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      Laughter echoed inside the confines of the Marine shuttle from the ESS Star Chaser as it made its way home, not dawdling but not rushing either.

      “You are so full of crap,” Jade exclaimed. “So full of it!”

      “I swear by all that I call holy,” Dan replied.

      “And what would that be?” Roxanna interjected with a teasing smirk. “Your deck of playing cards?”

      Dan gave her a withering look, but the effect was ruined by the joviality almost ever-present in his brown eyes. “You wound me, Sergeant,” he declared. Laying his hand over his chest dramatically, he straightened in his seat and looked very serious. “I’m not lying. I can touch the tip of my nose with my tongue.”

      Everyone started laughing again except Anallin, who instead showed amusement in the way of Hanarans…not that anyone was sure how exactly that was, but the blue-skinned one said it was amused.

      “Prove it,” Anath challenged. “Words are cheap, big man.”

      “Ooh, someone is learning Earth phrases pretty fast,” Dan returned quickly.

      Andy’s Arkana half-brother just flashed his bright white smile in his bright white-skinned face. “Talk, talk, talk.” He even made the “chattering” gesture with his hand to goad the other man along.

      What followed was the single most un-Marine-like display in the history of the Marine Corps since its earliest days.

      Corporal Dan Thomas tried to touch his nose with his tongue.

      His entire face—normally a fairly attractive one, by most standards—seemed to suck inward as his eyes crossed and his lips pursed around his protruding tongue. It curled upward and came absolutely nowhere near the tip of his nose, but the harder he tried the more everyone laughed.

      When he eventually stopped, a little pink for his efforts, everyone was about to the point of hysterics.

      “I told you,” Jade gasped. “You are full of crap, but I don’t even care.” She came very near wheezing, holding her stomach over the restraints. “I haven’t laughed like that in a long time.”

      “Thomas, I may just need to recommend you for an award,” Andy said with a grin, having been unable to do anything but join in the laughter herself.

      Andy and her Alpha squad Marines were on their way back to their ship after spending two weeks on the ESS Stellar, using their unique experiences in fighting the Arkana to train the squads of the 27th Marine Detachment, both in tactics and weaponry. Andy, being half-Arkana, and Anath, being a full-Arkana defector, had insights to offer that no one else in the ESS Marines, or ESS entirely, could offer.

      It made them, as Dan called it, a “hot commodity.”

      “We’re receiving a communication from the Star Chaser,” the pilot announced from the shuttle’s cockpit.

      “Put it on speakers,” the major ordered, forcing as much of her humor from her voice as possible. She was, after all, the commander of a detachment of ESS Marines and was about to speak with the ship.

      “Major Dolan,” the voice of Captain Wallace came into the cabin. Although not “congenial,” his tone was friendly and easy.

      “Captain,” she returned. “I hope this call means that the Star Chaser is returning to our rendezvous point?”

      “You would hope correctly,” Wallace replied.

      It had been one of those “of course you do” moments when the squad had been getting ready to leave the Stellar and head back to the Star Chaser when they received word that their ship had to divert. On the upside, they had all agreed, the ship hadn’t been attacked by the Arkana.

      One never knew where they were going to show up.

      “We will be approximately two hours late, but we will be there. There has been no reported Arkana activity in the area and the Nebula passed through a few hours ago, so you shouldn’t have any problems. Keep your eyes open and play nice.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andy replied, thinking that they always played nice with each other. It was the enemy who didn’t want to share the universe.

      “Wallace out.”

      There was a short chirp, and the channel was closed.

      “All dressed up and nowhere to go,” Dan quipped. “I’m going to have to wait two hours longer to show everyone my amazing skill.”

      “The skill that you were not able to accomplish?” Anallin asked, sounding genuinely confused because Dan hadn’t actually been able to do it.

      “Not that one,” Dan said, waving his hand.

      Jade smiled at him and then looked at Anallin. “I believe the skill he refers to is making people laugh,” she said.

      Dan made the gun-fingers “you got it” gesture and winked at his not-so-secret girlfriend. As long as it didn’t affect their working performance, Andy chose to not make an issue of it. They were at war. While she needed every one of her people at their best, she also needed them all to have things in their lives that reminded them of why they fought at all.

      Andy glanced at her second-in-command, Sergeant Roxanna, and found that the Selerid’s skin was a slightly darker purple, but it was calm. That was a nice change of pace, the major thought. When an empathic Selerid became frightened or agitated, their skin began to show swirling tones of its native purple.

