debris, inspecting wounds where the body armor hadn’t provided full protection. The armor itself looked to have taken one hell of a hit.

      “Damn, kid,” Andy said. “Just how hard did you get shot out of that tree?”

      “Kid?” Anallin replied, looking up with erratic eye-clicks.

      “Never mind,” she said with a faint laugh, kneeling in front of the Hanaran and pulling out the small med-kit that she carried in the cargo pocket of her uniform pants. There wasn’t much to it, since there wasn’t a lot of room, but Andy had enough to get things started. “Now that your body is calmed down from the fury of battle, do you feel any more serious injuries?”

      Anallin clicked. “No, Sir. All my limbs are functioning and I don’t feel any wounds losing blood at a significant rate.”

      Andy nodded as she used a disinfecting sealant on the cuts that she could see, the Hanaran cooperatively holding out each arm in turn. “Need to keep all of us in our best shape, right?”

      “Human colloquialisms still sometimes confound me,” Anallin admitted. “How could I be in any other shape so quickly?”

      “I’ll re-phrase,” Andy said with amusement. Anallin seemed to lose grasp on human idioms and concepts when stressed or distracted. “We want to keep all soldiers in the best state of health possible.”

      The Hanaran inclined its head. “Yes, Sir,” Anallin agreed, holding out the other arm.

      From behind her, she heard, “Is there a line for medical care?”

      Andy glanced over her shoulder to see Roxanna with her uniform sliced open, with a long, thin gash uncomfortably close to her neck.

      “What happened?” the major asked.

      “One of them had a knife and got in too close,” the Selerid answered, almost with embarrassment. “I know, Sir. I’m lucky that I didn’t get my throat cut.”

      “Saves me some time,” Andy said. She turned to finish what she was in the middle of with Anallin, but didn’t wait long to stand and turn to Roxanna. She examined the wound closely and thought that in different circumstances, it probably would be better served by stitches, but she knew she didn’t have that kind of time. Instead, she carefully applied the sealant like she had with Anallin, but more of it.

      By the time she was done, her own med-kit was empty, but the “line” was done. The others looked to be in good shape.

      She stepped away from her squad for a moment and pressed the channel button on her earpiece twice, which sent out a “status request” tone. Anyone who was able to reply would do so and let her know the situation.

      The next few moments were balanced between incoming calls and waiting. Some squads reported that their positions were quiet but they could hear combat from other sections, while others reported contact. Some didn’t report at all, and she chose to believe that they were engaged in combat at that moment, rather than the alternative.

      Andy blew out a breath and took another look around her.

      There were no signs of enemy activity near their position, leaving them to recover and ready themselves for whatever else may come...and then wait.

      The urge to run off to one of the other positions was strong, but she knew that she couldn’t be everywhere at once. What location would even be the priority? And did they even need the help or was it hubris? Of course, any unit in active combat could use backup, but she wasn’t going to fall onto contingencies unless it was absolutely necessary.

      In the distance, she could hear the sounds of gunfire and shouting. It was indistinct, but she knew it for exactly what it was. She wondered if this was what it was like for her ancestors on Earth, fighting in the wars they saw. The ESS hadn’t seen true war for decades, certainly not in Andy’s lifetime. But now, here it was. Did it compare to how it used to be? Did time change anything? Or was war always just...war?

      Her earpiece chirped and pierced through her musing. She answered quickly.

      “Sergeant Kavar here, Sir,” the leader of Theta Squad reported in. “We have captured the loose Arkana soldier.”

      “Good work, Sergeant,” Andy replied. “Bring him to our location to be placed with the other prisoners.” She heard the acknowledgement and the call chirped to an end. At this, she cast a glance over at the group they had bound and saw that, so far, they were all still alive. This was curious to her and she wondered if it would last, but she couldn’t afford to give it too much thought.

      For now, it just was what it was.

      It didn’t take long for Kavar and his squad to come into sight, bringing a restrained Arkana along with them. Luckily for them, though perplexing in its way, the Arkana was walking without giving them too much trouble. Maybe they thought the ESS wouldn’t be able to hold them off, in the end, so being captured wouldn’t matter. They would be freed when the rest of their people were in control of the planet.

      Andy was determined to disappoint them.

      As the prisoner was added to the pile, there was another chirp and another call for Andy to hastily answer. This time, it was from the 21st. The voice was almost lost amid the sounds of active combat right around the speaker.

      “Major, we have a problem!”
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      Andy wasn’t sure if it was irony or not—that being a concept she had never been sure she understood completely—but just minutes after determining that she did not want to change plans unless it was really needed...well, it became really needed.

      The 21st had been positioned where Andy had thought it was the least likely they would need a heavy defensive line. This had been true through the initial onslaught that the 15th and 33rd had to face, but it didn’t last. Eventually, the Arkana had moved to that position with enough troops that the 21st couldn’t hold.

      Theta had been her contingency, and she left Kavar and his squad to hold Alpha’s former position while they—as the closest to where the lines had broken for the 21st—rushed to aid their fellow Marines. The 21st had managed to hold after the initial onslaught, but a full group of Arkana had broken through and were now loose in the city.

      A group of Arkana loose was a problem, and Andy didn’t want to let them get too deep into the city where they could start taking over critical systems.

      Andy knew which direction they had been heading so she angled Alpha Squad’s path to reach where they were likely to be headed rather than trailing them. It was an educated guess at best, but it was their best chance.

      She called them to slow from their run as they drew toward the likely intercept point, signaling for them to spread out slightly and start looking down every street and checking in every building. She didn’t imagine the Arkana were going to try to hide, but she couldn’t rule it out. They might try to conceal themselves to lull them into the idea that they were gone.

      Andy wasn’t going to let that happen.

      They looked everywhere, and tried to listen to everything. Combat still echoed in the distance, but it was quieter here. Other noises began to intrude as they slowly made their way forward, very slowly. It felt a lot like hurry up and wait, even though they were still moving.

      One by one, they passed buildings, checking doors and windows, but almost all were sealed and showed no signs of tampering. The occasional one that seemed to have been opened was thoroughly checked out by a pair of Marines while the others kept watch from the street, waiting for the all clear. Each building they looked at was given an all clear.

      The further along they moved, the more the “other noises” began to intrude. Soon they realized they were moving more into an industrial area of the city and while the populace had cleared out, many of the automated systems had been left running to keep the city and the planet running, even during the battle.

      “I feel like they are here,” Roxanna said in a low voice beside her. “But it’s hard to pick out anything specific. Emotions are running high from every being on the planet, and it’s difficult to separate the Arkana from the Marines and citizens that are still in the city. I don’t think they are far from here, though.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Andy said just as quietly, without looking at the Selerid.

      There was as much noise for the ears as for the empathic senses, apparently. Even though Andy didn’t have those kinds of senses herself, she could imagine that it was a lot more difficult to differentiate in a city than it was on their ship. There, she knew everyone on board well enough to pick them out. Here, it would be different. She knew they couldn’t rely too heavily on the Selerid to warn them of an ambush.

      They would just have to stick with their own senses, and the power of being a group.

      When Alpha Squad reached an intersection of streets, Andy called them to a halt and she looked in all directions. Since even as recently as that morning, it had been a busy street, there were no discernible signs that would tell which way the Arkana went, or even if they had come through the area at all.

      She inhaled slowly and let her dark eyes roam. There were three different ways that they could proceed from where they were, and she knew that two of them would lead toward the city center where all the “important stuff” was. It was assumed that the Arkana were going to try to head there, since that was the entire purpose of being on the planet.

      Control those, and the planet was theirs. It would put them in a better position to fight off the ESS as well, and they couldn’t have that.

      “They’re heading towards city center,” Roxanna said, although it was with a frown. “I am almost sure of it.”

      “Scans are being distorted, but what I can see would concur,” Anallin agreed, looking up from the handheld scanner. Those things seemed to be distorted more often than not, and Andy wondered why they even carried them.

      Between the two streets, there were no obvious signs of which way they had gone, so she once again had to make the best guess she could. She looked down one and then the other one more time before gesturing for them to follow the one that was the most direct route to the city’s center.

      With their new direction chosen, they began moving ahead again. Weapons up and eyes open, they returned to their pattern of watching all sides of the street and checking every building and door and window they passed.

      It didn’t take an empath to feel the tension radiating between them, each wondering if they were on the right path and, if they were, where the Arkana would be. Were they walking into an ambush? Would they be right in the open and make this easy? Would the Arkana find a good sniper location and pick them off one by one?

      Andy had all of these questions going through her mind simultaneously, and she knew she wasn’t the only one. No one said it, but everyone was thinking of it.

      As they made their way slowly down that street, they didn’t find any of the Arkana soldiers that were on the loose. Even the number of unlocked windows and doors were few and far between.

      She was just beginning to wonder if she had chosen the wrong street when she saw something odd up ahead. She called a halt as she gave it a thorough visual examination, although she couldn’t make out much of it because of the distance. From what she could see, however, it looked like some sort of hastily formed barricade across the street.

      “Thoughts?” she asked.

      “The citizens trying to stop any invaders from getting through?” Jade suggested.

      “The Arkana trying to block our pursuit?” Dan said.

      Either seemed likely, but the only way to find out was to get closer. She gave the signal for them to move forward again, although this time at an even slower pace. She looked at the barricade, then to either side, then at the barricade again. She could see the crates and what seemed like...random industrial debris? It was hard to figure out what it all was, but it was clearly not a thought-out design.

      She still didn’t see anything suggesting there were living beings around now, so she nodded towards it. “Let’s start pulling this apart and try to get a better look at the other side of the street.”

      Dan and Anallin were the first two forward, and they began to pull the makeshift barricade apart.

      Suddenly, Roxanna called out urgently, “Stop!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      The abrupt warning gave Dan and Anallin just enough time to throw themselves to the sides of the barricade. It was just in time, because within a heartbeat of their movements, a large energy blast broke through the barricade and sent pieces of it everywhere.

      Had the two Marines still been in position, they may well have been killed.

      Andy stifled a long string of curses that wanted to escape, because there simply wasn’t time to let them out. They pressed themselves to either side of the street, but had little cover now that most of the barricade had been destroyed. At least they knew where the Arkana were, now.

      Bringing up her rifle, she took aim and returned fire. It became a basic firefight then, although each group had just enough cover, distance, and obstructions to keep from scoring any good hits.

      At one point, Jade cried out and Andy spared a glance. The young Marine’s arm had taken a glancing hit from an energy bolt. Her uniform sleeve was melted away, and the skin underneath was bright red. Andy couldn’t tell if it had melted to muscle or was just really angry skin. Jade was visibly gritting her teeth, the arm held against her side protectively, but she did not drop her weapon and she kept firing.

      Andy leaned forward slightly, trying to get a better look at the enemy without putting herself too far in the line of fire.

      She spotted one and aimed her rifle. He spotted her at the same time. There was a long heartbeat between them before she pulled the trigger, and felt the recoil of her rifle. She flowed with that motion to pull herself back behind what little cover she had, narrowly avoiding the energy bolt that lanced the air.

      Roxanna fired a shot from the other side of the street, and Andy heard a cry and a soft thud. At least someone had hit one of them.

      Suddenly, there was silence.

      “Hold fire,” Andy said in a low voice. None of them moved, however, or relaxed in the least. Instead, they waited for several long, terrible moments before Andy leaned forward to look again. “They’re running,” she hissed, then gestured for them to pursue.

      They ran after the Arkana. The enemy would occasionally turn and try to fire, but they could not take time to fire accurately without risking being caught.

      “Don’t let them get any further ahead,” the major hissed as her boots slammed into the pavement, one foot after the other. Her body was under the influence of an adrenaline rush and she knew that her body would pay the price, when all was said and done.

      With their long legs and slender builds, the Arkana were all good runners, but somehow, Alpha Squad managed to gain a little ground on them. Perhaps it was because those being pursued couldn’t stop looking back and taking haphazard shots. That was just poor strategy, and self-control, Andy reasoned somewhere in her mind.

      As she tried to look beyond those they were chasing, she could see that another intersection was coming up. This one didn’t form the perfect four-way stop that the previous one had and was more like a Y, with the street splitting off into two angled streets. She knew, somehow, that they were going to split up.

      She counted, in between the jarring of her brain from the headlong sprint. Five Arkana. Five Marines. How were they going to divide themselves?

      Andy leaned forward slightly, trying to push herself to get any extra speed that she could. She hoped that maybe they could reach the Arkana before they even entered the junction and stop the choice from even being made. But the Arkana were fast. Too fast. Although she tried, and knew that the others were trying hard right alongside her, she could soon tell that they would not stop them before they had the opportunity to split up.

      Maybe they wouldn’t split and it would continue as a straight pursuit, but she couldn’t imagine that happening. Not really. It was just wishful thinking.

      The Arkana reached the split of the Y and, just as she figured they would, they split up, with three going right and two going left. Andy didn’t see any sort of gesture, so she guessed there was just a random divide. As far as she knew, the Arkana did not possess any sort of telepathy—just a resistance to it when others tried to use it on them.

      Andy, however, knew for sure that she wasn’t telepathic. “Thomas with me,” she ordered tightly, her voice reverberating with the pounding of her feet. She gestured down the left fork, after the group of two. “The rest, after them.”

      No one acknowledged the order, because they really didn’t need to. Dan was the closest to her because she was a good runner and in the lead, and he otherwise had the longest legs in the group. Anallin trailed, being shorter and stouter, but they all kept up.

      They reached the split themselves, just moments behind the others, and each went the way Andy had ordered them to.

      The Arkana looked behind themselves again and saw that Andy and Dan were still in tight pursuit. They looked like they cursed, although she couldn’t hear them, and started swinging their heads around. Looking for an escape or way to slow the Marines down, no doubt.

      One of the two turned again and tried to shoot. The shot just barely missed Dan’s head, and Andy tried to return fire. Miraculously, her shot landed and the soldier hit the ground. The other one looked like it wanted to help, but then kept running. So much for loyalty, Andy thought as she pushed herself to keep on. The one on the ground wasn’t moving, so they didn’t stop to restrain him.