      Over the course of the many months and many battles, Roxanna’s skin had been swirling more often than not.

      The pilot kept the shuttle on its course, and Alpha Squad continued their easy banter, just blowing off steam and relaxing for the short amount of time that they didn’t really have anything to do. After all, the Marines were a busy group during a war, so they hardly ever didn't have anything to do. The quiet moments were rare, and to be appreciated.

      “We’ll be at the rendezvous point in fifteen minutes, Major,” the pilot reported.

      “Thank you,” Andy replied, then called back to the rest of the squad. “We’re gonna be home soon, kids.”

      There was a collective murmur of appreciation, but it was just a couple of minutes later before the pilot managed to silence what he had started.

      “Not good,” he said, eyes wide as he stared at his console screens. “I’ve picked up an Arkana ship, and it’s on an intercept course!”
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      “Oh, come on!” Dan shouted with frustration.

      Andy ground her back teeth together, but she didn’t say anything. Her reaction reflected the corporal’s, but she didn’t have the luxury of saying everything that came to mind. “Strap in, Marines,” she announced instead.

      They were part of the Earth Space Service, but from inside this shuttle, they couldn’t do much. They still fought on the ground, really, so unless those Arkana boarded their shuttle, the Marines could only hope for the best. They were already buckled into their restraints, so they had that going for them.

      “What are the weapons on this bucket again?” Andy asked the pilot, her voice low and tight.

      “We have two forward and one rear-facing laser, and one kinetic shot cannon on top,” the pilot replied without looking up or pausing as his hands moved rapidly over the controls. “Standard energy shielding on the outer hull plates.”

      Andy looked at the co-pilot’s console before her. These shuttles didn’t require a co-pilot, so she usually didn’t have to do anything, but she knew how to operate most of the controls on a basic level. She had gotten basic training on the shuttle controls when she had originally been promoted to squad leader.

      The screen showed one approaching vessel.

      “It’s small,” Andy thought out loud. The measurements scrolling down her screen showed that the Arkana ship wasn’t all that much larger than their own shuttle, so that was something at least. “Attempting communication.”

      Everyone in that shuttle knew that the Arkana wouldn’t answer. They never did. Even so, it was required that they try.

      The shuttle shook as the first energy pulse hit it.

      “Remind me to have words with the Nebula if we survive this,” Anath said.

      “Noted,” Andy replied tightly. “Bringing the forward lasers online and targeting the enemy vessel.” The moment felt strange for Andy, but she would do what she had to. She ran her fingers down the side-pad control, aligning the targeting scanners on the Arkana ship coming at them. The ship had initially been head-on, but the pilot’s evasive maneuvers put them on the port-side.

      She never wanted a job as a ship’s weapon officer, she was sure of that, but she locked onto the Arkana ship. “Firing forward lasers,” she announced as she pressed the button to let loose the pulsing energy fire. She watched on the screen as those pulses leapt across the open space between the two ships. Some of them hit, and some didn’t.

      The Arkana shuttle made a sudden course correction and evaded further damage. At least now they knew that the ESS shuttle was not a helpless target.

      “Incoming!” she called the moment she saw a return shot headed for them.

      She felt the sudden course shift of their own ship, energy from the stabilizers and dampeners shifting to other systems. The shot hit the backend of the shuttle with enough force to jerk it back, the pilot cursing as he wrestled control back from inertia.

      “I shouldn’t have eaten so much for breakfast,” Dan groaned from the cabin.

      There wasn’t anything they could do but try to not get shot to pieces.

      “Reacquiring target lock,” Andy said through gritted teeth. “Got it. Firing kinetic shot.” The ESS shuttle shook slightly from beneath as that cannon launched its physical ammunition. Andy watched it fly, hoping it would hit. The physical ammunition was the most effective, and of course the most limited.

      As the shot hit the Arkana, the Arkana fired back. Two energy bolts flew toward the little Marine shuttle. It shook and spun, Andy clinging to the edges of the console out of habit more than necessity. Her restraints held her in place.

      “For a small craft, they have bigger guns than we do,” Andy said, frowning as she read the automated damage reports. “The energy shielding is failing on many of the hull plates. I think we need to run.” Andy thought fast to remember her training on these systems, and expanded the sensor view to see what was in the space around them. “I’m looking for a nebula or planet to hide us.”

      “Look faster, Major,” the pilot said tightly, spinning the ship again. “Setting course away from the enemy now.”