      The remaining alien turned and found an open door. It was one of the only ones Andy had seen that was left open. Lucky for the Arkana, but less so for Andy and Dan. “Make sure there’s no back way out of here,” she ordered as she rushed into the building after the enemy soldier.
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      As she ran into the building and was making her way across the front room in hot pursuit, she heard an abrupt crashing from just outside the door. Although she knew it gave the other soldier more time—maybe too much—she had to stop and take at least one look back, which was just enough to see that...something had crashed in front of the door and blocked it.

      That meant that unless there was another entrance that Dan would find, she was alone in the building with an enemy soldier...which meant that she had just done something kind of stupid.

      She did not have time to fix it now, however. She would either have to trust in her squad-mates to dig her out, or dig herself out once she’d caught the Arkana. She didn’t waste any more time staring at the blocked door and instead rushed into the building after the escaping soldier.

      There wasn’t much by way of furniture in this building, for which Andy was grateful. None of the lights were on, but there were several windows that let in the sun and provided enough light to see by. She hurried through the first room and then came to an abrupt halt at the doorway, bringing up her rifle and swinging around the door in the way she had been trained to.

      The Arkana was not in sight, but she could hear the thudding footsteps ahead of her.

      What she was looking at was a flight of stairs. The light filtering into the staircase was far more sparse, but she could make things out just enough once her eyes adjusted. She moved up the staircase, ears straining for any sign that the soldier was coming back for her, but at least there were no hiding places along the stairway that he could come out of.

      Her heart was thumping in her ears in the sudden quiet of the building. Although it had been very loud outside, with the ambient noise of machines and industry and what it took to maintain the city, all of that was blocked out by this building, likely by design. Now it was quiet, so quiet that it was almost loud in its own right.

      Keeping her back to the wall, she slid her way up the stairs until she reached the top and she looked around warily as her head rose by increments to see what was beyond. All she saw was a long, semi-dark hallway and no sign of the so-pale-they-were-almost-glowing Arkana.

      She crested the top of the stairs then and stayed close to the wall. Holding position for a moment, she tried to count what doorways she could see. They were all open, or didn’t have doors in the first place. She wasn’t sure if that was good for her or not, but she had to keep moving forward, either way.

      Each room would need to be checked before she could move on, but she was sure she’d heard the footsteps coming up here so he had to be in one of them.

      Moving along the wall, she reached the first door and peeked in fast. There were no obvious signs of the Arkana, so she swung around and inside. Her gun was up, ready to fire at anything hostile, but the room was empty, other than her plus a pair of couches on one wall and a table with many chairs. There wasn’t anything by way of decor and if she’d had more time, she would have speculated on what sort of business transpired in this room.

      However, now was not the time for speculation.

      Andy repeated the process in the next room and then the one after that. The furniture and decor didn’t seem to change a whole lot, at least in that it all remained sparse. Some rooms didn’t have couches and instead had shelves and cabinets, but that was about all the difference she took time to notice. She wasn’t trying to be an interior decorator, she just needed to check the rooms for any sign of the Arkana she was attempting to apprehend.

      She went through a total of five rooms like that, bringing herself from one end of the hallway to the other.

      At the very end, she could see a door that did close—and was closed—straight before her. She wondered if that led to another stairway, since none of the rooms that she had been in seemed to have any evidence of getting to another level. All of the buildings they passed on the street seemed, as best she could determine, to be at least three stories. But even if they weren’t, there was quite possibly roof access.

      She was coming out of the last room on the hallway, with no sign of anyone but herself, when she heard footsteps above her.

      So...another floor. She doubted there would be much noise coming through the roof since the rest of the building had been so effective at blocking out sound.

      Andy hurried to the end of the hall, which was now only a few steps away. She pressed the panel next to the door and jumped out of the line of sight of the opening door as it slid back. Since there was no immediate weapons fire, she cautiously moved around and into what was indeed another stairwell.

      She blew out a quiet breath and moved onto the steps. This one was also dark and she gave herself just a moment for her eyes to adjust. Her lungs wanted to breathe faster with the growing tension inside her body, but she forced it back. She couldn’t afford to be tense any more than she could afford to be anxious, so she ignored them both. Andy knew that she would have to deal with it all later, but that was for later.

      Now, she pushed herself to start on her way up the stairs.

      Once more keeping her back near the wall, she went up step by step. She lifted her head slightly, to give herself a quicker look at what was on the landing above her as she ascended. As her eyes took it in, the rest of her ready to duck down fast if she had to, she once more saw nothing. There was no one on the landing, and it was just another hallway with another set of rooms.

      No doors, so all open and waiting for her to have to clear each one.

      She reached the top of the landing, almost aggravated that the Arkana soldier hadn’t been there waiting for her at the top. The lack of anyone trying to kill her was getting tedious and tiring. Andy was trained for action, and she was ready for it.

      This hallway apparently only had three rooms, and she saw why when she entered the first one.

      Each room on this floor was almost twice the size of the rooms below, but they were just as sparse so it didn’t take any longer to clear each one. Just like she had below, she cleared the first one. Frustrated at finding another empty room, she hurried to the next room.

      With her back to the wall and gun raised, Andy blew out a deep breath and spun into the next room…right into the barrel of an Arkana energy pulse rifle.

      Andy and the Arkana froze, weapons pointed at each other with a promise of mutual destruction. Neither fired. Instead, she stared down her rifle barrel at him and watched as his shockingly blue eyes widened slightly and he spoke.

      “It’s you.”
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      “Do I know you?” Andy drawled, since they both knew that she didn’t.

      The Arkana smirked. Neither of them lowered their weapons even a fraction, but they weren’t shooting either. Andy considered just firing and seeing this over with, but something held her back. Arkana soldiers normally looked put-together, even in the middle of a fight, but she couldn’t help but notice that this one looked disheveled. His white hair was loose and plastered to either side of his face, and there were shadows under his pale eyes.

      He tilted his head a little. “You don’t, but I do know you. Now that I look upon you, get a good look, I recognize your features.”

      Andy narrowed her eyes slightly. She wanted to ask what he was talking about, but she refused to take the bait. She was not going to give him that power over her even though she really did want to know how he recognized her. She just wasn’t going to let him know that.

      She didn’t say anything, and they stood there in silence for several long moments.

      “You inherited his way with silence, that’s for sure,” the Arkana finally said.

      Everything inside her seemed to freeze all at once. She stopped breathing and thought maybe even her heart stopped. The way he said it, and obviously the use of the word “inherit,” made it obvious who he spoke of.

      He knows my father.

      Her skeptical side didn’t rule out the idea that he was lying, but to what end? If he knew enough to know that was a trigger point, then he did know her and recognize her. So, if that was the case, then how did he recognize her? Was she on some sort of “Arkana’s Most Wanted” flyer among his race? She wouldn’t put it past them, but still, that didn’t ring true.

      It didn’t feel true.

      But there was no denying that a well-placed lie about that half of her heritage could provide a lot of “emotional capital” in the hands of the enemy, if she were to let on that it got to her. That was the struggle, and she fought it hard within herself. She had to keep her “game face” on and not let it show that it did, in fact, get to her.