      “Bringing up rear-facing laser,” Andy returned. “Let me see if I can at least slow them down. No one tell the ship I was doing this, though. Our real weapons officer will laugh at me.”

      The shuttle ended up feeling more like an amusement ride back on Earth after a short amount of time, and Andy longed to be back on the big ship or on the ground. She did her best to keep her focus on the screen in front of her to return fire on the Arkana ship behind them, but   they kept moving out of her view.

      “I can’t seem to shake them,” the pilot groaned.

      “I’m trying, but they move like a viper,” Andy said.

      “If I could spare the thought, I would ask what that was,” the pilot said.

      The chase dragged on at hyper-speed. The ships both danced, side to side, up and down. Andy would have sworn he was doing circles and barrel rolls, but she wasn’t about to ask. Time was passing fast and slow, and she wasn’t looking at the clock to find out how long they’d been running.

      She wasn’t sure how long they could last.

      Their armor was gone. She had gotten some shots in on their pursuers, but they were still pursuing.

      Suddenly, the ship went into a spin. A very clear spin. The pilot’s cursing made it clear that it wasn’t something in his control, and Andy felt her stomach bouncing between its usual location and her throat then back again. Flashes of Lykos Colony and their “difficult” landing there came to mind and she disassociated for a moment. Asking herself why this was happening to her twice, and then realizing she could only hope that they were headed for some sort of planet.

      She tried to look at the screen again, even as her brain banged around the inside of her skull.

      There was a planet of some sort. It had no name, and the shuttle was headed straight for it. Fast.

      “Losing hull cohesion!” Andy called, seeing and hearing the warning as it jumped up on their screens. Pieces of the shuttle started peeling away, flying off behind them.

      Then, the shuttle smacked into the planet’s atmosphere.
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      “We have got to stop doing that.”

      The words were the first thing to filter through Andy’s mind as she regained consciousness. She could hear them and understand them, although she could not immediately recognize who had spoken them. There was something sticky on her face, and it made it hard to open her left eye.

      After a moment, she remembered them crashing.

      Everything leading up to her losing conscious came rushing back and she had to resist the urge to lose everything she’d eaten for the past week.

      She closed her eyes again and leaned her head back against the headrest. It had been Dan, of course.

      “Sound off,” she managed weakly.

      One by one, she counted as five groggy voices replied. Five. One of those was the pilot, so one of her squad didn’t reply. She moved through the voices and realized that it was her brother. Her stomach lurched again, but she forced herself to stay put.

      “Who has eyes on my brother?” she asked tightly.

      “I do, Major,” Roxanna replied. “He’s alive, but unconscious. I can still sense him.”

      Andy let out a slow breath of relief. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      She took a chance to open her eyes again, very slowly, and her equilibrium stayed mostly in place. Carefully, she unhooked her restraints and pushed herself up from the seat. Although she wanted to jump right into the back and help her brother, she forced herself to be a commander. She checked on the pilot first, who was alive and about as out of it as she was. His restraints were stuck, and she pulled her utility knife and cut him free before moving into the back.

      Just as she did so, Anath groaned and opened his steel blue eyes. They were slightly crossed as he did, lowering his head to look around. She imagined he was feeling about the same as she had when she woke.

      The major made her way around to each member of the squad, checking on them and assisting. As she did so, her eyes roamed around the inside of the shuttle to get an idea of the state of the craft. It was obvious without much looking that it was in very bad shape and might not be space worthy.

      “No head injury, right, Sergeant?” Andy asked as she checked on Roxanna, looking the purple woman over.

      “No, sir,” Roxanna replied with a weak, wry smile. The last time they had crashed in their shuttle, the Selerid had taken a concussion and the squad had gotten a lesson in Selerid biology: that a head injury could turn their empathy from input to output, and make everyone feel what they felt.

      That had not been fun.

      “I think I’ve got some bruised ribs from the restraints, Major,” Jade said with a soft grunt, touching her side as she released the belts. “But I’m ready to fight if need be, sir. Oorah.”

      “Oorah,” Andy said with a smile.

      Dan had a cut on his scalp that was bleeding but not very deep. Head wounds just bleed like a waterfall. Anallin had growing dark blue bruises all over its body. There didn’t seem to be any critical injuries, but no one was unscathed. Andy couldn’t imagine how the pilot had managed to pull them out of that spin and get control enough to keep them all from dying, but she was grateful.