      Why? That was the other question. She had already rejected the entire species, and thus rejected her father as well.

      “You’re still not going to say anything?” he said with clear disbelief.

      “You seem to be doing enough talking for the both of us,” she said flatly.

      Just shoot him and be done with it. There was an angry little voice in the back of her mind encouraging a swift end, but he wasn’t shooting at her and he wasn’t attacking her. It was a standoff for the moment, though if he made the slightest move—with something other than his mouth—she would end him, no matter what information he might possess.

      “Don’t you want to know more about your father?” he asked, trying to dangle the topic in front of her like a child trying to attract the attention of a pet. “That’s how I recognized you. I can see your father in your features. I know him, or of him, at least. We haven’t had much actual conversation, a common soldier like me and...someone like him.”

      The words “someone like him” ricocheted through her mind.

      That made it sound like her father was someone important in the Arkana world, perhaps a leader or general of some sort. It never occurred to her that her father might be a somebody in their race.

      Of course, it didn’t really change anything. She didn’t want to become part of them and fight against the ESS. She was willing to write him off along with the rest of the race, because that was what had to be done, but the sudden knowledge of him—even this little bit, were it true—was more than she’d had before. Maybe it was the fact that she knew she never would, in fact, meet her father that made her want to know more about him.

      No matter what, he made up half of what she was. She wanted to at least know...

      But still, she did not ask. She would not allow herself the luxury of indulging that curiosity.

      The Arkana stared at her, just as she stared back at him. She wondered if he would give up trying to poke holes in her mental armor, maybe just open fire again. Maybe he would tire of trying with words. It would in some ways be easier for her, and make the moment clean cut again. Yet the idea that it might happen that way made her sad, which planted a seed of doubt in her conviction.

      She had to keep reminding herself that he could be lying, using false words just as easily as true ones to try to get to her.

      Across from her, the Arkana pursed his white lips. “You shouldn’t feel too special, though.”

      Andy said nothing, but her brows did rise slightly.

      “I just mean that he hasn’t been known to keep his attentions limited,” the soldier went on flippantly. His grip on his gun, and his aim, never wavered, even as he gave a little shrug. “Anyone who takes his fancy...well, takes his fancy. We’ve done pretty well to keep to the shadows over the decades since we ended up in the far reaches of space, but he’s one of those who went in advance of our plans. Between human women and Arkana women, he’s left a trail of children over the years.”

      That would mean...she had half-siblings.

      Why the thought had never occurred to her before, she couldn’t say. It suddenly seemed incredibly obvious, but with everything that she had learned about herself, the Arkana, and the coming of a war... Well, her mind had been on things other than just how far that part of her heritage was spread out.

      “He knows of you, though,” he went on. “The traitor.”

      Andy knew that shouldn’t hurt, yet still somehow it did. She grit her back teeth together and wrestled with that desire to shoot.

      “Even so, he won’t be happy with whoever kills you,” he said. “No matter how inevitable it is that it will happen. You know that you hold no privilege anymore. You may be one of the lost ones that we tried to bring back into the fold, but now we all live with orders to kill you, if we can.”

      She wondered why he kept talking, then. Why didn’t he just shoot her? Could it be that if he brought her in alive, he hoped to gain some special reward? That theory seemed to bolster the likelihood that he was speaking the truth.

      Yet even if he was...what could she do about it?
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      The stalemate didn’t last much longer.

      Maybe he saw something in her eyes that changed his mind. She did believe what he said, but it wasn’t going to change anything in what she did or how she planned to live her life. She was human, and she was a member of the ESS Marines. Nothing he said could change that, and that was her life.

      Whatever it was, he clearly decided that talking wasn’t getting him to where he wanted to be. She saw the slightest hitch in his shoulder, and knew he was about to fire.

      She threw herself to the side just as the energy discharge lanced towards her. It caught the very edge of her shoulder and burned part of her uniform away, but didn’t get much skin in more than an irritating blow. Andy brought her rifle back around as quickly as possible and got off a shot, but the soldier was already running towards a door behind him that she cursed herself for not having noticed.

      Her bullet bounced off the wall and lodged in a chair just as she took off after him.

      The door was starting to slide shut again as she reached it and punched her way through, the thing nearly closing on her as she did. It didn’t slow her down for long, but the door led to yet one more staircase. He was already at the top of it by the time she started at the bottom. She got another shot off, but once again, it missed and just bounced off the wall.

      She hurried up the steps after him, this time with far less caution than when she’d climbed the other two sets of stairs. A bolt of energy flew past her as she reached the landing, but this one didn’t catch her at all. She saw him turning back around and disappearing through another door, but this one let in sunlight through it and she knew that he was on the roof.

      Andy ran down the hallway and then paused at the doorway, swinging around a moment later with her gun up, but there was no shot coming in her direction.

      A slight alcove around the door gave her a little cover as she stepped out onto the roof, but as soon as she saw ahead of her, she knew she didn’t need it quite as much. He didn’t have his gun up now. He was standing very close to the edge of the roof, and she couldn’t tell if he meant to jump or thought that this would keep her from shooting him.

      “You know you can’t win,” he said. “We are born of your race, but we have grown beyond you. We know more and are more than any of you could ever hope to be.”

      Before she had the chance to reply or shoot, there came a loud crashing and banging from below. Someone was clearing out the debris that had blocked in the doorway and from the stream of Selerid that she suddenly heard rising, she knew it was her squad.

      “You can’t win,” the nameless Arkana soldier said again, just before he did...something.

      It was that same something that all of the prisoners they had tried to take did. No one in the ESS had figured it out, but he did it just then. It happened so fast that she didn’t have any time to react. The life fled his blue eyes and she saw just how vacant they were before gravity did the rest and pulled him off the roof.

      She ran over to the edge and looked down, seeing his body where it had hit on the pavement below...right next to her squad. They stared up at her for a moment and all she could do was shake her head.

      She knew she couldn’t spare any time to think about all of the things he had said, nor what he had just done. She turned and rushed off the rooftop, back through the door and down three flights of stairs. This time, she wasn’t moving with caution because she knew there wasn’t any other Arkana here. It had just been him and her, and now it was just her.

      By the time she reached the door she had originally come through, she found her squad-mates. They had cleared the debris and now she could step out into the street.

      “Report,” she said, trying to not sound as shaken as she felt.

      “There were no back entrances, Major,” Dan quipped, although his small smile looked forced as he said it. “I came back around and found it like this. I couldn’t move it by myself, but it wasn’t long before these three came up and we did it together.”

      “We captured the three that we were in pursuit of and left them restrained in a building on the other street,” Roxanna said. She was second in charge of Alpha Squad, so she had been the leader of her own sub-group for that short amount of time. “We’ll send someone to get them when this is over, but I somehow doubt we’ll find them still alive.”

      Andy looked at the body on the ground beside them. “I think you might right,” she said, forcing herself to be as cold and flat as she could. “I pursued him into the building and eventually onto the roof. He killed himself before I could do it for him.”

      If any of them wondered what had taken so long in the interim, no one said anything.

      “Have we heard from any of the other squads?” she asked. It would have been routed to her, but just in case it hadn’t been able to reach her, she was going to check.