      It wasn’t until she had checked on every member of her squad that she let herself fully examine the rest of the craft. She had been dimly aware of its state—always aware of her surroundings—but now was the time for inspection.

      The news wasn’t good.

      Much of the back end of the shuttle was damaged beyond repairs that could be done where they were. Although it hadn’t been torn off completely, there was no getting this into space again. At best, it was going to be a shelter while they were here, but that was as much as it was good for now.

      She cursed under her breath, losing her composure for a moment as pain stabbed through her head and neck.

      Two crash landings was enough for her. Maybe she needed to change careers.

      “Do we know where the Arkana landed?” Anath asked, slurring his words slightly as he pushed himself up from his seat. It creaked with the movement.

      “No,” Andy replied, still staring at the remains of the back of the shuttle. “If we can get any power to the sensors, we might be able to look around.”

      “On it, sir,” Jade said, sounding just as weary. As the squad’s technical expert, she was the most qualified to help the pilot get anything on this bucket working again. “I’ll also try to get the communications going, or at least an emergency beacon. Try to reach the Star Chaser. We couldn’t have gone that far off course.”

      Andy was going to argue the reality of that statement but chose not to because it didn’t actually help. “Good idea, Martin,” she said instead. “Let me know how it goes.”

      “Oh, you’ll hear me cursing if it doesn’t go well,” the youngest Marine of the group said.

      Stepping closer to the openings between the outer parts of the shuttle and them, Andy realized that the light outside was dim. It was evening, or nighttime with a very bright moon.

      “Thomas,” she said. “Can you stand?”

      “Yes, Major.”

      “Take first shift as guard here at the back, moving between inside and out to keep an eye on things. Obviously, this planet has a breathable atmosphere.” She gestured at the openings where all the air was going in and out without them dying. “So we have that going for us, but we don’t know where the enemy is. Watch out for them, and anything else that might give us problems while we figure this out.”

      She heard some movement behind her and then metal on metal as she guessed he found a weapon. When that same metal clanked, she turned to see him put a broken weapon away and find another. This one apparently passed muster and he limped toward her, nodding as he stood close to the back of the shuttle.

      “Anath,” she said. “Let’s check out supplies. We don’t know how long we’re going to be here.”
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      It had been roughly an hour, as best Dan could tell, and it was truly night now.

      Dan worked as a Marine for the space service, so the dark wasn’t something that bothered him. He was surrounded by it every day, just on the outside of those bulkheads and hull plates. He hadn’t been afraid of the dark as a kid, either. He’d always had this great plan of telling jokes to the monster in the closet until it laughed too hard to do monster things.

      Thankfully, he’d never had to put that to the test.

      Something about the dark on this planet made him uneasy, though. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was. He was standing outside and everything was calm. It would have been easy to mistake this for a forest on Earth, although the trees were taller than any he was used to being around. The canopy was high and thick in some areas. Where there were openings, the trees reaching above it seemed to vanish into the night sky.

      Maybe his uneasiness was just because he couldn’t be 100% sure that his rifle was working properly after the crash. He’d been able to see that everything looked intact, but maybe there was damage in the mechanisms that he couldn’t see, and if the Arkana did show up, or something else did, he couldn’t be sure that his weapon was useful until he attempted to use it.

      Yeah, that was probably it.

      He moved a few paces away from the shuttle. They had gotten a little power working inside, and he could see a dim light from within it as he turned back.

      Before he took the first step back toward the shuttle, he heard something behind him.

      He spun quickly, bringing his rifle up. His eyes widened instinctively, trying to see as much as he could, although it wasn’t much in this dim light. Breathing slowly and somewhat shallowly to lessen the noise, he stared at the shadowy trees for any sign of what might have caused the noise.

      There wasn’t anything that he could see, but even while staring, the sound happened again.

      The uneasiness in his gut grew, but he stuffed it down. It had no place in this moment, because he needed to focus. He took in the whole semi-circle before him, from one side of the shuttle to the other.

      What he wouldn’t have given for functioning night vision goggles.

      Another noise. Just ahead.

      Staring forward, he brought the gun up again. He thought he saw, or maybe just sensed, some kind of movement…but nothing was coming into sight. Carefully, he walked backward as he kept his gun trained ahead of him. He reached the shuttle ‘entrance’ and called in, “Sergeant?”

      Roxanna was nearest to the entrance, since she was due to take next watch.

      “Yeah, Thomas?” she asked, stepping outside.