      “No, Sir,” Roxanna replied, confirming that thought.

      She nodded for them to walk with her and they did so, keeping weapons tight. As they walked, she touched her earpiece and called the others. Kavar reported that no more Arkana had tried to attack their position, and the 21st reported that after the initial breakthrough, no others had managed to penetrate.

      Andy then called the shuttle pilot.

      “This is Major Dolan,” she said. “Do you have anything for me?”

      “No, Sir,” the woman replied. She wasn’t a Marine, but she did defer to the detachment leader. “We have not had any further news from the ship as to their state, but I would assume that to mean the battle continues. I’ve been running sensor sweeps and there are no more Arkana heading to the planet. From what I can see, which is limited in distinguishing between the two, there are no new groups of soldiers heading towards Marine positions. Many are down, including Marines.”

      It was news to make a heart heavy, but it was also to be expected.

      As much as no one liked to think about it, this was war, and they were on the front line. They all knew that they weren’t guaranteed to make it back out. The fiery red wound on Jade’s arm, the cut to Roxanna’s neck, and the various wounds on Anallin were all testaments to that.

      “Thank you,” Andy said aloud. “Keep your eyes open and let me know if you see anything else coming towards us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They kept walking, and were partway back to their original position when Captain Valentine rang in.

      “Major,” he said, sounding strained. “Another group has broken through our lines, and I have Marines down. We were pushed back before finally breaking, and the enemy is heading towards the city’s power plant. What remains of my squad and second squad is moving to engage, but the group was big. We need reinforcements.”

      No rest for the wicked, as it was said. “Acknowledged. Hold on as long as you can. We are on our way.”
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      She wasn’t willing to break all the lines and unman all of the positions, so Andy only called in two squads from her own 33rd. The 21st was already thin where they were and the 15th had taken heavy casualties. She ordered Beta and Delta Squads to move to the interior of the city and converge on the power plant and control center, which happened to house an annex building of the planetary sensor array.

      The definition of a most wanted target.

      Despite how much they’d already fought and the wounds they’d already taken, Andy and Alpha Squad hurried into the city. They were wary of every intersection and doorway they passed, but no Arkana were hiding in any of them. The enemy had a singular motivation, and they were racing toward it.

      When Alpha Squad came in sight of the target buildings, they saw a large mass of pale-bodied Arkana soldiers and a smaller number of black-armored ESS Marines. Andy could see Atad and Beta Squad—minus one—coming out of different streets, and neither group hesitated to rush into the fray. Some Arkana were fighting, while others were trying to gain entry into the building.

      Coming in range, Andy pulled up short to bring up her rifle. She targeted the first Arkana she could get that wouldn’t send the bullet through a Marine first. She took out one and then a second, while the rest seemed to shift. It was an ebb and flow of combat that put too many enemies in the way of her shots.

      Anallin managed a little better and took out a couple with superior sniper skills.

      Andy sought out another target, but whirled around at the last minute when she heard boots pounding the pavement. She didn’t know what made her realize they stood out from the other sounds, perhaps it was the sound of running, but she knew it was different and it was coming for her.

      As she turned, an Arkana soldier barreled into her. The pale woman didn’t appear to have any weapon and her immediate proximity made it impossible for Andy to use hers. Instead, she brought the weapon up and blocked with it like it was a polearm rather than a rifle. She pressed her weight into her feet, but the power behind the charge still made her slide back.

      Andy twisted the weapon suddenly, bringing it from horizontal to vertical with a speed that sent one end cracking into the other woman’s face as it broke her attempts to get a hold of Andy. The Arkana’s head snapped to the side and she spat blood on the ground, cursing in ways Andy had never heard before.

      Seizing the initiative, the major brought the rifle back a little—horizontal again—then shoved forward, hard and fast. It caught the other woman across the chest and sent her onto her back. Spinning the rifle around, Andy moved to take a shot but a long leg with a pale-colored boot flew up and around in a one-eighty that caught the rifle and would have sent it flying had it not been attached to Andy’s person.

      It was enough to throw Andy off balance, though, which was enough for the soldier to get back on her feet. Andy let the rifle slide down and to her back, bringing up her hands while the Arkana came at her again.

      The Arkana sent a kick towards Andy’s midsection and she jumped back, swinging her arm down to deflect the leg and to try to throw the other woman off balance. Just as the kicking foot hit the ground, Andy moved in with a right hook. It split open the other woman’s cheek, but she returned with a punch of her own that cracked against Andy’s chin and jarred her skull.

      She clenched her teeth against the feeling of reverberation, and brought her hands up in time to block a second strike. Shifting back a step, she put a little space between her and the other woman and then caught the next hit before it landed. Gripping the woman’s wrist tight, she pulled and pivoted. Andy drove her elbow into the Arkana’s head and then down into her gut, letting go as the soldier stumbled back, gagging.

      Andy spun back around and drove her elbow into the back of the woman’s head, sending her to the ground where she didn’t get up again.

      As she swung back around and brought her rifle up to aim into the enemy lines, she heard a cry behind her. She turned her head to see Jade gripping her side, staggering back a step. The girl’s face was contorted with pain and she couldn’t hold her rifle for that moment, but she had the presence of mind to pull her sidearm and return fire at the one who had injured her.

      Andy hurried to Jade’s side as the woman turned and fired another shot. “I’m fine, Sir,” she called over the sounds of combat, even as her hand remained against her side. “Just caught me by surprise.”

      “Whatever you say, Martin,” Andy replied. If Jade was still on her feet, then that was all Andy needed to know right then. She turned enough to put their backs facing one another and Andy took another sweeping survey of the fight.

      She lifted her rifle to take out a soldier that was flanking one of Beta Squad’s Marines, but before she could pull the trigger, a blast of energy hit the ground just beside her. She cursed and pushed Jade back, moving them away from that target zone as her dark eyes rushed towards where she felt certain the shot had come from.

      At the edge of the field, toward where one of the streets let out into the lot that these buildings sat on, was an Arkana soldier holding one of their rifles. He was one of the few not engaged in direct combat, probably because he was standing on the outside of the field of fire and so was less of an obvious threat to those on the inside.

      The gun was still up and even at this distance, Andy thought she could see the faint blue glow around the muzzle that suggested it was about to fire again.

      “Move!” she shouted, pushing Jade again in some instinct that she knew where he was going to fire next. And her instinct was right. She had moved them out of the way just in time to avoid being melted by that next shot. The rapid succession of dodges kept her grip on her weapon loose, but she brought it up tight now.

      She sighted down the length and put the Arkana sniper in her sights. She saw the telltale glow again and squeezed her own trigger fast, and first. The bullet shot through the space between them in a second. He didn’t move fast enough but did avoid a kill shot. Instead, her bullet hit his hand and he dropped the rifle to the pavement.

      As he bent down to pick up the weapon, her second shot didn’t miss.

      Andy looked back towards the buildings, which were at the center of everything.

      This building and its doors and windows appeared to be particularly well-constructed and able to withstand attempts to tear it open. Although she thought that the Arkana didn’t look like they had been well prepared to physically break anything down to get in. Between these two facts, they hadn’t yet breached the power plant door, but she knew it wasn’t going to take much longer.