      “I think I heard something,” he reported in a low voice, still looking forward. “I think I may have seen something move, but I can’t be sure. It’s dark out there.”

      The Selerid stepped up next to him and looked in the same direction he was. Her skin swirled slightly in the low light and she narrowed her eyes in concentration. There were no other sounds or movements from the forest. She opened her eyes normally again.

      “There is…something out there,” she said. “I can sense it.” She frowned.

      “Is it the Arkana?” Dan asked.

      Roxanna shook her head slowly. “No, it’s not them. I would recognize them. They feel like humans, mostly. This is something else. It’s animal…I think.”

      Dan studied her for a moment. Her concentration was obvious, and he hated to interrupt that, but he didn’t like the uncertainty and open questions in her statement. “You think, Sergeant?” he asked hesitantly.

      “There is more sentience to it than animals I’m accustomed to, but the primal feel of it is too strong to be more like a human or Selerid,” she explained after a moment. “It makes it a little harder to decipher than the average animal, however. I don’t sense any intent to come after us, as best I can understand it. I think it’s…curious more than anything.”

      Dan couldn’t tell if that made him feel better or worse. “Do you want me to report this back to the major?”

      Roxanna shook her head. “I’ll do it,” she said. “You stay on watch. Keep close to the shuttle, though. Just in case.”

      “Understood, sir,” Dan said with a nod.

      The sergeant stood looking out into the dark for a little while longer, then turned and headed back inside. Dan didn’t watch her go in, keeping his own eyes trained on the darkness in his best effort to look everywhere at once.

      He knew that his turn at watch wouldn’t last for much longer, but he wasn’t sure just how much sleep he’d be getting tonight.
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      Soldiers always sleep when the moment calls for it. It’s a survival reflex—eat when there’s food, and sleep when there’s peace.

      That doesn’t always mean sleeping well, of course, but they all slept.

      As soon as orange sunlight began peeking through the cracks in the ship, everyone who had been asleep woke up. Anath was standing just inside the “door,” having been the one to take the final watch. Jade was slumped over the co-pilot’s console, having spent most of her time working with the pilot to repair what they could.

      Roxanna took a deep, centering breath and worked to shut out everyone’s tension and fatigue. She had been an empath all her life, like her people, so it was rare that she wasn’t able to shield herself from the majority of it. It just took a little concentration at times, and people’s emotions were running particularly high right then. Not on the outside of course, they were all too well trained for that, but she could feel it.

      The major came up beside her as she was rolling and stretching her shoulders.

      “How’re we doing, Sergeant?” she asked.

      “We’re doing fine, sir,” Roxanna replied. “It’s not ideal, but we’ll make it work until we can call the Star Chaser. Any luck on that front?”

      Andy shook her head. “Jade was able to get the communication system working enough to get a call out, but there’s no reply. She says either the signal strength isn’t good enough, there’s interference on this planet, or the Star Chaser isn’t close enough. We’re trying to figure out exactly where we are, but it looks like we’re on a planet that hasn’t been explored. If we’re right, it’s tagged with its basic locator name and that’s it.”

      Roxanna huffed. “Lovely, sir. That’s lovely.”

      “Isn’t it, though.” Andy smirked wryly. “We’ll keep trying, but for now we have some emergency supplies. If we rely on them alone, however, we won’t last too long. We need to see if there is anything else on this planet to sustain us. I want you and Anallin, hopefully with functional scanners, to go hunting and gathering.”

      “Sounds like fun, sir,” Roxanna said, just as wryly. “We’ll leave at once.”

      “And, Roxanna,” Andy said, suddenly somber. “Keep your senses open. We don’t know where the Arkana landed.”

      The Selerid nodded once, then went to get Anallin. Not that she had to go far, of course, since the shuttle was not that large.

      Laconic as always, Anallin listened to her and then nodded once. It reached into one of the cargo pockets of its uniform and found the scanner it always carried. Although the Hanaran was not their technical expert, it had managed to come up with some ways to enhance the scanner over the past few weeks.

      “Please tell me it’s working,” Roxanna said, fully expecting that it wouldn’t be.

      Anallin’s eyes clicked with a level of agitation that matched her own, probably also thinking it was broken in the crash. Roxanna couldn’t sense the Hanaran’s emotions the same way she did the others, although she was learning to read Anallin more and more. She waited as it opened the scanner and tested it. There was a pair of beeps, then Anallin nodded and the eye-clicks slowed.

      “It’s working.”

      Well, that was a small favor then. “Good. Let’s go.”
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      They had been on the hunt for nearly an hour, and they had a shoulder bag stuffed with plants that Anallin promised were edible and two canteens with water that was “pretty much” free of potentially harmful bacteria. Roxanna wasn’t feeling a huge amount of confidence in the food they’d found, after Anallin’s explanations, but she did trust that the Hanaran would be cautious enough to not get them killed.

      “Let’s check over there and then head back to the shuttle,” Roxanna said, gesturing to a clearing just beyond the nearest line of trees. The canopy was thick over that area, covering most of it in shadows.

      Anallin just nodded in acknowledgement, and the pair moved cautiously into the clearing. Roxanna didn’t sense anyone in the area, but she wasn’t going to let her guard down. She stepped through the trees first, moving her rifle aim around the clearing to determine that it was safe. Then Anallin came through, slinging back its rifle so it could use the scanner.

      The Hanaran moved methodically, starting around the perimeter and checking over every plant. When it would find something, Anallin would stop and pluck some and stuff it into the bag.

      Perhaps halfway through the investigation of the clearing, something changed.

      Clouds must have moved over the sun, because everything suddenly became darker in the already dim area. Roxanna tensed instantly as it felt like a shadow moved over her empathic senses as well. It only took a moment to realize it was the same “something” that they had felt the night before, but it was different.

      There was no curiosity this time. The emotions too were…darker.

      “Anallin,” she ordered tensely. “Guns up.”

      The Hanaran knew better than to second guess any order Roxanna gave, so it immediately dropped the scanner and brought the rifle back into its hands.

      And just in time.

      “Above!” Roxanna shouted, but neither of them were fast enough. Just as soon as they got their rifles pointed toward the canopy, a large dark figure dropped from the trees and fell straight on them.

      All she would remember later on of that first moment was hands and arms. They seemed to be everywhere in an instant. Roxanna was on the ground with a huge mass on top of her. Jaws were snapping everywhere, howling and growling sounds seemed to pierce her inner ears.

      She heard Anallin’s gun go off and the creature on top of her jerked with the impact, but didn’t move away from her. Its bulk pressed on her and kept her from moving her weapon arm enough to bring it to bear. Predatory hostility poured off of it, making her senses swim and her skin swirl.

      Using her arms to hold the snapping jaws away from her, she tried to assess just what the creature’s form was like so she could use it against it, but in this position and in the dark, it was hard to see.

      A stream of Selerid curses spilled from her mouths, too fast for any translator to pick up. The rolling stream of angry-sounding syllables flew upward and the beast seemed surprised by the sound. It paused in its attempts to get at her face, for just a moment, but it was enough for Anallin to run into it and knock it off her.

      Claws that had been in her shoulders tore free as it went sideways, slicing through her armor with frightening ease and drawing blood. As soon as the weight was off her, Roxanna was on her feet. She realized that her leg was hurt too, but she ignored it. She brought up her gun and she and Anallin fired.

      Two or three rounds hit the beast before it turned and ran.

      “We shot that thing at least four times and it’s still alive,” Roxanna said, feeling a sliver of fear rise up. “And that’s shots from you.” Anallin was the sharpshooter in their group.

      “That’s…a concern,” the Hanaran said.

      “Master of understatement.”
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      Thick forests were not always the best at landmarks, and they had no information on this planet to have any knowledge about it. The pair did the best they could to trace their steps back to the shuttle between their memories and what the scanner had recorded. Roxanna was limping, but she kept up.

      It still felt like a part of her brain was cloudy, though, as she tried to filter out everything that had been shoved in there after the encounter with the creature.

      Which probably would have explained why she didn’t know they were about to be on top of a single Arkana soldier until they practically were.

      The Marines came to an abrupt halt.

      The Arkana came to an abrupt halt.

      Then, there were three weapons all up and aimed.

      A long, tense moment.

      The Arkana fired. Then turned and ran.

      Roxanna took a shot, aiming to disable, but the bullet lodged in a tree.

      The Marines didn’t have to say anything. They both knew the danger. They were too close to their own shuttle and didn’t need that soldier getting back to his own. They pursued.

      It didn’t take long to recognize that the Arkana was running with a limp, much like Roxanna was. Anallin, however, was running fine. Although the somewhat short, compact body of a Hanaran wasn’t built for speed, Marine training had improved natural abilities and the little blue Marine caught up quickly with the slender, lithe Arkana.