      “We’ve got to stop them from getting in,” Andy declared. “I don’t know what they’ll do, but I’m sure we won’t like it.”
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      “If you have any ideas, Major, I’m open to them,” Jade said, sounding out of breath but determined.

      Andy didn’t have any ideas, though. At least not any really good ones. She had thought about trying to take them out one by one, but there was too much movement at the building and in between them for clear shots. She knew they would have to get closer, but a swath of battle stood between her and that objective. There was no easy way through.

      Suddenly, there was a purple figure beside her. What Roxanna had to say made it seem like her empathic senses suddenly were telepathic, but Andy wasn’t going to question it.

      “Access street,” she declared, panting slightly. “The Arkana haven’t found it yet—or blocked it off. I just barely caught sight of it, but if we can get to it, we can get around the main fight and get behind where they are trying to break in. Then we can flank the Arkana on both sides and close on them like a trap.”

      That made Andy grin, though it was a mirthless expression. “Get Anallin and Thomas if they can disengage, and pull any from Beta Squad who aren’t heavily engaged. Then double-time it back here and show us where this access road is.”

      Roxanna nodded sharply. “Yes, Sir!” She hurried off and Andy watched their surroundings cautiously, but it seemed like the fighting was concentrated below.

      She let her eyes swing to Jade, checking her over. The younger woman looked worn, but who among them didn’t by now?

      A moment later, Roxanna returned with Atad and two other members of Beta Squad, as well as Thomas. Anallin was still standing back and trying to pick off enemies from a distance to even the odds below. Andy decided that was the best use of the Hanaran’s sniper skills.

      No one said anything because there was nothing that needed to be said. Andy nodded at Atad, then turned and followed Roxanna. The group made their way in a wide arc around the back of the fighting, crossing through an alley between two buildings to conceal what they were doing from the Arkana.

      As they emerged, they saw what the Selerid had seen: a narrow, rougher-kept road that seemed less like a street and more like a path. They started onto it, keeping their eyes open for any surprises that might come their way. Andy brought up the rear, letting Roxanna lead them while the major made sure they all stayed safe.

      “Just ahead,” Roxanna whispered and Andy looked around the moving group and could see the southern side of the building. Around the curve towards the east, she knew the Arkana were trying to beat down the door.

      The Marines hurried to the side of the building and then started sliding around it, moving towards the loud banging.

      Soon even the curve of the building couldn’t conceal them and they came in full view of the battering ram crew, although they weren’t using any sort of special device. It was just a large piece of hard debris that they were using the “old-fashioned” way. Luckily, they didn’t have any demolition or tech experts to short circuit whatever locking system had been used and were still struggling to gain access.

      The Arkana suddenly realized they were no longer alone and turned their guns on the Marines. It was an instant firefight. The Marines already had their weapons ready and fired first. Several of the Arkana dove for cover, but there was little to be had.

      The battle was over quickly. In the end, all of the Arkana had been eliminated, but they had lost one of the Beta Squad Marines, and Thomas had taken an apparently non-fatal wound.

      “Let’s finish this fight,” Andy ordered. There was always time to grieve later, because right then, they had a fight before them. She looked at Thomas, who only nodded in response to the question she hadn’t asked. He was able to continue. With that, she gestured for the group of Alpha and Beta Squad Marines of the 33rd to enter the battle lines once again.
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* * *

      “That building is the sensor array annex,” Jade said, pointing to a smaller building next to the main power plant. The young woman looked pale, but alert. “If I can get in there, I can use the planet’s sensors to track the rest of the Arkana. They’re more accurate than our shuttle sensors or handheld scanners.”

      The Marines now stood on a battlefield gone quiet. The tide had turned, and now it was survivors, prisoners, and the unlucky ones. Medics moved among the Marines treating the wounded. Prisoners were bound and set aside, while the wounded were also moved off the field and treated. At least, they were given triage medicine—just enough to keep them alive until they could return to the ship.

      “Let’s see what we can do,” Andy agreed with a nod. She left everyone to their tasks, because they knew their jobs, and walked with Jade to the sensor array.

      It was locked, but unlike the Arkana, she had a specialist...and a communications link to the citizens of the town. The two Marines were inside quickly. The building had been evacuated so it was just Jade and Andy.

      Jade sat down at the console, but paused and took a deep breath. Andy watched her carefully.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she replied, getting to work on the controls. The console lit up and she quickly navigated through the security system, as if she had been using them all her life. The main screen in the center of the console showed little dots, but Andy wasn’t as sure of what she was looking at as the younger Marine was. She hit some more buttons, lights changed and dots moved.

      “Well?” Andy asked after a few moments’ pause.

      “As far as I can tell, the Arkana on the planet have been neutralized,” Jade said. “There are none coming to the planet, and there are no active groups currently...on...” She began to slur her words and sway.

      Just as she was about to fall out of the chair, Andy ducked and caught her. The girl was out cold, but she still had a pulse.

      “Medic!”
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      Jade was laid out, still unconscious, on one of the medical beds in the Star Chaser’s sickbay. They had treated her enough to get her onto the shuttle and back to the ship.

      The ship itself had been something of a mess after its own battle, but the tactical officers had done well enough. They weren’t her Marines, of course, but they’d held their own. Now sickbay was full of injured members of the 33rd as well as a handful of tactical personnel. The place was nearly filled to capacity, but it was doing its job.

      “I think the girl took ‘Marine toughness’ a little too far,” Andy commented quietly to Roxanna, who was standing beside her with a freshly sealed wound showing over the sliced edges of her uniform. They were all ragged and dirty. They all needed a shower, a hot meal, and a night’s rest.

      It would come, in time.

      The Arkana ships had retreated when they realized they couldn’t win. They had left all of their people there on the planet and on the ships they had attempted to control.

      Lovely people, that half of her genetics.

      “The doctor says she’ll make it,” Roxanna said. “They’re going to keep her under for a while, though. Make sure her body has a chance to heal. Girl wasn’t going down without a fight. You should be proud of her.”

      “I am,” Andy said soberly, “but proud only goes so far when you nearly kill yourself.”

      Roxanna smiled a little and patted her commander on the shoulder. “Did you hear about our new ally?”

      Dark brows knitting, she turned to look at the Selerid. “Who?”
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* * *

      Andy walked into the far corner of the sickbay, where a very unusual patient was sitting up on one of the beds. It was a familiar face in a familiar pose in a brand new location, and one that shocked her to no end.

      “They tell me that you fought with the tactical crew after brig security went down,” she said, skipping any sort of greeting or pleasantries. She was just too tired, and there wasn’t time. She just wanted to know what was going on.

      “I did,” he replied laconically, looking as warily at her as she was at him.

      They both just stared for a long moment, and she was reminded of the soldier she’d had the standoff with on the planet. At least this time, there weren’t any guns.

      She let her eyes roam over him. He had changed into ESS standard “general” clothing with long, loose dark grey pants and a sleeveless dark grey shirt. She could see several wounds in his pale skin that had been covered with sealant, the liquid bandage gleaming slightly in the white, sterile lights of sickbay.