      Anallin tackled him from behind and they both went down in a heap, the Arkana’s gun flying out of his grip as he rolled over and held up his hands.

      The Hanaran stood, eyes clicking rapidly as it leveled its weapon at the prone form of the enemy soldier.

      “It looks like we have a prisoner,” Roxanna drawled.
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      “I think the thing was all hands and teeth,” Roxanna muttered as she sat on a large rock just outside the shuttle while Anath used one of their small first aid kits to clean and seal the wounds on her shoulders.

      “I am certain there was more to it than that,” Anallin supplied, taking guard duty alongside Dan.

      “So literal,” Roxanna muttered. She winced slightly at one point, but didn’t say anything. “I don’t know how to describe it otherwise, though. These clouds that keep moving in front of the sun made the clearing particularly dark. I couldn’t see it.”

      Andy nodded slowly, then looked over at Anallin. “What did you see?”

      Its watery blue eyes swung toward her. “Not much more than the sergeant,” the Hanaran replied. “Everything was dark. It moved very quickly. I believe it had been in the trees and jumped onto us. It was large, and noisy.”

      “Very,” Roxanna confirmed.

      “We encountered them too.”

      The dull voice wasn’t one she recognized, and Andy turned when she realized that it had come from their prisoner. She stared at him, bound and sitting on a log near the shuttle entrance, and he stared back.

      “You’re still alive,” she commented with a note of surprise.

      To date in the course of this war, there had only been one Arkana prisoner taken by the ESS that did not commit suicide by a means they still hadn’t been able to prevent. That one had been Anath, and that was because of Andy. He had defected for his sister.

      What was this one’s deal?

      “Yes,” the Arkana replied. “There is still a chance of rescue by my people, after all. An Arkana ship could be the one to find us.”

      Andy was aware of that, but she didn’t like it. “You’ve seen one of these creatures?”

      His blue eyes settled on Andy, their gazes meeting and holding. Surprisingly, she saw no malice there. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it wasn’t the usual hate-filled glare that the enemy usually gave her and her brother.

      “Yes,” he said. “It attacked us at our crash site last night and killed one of us. They are as fast and brutal as your people would suggest.”

      Andy narrowed her eyes at him. “And why tell us this?”

      “It occurs to me that we could help each other here,” he said. He sounded…sad. “A cease-fire, as it were, for our time on the planet. We could form something to our mutual benefit.”

      “No,” Andy replied immediately. “Hell no. You people aren’t trustworthy, and you’ve spent a lot of time trying to kill me and mine.”

      The Arkana opened his mouth to reply, but then the clouds passed thickly overhead again and everything was cast into deep shadow. The man’s eyes widened and he looked up at the sky with fear.

      “Major…” Roxanna began.

      Andy turned to look at her sergeant, but the Selerid was staring up into the trees.

      “They’re coming…”

      “Marines!” Andy shouted, grabbing her rifle from where it had been slung back to her hip while she worked.

      The group looked up in time to see forms as big as men falling seemingly from the sky. Guns pointed up and shots were fired, but the creatures fell so fast that most of the shots didn’t even have a chance to land their targets. The next move was to try to get out of the way, but that was also only partially successful.

      Andy hit the ground hard, forcing her weight into a roll that brought her back onto her knees. She spun to face the three beasts that had landed in front of their shuttle. In the dim light and with their constant movement, it was hard to get a clear view of them, but she saw they were big and…had four arms?

      It didn’t matter what they looked like, just that they were here and attacking her Marines.

      She brought up her rifle and took aim at the nearest one, who was using all four arms to swipe at Roxanna. The bullet flew across the interceding space and hit the beast in the side. It let out a loud sound, somewhere between a howl and a growl, and its body jerked, but it didn’t fall. She shot at it again, as did the sergeant, but the thing still flailed and growled and stayed upright.

      Andy gritted her teeth and sighted the beast’s head again, tracking it as it bobbed and swung. She pulled the trigger and the shot hit, which still did not drop the beast, but it did get its attention. Howling again, it whirled around and charged for her with all four arms outstretched.

      Steadying her feet, she took aim as the thing came for her.

      Before she pulled the trigger, a pale body threw itself in front of the beast’s legs. The Arkana hit the ground like a log, and the monster tripped over him. It skidded forward on its gruesome muzzle, the nose almost touching Andy’s boot. It was already snapping its jaws again, trying to regain its feet and lunge at her at once, as she put the tip of her gun to its head and pulled the trigger.

      This time, it fell.

      Then, Andy fell.