      “Why?”

      He continued looking at her for a few minutes, then offered a faint smile. “Anath.”

      Andy blinked. Was that an answer to her question? It didn’t sound like one.

      “That’s my name,” he clarified before she had the chance to ask. “My name is Anath. I thought you’d want to know.”

      She nodded slowly. “Alright. That’s good. But I ask again...why?”

      Anath took a long, deep breath and looked down at his pale arms. He rubbed his hand over a few of the wounds. “I told you before,” he said. “I’m dead if I go back to my people. I have broken the law.” He laughed ruefully. “It wasn’t the first time, but this was a big one. I have always...rebelled.”

      “So, you figured that you’re dead if you go back, you might as well switch sides?” she asked, not able to hide a hint of derision in her voice.

      “That’s part of it, I suppose,” he said plainly, looking up at her with those striking blue eyes set in the snow white face. “But...it’s more than that. This is wrong. I don’t believe in what my people are doing. I don’t believe in what my father is doing...” He held her gaze without blinking, and she felt a sudden weight pressing down on her. “What...our father is doing.”

      Andy was too tired to stop herself from openly gaping.

      He gave her a few moments to process that before continuing. “Your doctor can check my blood and prove to you that it’s true,” he said. “I know it sounds like a pretty handy story, a good lie to tell to get you on my side, but blood is blood. I am your half-brother, although my mother was an Arkana woman.”

      The room started spinning and she had to put her hand on the nearest wall to keep from falling over. Figuring out how not to throw up was another matter entirely, of course, but she managed to keep her stomach where it was supposed to be.

      This...captured Arkana—sitting in her ship’s sickbay with only a single guard out front—was her brother? How could that be?

      She would be asking the doctor, but the possibility was overwhelming on its own. Just the possibility. Since the room wouldn’t stop spinning, she pushed off from the wall and found the nearest chair to drop herself into.

      “I know you don’t trust me,” Anath went on. “And honestly, I do not blame you. I wouldn’t trust me either. I was fighting, with the other Arkana, to take over this ship. When I realized you were on this ship... Well. Something changed.”

      “What?” she asked dully.

      “I thought maybe I wouldn’t be alone anymore,” he said with fervor in his eyes. “I have never been well-loved by our father, because I rarely agreed with him. His other children, his other subjects, would fawn on him. I would not. And neither did you. Our people came for you, but you resisted. That was...heroic.”

      Andy swallowed hard. “The family I have found is more important than a few drops of blood I didn’t even know I had until six months ago,” she said quietly.

      “You’re the first to ever resist in that way. The only one. Until now.” Anath blew out a breath. “I would rather fight with you than with them. It took me a little while to sort out all of my feelings, but I knew I had to help you as soon as I knew you were here. But now I have, and I know what I need to do.”

      She stared hard into his eyes, trying to find any sense of deceit or half-truths, but it just wasn’t there to be found. It didn’t mean it wasn’t there, of course, but she couldn’t see it. She ground her back teeth together, trying to calm her rising agitation.

      “So...you’re my brother...and you want to fight with the ESS...” she said, still trying to understand it all.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m your brother. And I want to help you topple an empire.”
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* * *
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      Thank you so much for reading the Earth Space Service Boxed Set which includes the first three books in the ESS Space Marines series. These stories cover the start of the Arkana War and the next set of stories will cover some of the epic struggles in this conflict between two races who are tied together by DNA but share very different ideals.

      I really hope you enjoyed the stories. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      At the end of the book, there is a preview of the next book in the ESS Space Marines series, Nebula. In this book Andy and her squad face off with the Arkana again and wind up stranded in a Nebula and are faced with a potentially fatal race against time. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Nebula here: amazon.com/dp/B076N8YBRB

      

      

      I have also included a preview of Mimic and the Space Engineer which is the first book in the Space Shifter Chronicles. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Mimic and the Space Engineer here: amazon.com/dp/B075FKW915/

      

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.

      
        Thanks again. I hope you like what I’ve written!
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      Everything was hazy.

      Andrea ‘Andy’ Dolan stood in the center of a far-reaching fog, unable to see anything beyond the grey mist. A sense of unease settled deep into her as she turned in a slow circle, searching for something, anything. But there was nothing, just fog. She was utterly alone.

      Despite the way her skin tingled with nervousness, she remained calm.

      Andy cautiously lifted her hand and moved it through the mist, slowly, testing what it felt like. It didn’t feel unusual. Her hand passed through air, feeling just a touch of cool dampness.

      Silence. There was also silence.

      Andy lowered her hand and turned her head one way and the other, trying to pick out any sound but there was nothing but deafening silence. She had always thought the term sounded impossible, until she had actually experienced true silence. It was like her body and brain tried to fill in the gaps, forming a sort of white noise, a hum. It was deafening in its way.

      There was a sense of sterility to the haze. No sight or sound or smell. Nothing suggested that the mist itself was dangerous, since she had been breathing it for several minutes and was still alive.

      She took a slow, deep breath and decided that the only way out of the fog was through it.

      With one last look around, she took a cautious step forward. When nothing happened, she took another step forward. After a few cautious steps, the fog began to lighten up.

      Andy continued forward at the same careful pace until finally, shapes began to emerge in the distance. She paused and studied the shapes, but there was no detail, or even a hint at what they were. The size suggested they were part of the landscape, or buildings.

      She started moving forward again, and the shapes began to take on definition and color.

      The last of the mist thinned and revealed a city that spanned a large valley, as well as buildings built up into the mountainside. There was a mix of buildings ranging from sterile, straight line buildings to ancient constructions with elaborate designs and bright colors.

      Everything appeared to be made of stone, a mix of white, light gray, and deep azure blue.

      Andy could see lines running along the side of the mountain, cutting straight or weaving around buildings and she knew that they were roadways. Everything was still and quiet. The uneasy feeling grew alongside a sense of...being haunted.

      Among the discomfort, there was a thread of another emotion that was difficult to pick out. She stared at the city and worked at it, trying to pluck loose the errant thread.

      Longing.

      There was something about the city that drew her in. It felt like it was calling to her, even though she knew she had never seen it before.

      Andy stared at the sprawling city and wondered where it was; she wondered if it was a real place somewhere in the universe, or just something in her imagination. She knew as the moments passed that this was a dream. She almost always knew when she was having dreams, and ones like this were getting more frequent.

      She could sense that this city had something to do with her father’s people. Was this an Arkana city? No one had ever seen one, aside from the Arkana, or even knew where they were.

      Was this real, or was it just her imagination creating what she thought it might be like?

      Finding a white stone-paved road, she put her feet on it and realized that they were bare. She frowned at that, but couldn’t do much about it so she kept walking. Andy needed to know what the inside of the city looked like.

      When she reached the first buildings and started to enter the city proper, a figure appeared on the road ahead of her. This one was not another building, all of which were now bright and clearly defined, but that of a person. It was a vague humanoid shape that gave her the sense of belonging to a man.

      She had seen this figure in her dreams before.

      ‘He’ walked toward her and she stopped, but did not retreat. She stared at the featureless figure and waited for him.

      As he drew nearer, she saw a shimmer—that was the only way she could describe it—showing in various areas of the shape. With each one, she almost caught a glance of a person within it. The faintest sign of facial features, but never enough to get an idea of what that face actually looked like.

      “You’re here,” the figure said without a mouth.

      “I am,” she replied plainly.

      All was silent for several moments as pale, misty figures began to pass her on both sides. They also had the sense of being people, and yet there were no forms or faces to them as they went about their hazy business through the city.

      “Why don’t you leave us alone?” she asked brazenly. It was her dream, after all, so it wasn’t like she had to practice diplomacy. Unless the Arkana could break into her dreams, but even then...

      “You’re in our way.”

      A shimmer and a flicker, a hint of a pair of crystal blue eyes and white skin.

      “The ESS is in your way, or I am?”

      A shimmer and a flicker, a hint of a pair of lips curved in an almost sinister smile. The figure, despite lacking all consistent features, managed to radiate arrogance. It was like an aura that lingered around the shape of the being and insidiously sunk into everything around him and her. She surprised a shudder.

      “Both,” he replied.

      Andy scoffed quietly. “I will stand in your way until they put me in a tube and shoot me into space.”

      The figure seemed to tilt its head, quizzical and amused. “Why do you resist? You cannot stop us now that we are coming. We are the best of you, and you are now the least of you. There is nothing you can do that we cannot also do, and do better. It’s only a matter of time before you are overcome. You cannot stop us.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said.

      Then, she slapped herself hard across the face.
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* * *
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      I stared at the little creature intently, noting its movements and habits. As soon as I had arrived in my room, it had scurried off my shoulder and under my standard-issue cot. And then into my shoes. And then out of my shoes and into my own personal scrap bin. I had never thought that I would have to alien-proof my quarters, but I was beginning to think it might be necessary.

      “Higgens!” Dang it, I had still forgotten to turn my comm down. It was obnoxiously loud in my tiny space and my new guest let out a squeal of panic. “Gonzales has some expired blaster cores that need to be disposed of. We just found the case that was lost on the load up. Some idiot labeled it as stims! Can you believe that?”

      “Have them meet me at the lift on their floor. I’ll make sure to have the proper containment unit.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll deliver the message. Be there in ten.”

      At first, it had been strange to me that I only corresponded with the head of crew, Francis Giomatti. Now, I was grateful for it. The thought of having all twenty members of the crew bothering me with every little thing that went wrong—and probably wasn’t even in my job description—made my stomach twist.

      “Alright, so, I gotta go, but I’ll be right back in less than half an ho—” I trailed off as I realized I couldn’t see my new alien friend anywhere. “Um, hello? Little fella?” I walked toward my worktable, looking everywhere for the obsidian guy.

      Worry started to prick at me but that quickly disappeared when I realized something had changed on my desk.

      “Since when do I have two water bottles?” I murmured to myself, reaching for one.

      Only that same water bottle exploded into a dark goop in my hand, then it solidified into the alien.

      I screamed again—I really needed to stop doing that before I blew a vocal cord—but this time, I managed not to throw my friend into a wall. “D-d-did you just…?”

      The thing wiggled, sticking two of its spikes up like little waving arms and turning a gradient of grey and deep blue.

      “Y-you can shapeshift?” I said breathlessly, my mind thoroughly rocked. “You’re like uh…uh, mimic!”

      It trilled, then crawled up my hand once more to sit on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, lad, but you’ve got to stay here.”

      I went to pick him up, but he scurried into my open collar and curled up along the neckline of my work tank underneath. “You know what, that’ll work. If you can hear me, just stay in there.”

      It trilled again and I grabbed my power source containment case then headed out. I had to admit, my heart had never pounded so hard on my way to a simple energy-disposal pickup, but I was pretty sure I didn’t want my crewmates to know that I had picked up a bit of a straggler. I knew the regulations well enough, and that would mean the spacing of an unknown danger. I didn’t want my new sidekick to be hurtled out into the void of space when we were just getting to know each other.

      There was also that thing about it being a species I had never heard of and just learning that it could shapeshift. Which I was pretty sure was impossible.

      The lift doors opened and my heart spiked when I saw Gonzales standing there, half a dozen blaster coils in her hands. She was an impossibly tall woman, and had these dark eyes that just seemed to look through everything. From what little I knew, she was a mix of Mexican and Polynesian, which apparently explained her impressive height of six-foot-six. Granted, I knew almost nothing about Earth culture, considering I had been born on a colony and lived on ships and stations my entire life.

      “Oh, hello there!” she said, professionally pleasant.

      “Hi! I hear you have some cores for me?”

      “Indeed, I do!” she said, beaming and handing them over. I went about putting them into the case, only to feel my little hitchhiker pull against my shirt. Quickly, I pressed it flat with my hand and let out a pathetic cough to cover the noise.

      “You okay there?”

      “Fine! Everything is fine!” I chirped, hastily finishing up with the cores and holding the case flat to my chest. “I’ll make sure these are taken care of!”

      With that, I turned right on my heel and rushed back into the elevator. My mimic friend was going crazy, tickling at my collar and trying to crawl directly out of the front of my shirt.

      “Relax, buddy. We just gotta get to my room.”

      It didn’t listen. Granted, it probably didn’t understand me. It wasn’t like everyone in space automatically spoke English. By the time I reached my room, I was a bit of a mess, and I set the container down and finally freed the mimic from within my shirt.

      “Geez, little dude, what is your problem?”

      It practically erupted from me and ran over to the case, which it jumped up and down on several times.

      “What? You want to see the cores? I guess if you’re that enthusiastic about it.” Leave it to me to travel all of space to find some sort of strange, shapeshifting alien who was some sort of blaster core aficionado. With a shrug, I opened up the slotted, anti-rad case.

      Everything seemed to happen at once. The mimic jumped down it, spreading itself flat in a matter of seconds. It glowed vibrantly for a moment, before suddenly expanding into a bubbling, boiling heap.

      Once more I found myself leaping back in horror. Had I just killed my friend? What if it was the last of its species? Was I a murderer?!

      I didn’t get a direct answer, but the bubbling stopped, and my friend reassembled itself, chirping quite happily.

      ….and about a foot bigger than it was before.

      “Oh my…” I murmured, once again finding myself in utter shock by this strange creature. “You just…” I took a breath. “You just ate my blaster cores!”

      It chirped again, grey and light pink rippling through its body. It had just gone from palm-sized to small dog in seconds, but it seemed nonplussed by the transition.

      “Well, I guess that’s one way to dispose of them safely.”

      I sat down on my cot, the whole day catching up to me. In just a few hours I had made a new friend that just so happened to be an unidentified species, found out it could shapeshift, and devoured things that had nuclear energy in them which would then result in a rapid growth spurt.

      The mimic… Actually, that wasn’t a half-bad name for it. Mimic.

      Anyway, Mimic didn’t seem to pick up on my anxiety and nestled up to my side, trilling with a spacy, fragmented sound that reminded me so much of a cat’s purr. And I couldn’t help but think if our first day was this hectic, that day two was going to be one heck of a wringer.
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