      One of the other beasts gotten free of its fight with the others and came for her, apparently out of vengeance. Andy’s head smacked back into the dirt and she saw the proverbial stars, but she pressed against its bulk to keep it from getting close enough to bite. Its second set of hands, however, grabbed at her sides and she heard her armor tear. It was a highly resistant material, and this monster shredded it like paper.

      Andy felt a spike of fear.

      Then the sun broke through the dim light and the creature howled. It was off her in an instant, leaping over her head. She saw it grab its fallen compatriot, and then take off into the trees.
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      Andy wasn’t happy about the decision that she had made, but she had made it.

      Roxanna had said she felt “many” now, and they were no longer just curious. The Marines and the Arkana had clearly been deemed to be threats. They were intruders. And these creatures were going to make sure they knew it and left…or died.

      Of course, she would have been perfectly happy to leave, but there was that issue of her ship being grounded. And if the Arkana soldier—Viator—was to be believed, then their ship was in even worse shape. So, no joy there. Their best hope was the emergency beacons each ship had been able to send out, although which rescue that would end up bringing to them was open to the whim of the universe.

      That plan hadn’t always been one to work out so well for them.

      She had agreed to meet with the other Arkana. If Viator was to be believed, there were four “okay” Arkana soldiers and two that were too injured to be moved. Plus one dead. Roxanna would be able to sense the truth of it once they got a little closer, but Andy was worried that the natives were clogging her senses. They had to work with what they had, though, and that now apparently included four Arkana soldiers.

      Maybe. This meeting would be the deciding factor on that. This meeting could also end up with everyone dead.

      Andy had left Anath and Jade at their shuttle with the pilot. The pilot and Jade were still working on fixing whatever they could. Anath was a decision made between the two of them. Andy and Anath were basically the most hated people for all Arkana. They were traitors to the race, after all, but as much as they hated Andy, she was only half-blood. Anath was full blood, and she didn’t want his presence at the meeting to make it all end before it even really began.

      They were following Viator through the trees, guns up and senses open. She wasn’t sure that they weren’t being led into an ambush, but Roxanna had not sensed deceit from Viator. Anath said his people were not good at deceit. Too arrogant. They were capable, of course, but generally chose not to, and thus didn’t have a lot of practice.

      She still did not trust the Arkana, but she trusted her Marines.

      “We’re close,” Viator said, stopping just inside a clearing. Every couple of minutes, he looked up at the sky, waiting to see if there were more clouds and if it would get dark again. After her own short experiences with this planet’s creatures, she couldn’t blame him. “Wait here a moment.”

      Andy looked at Roxanna, who nodded. He still wasn’t showing signs of deceit.

      “Alright,” Andy said, watching with trepidation as the Arkana slipped into the trees and the Marines waited, guns up.

      “They’re coming,” Roxanna said a few moments later. “I sense three of them. Apprehensive, but no ill intent that I can read.”

      “Let’s hope for the best,” Andy said in a low voice, “but let’s not lower the weapons just yet. There’s only so far I plan to trust their lack of experience with emotional subterfuge just yet.”

      Andy and Roxanna stood facing the direction the Selerid said all three Arkana were coming from, while Anallin and Dan stood facing outward, one in each direction to cover both sides of the group’s flank.

      Viator was the first to emerge. He held his hands up to show that he was unarmed. The other two didn’t do that, but they didn’t take out their weapons either. As they stepped into the clearing, everyone just stared at one another for a long moment.

      “This is Enzo and Marthe,” Viator finally introduced, gesturing to the man and then woman. Each one nodded once when their name was said, but kept silent and wary. “They have agreed to come speak with you.” He looked at each stony face.

      “We don’t like the idea any more than you do,” Andy took a shot and said, “but the natives don’t like us too much, and neither of us are in good shape to fend off the beasts and try to survive while waiting for help. So I agree with the logic about teaming up. The enemy of my enemy is my friend and all that.”

      Enzo tilted his pale head. When he did, she could see the dark, dried blood on the side of his face and neck that he had obviously attempted to wipe off. She could see finger marks in the dried spots. “That is an…interesting phrase,” he said. His voice was so deep that she almost couldn’t hear it. “Is it common among humans?”

      “It is,” Andy said. “It’s a pretty ancient one. Given your origins, I’m surprised you haven’t heard it before.”

      “Many things from Earth did not stay with us as we traveled and evolved,” he said.

      Well, that was pretty freaking obvious, she thought. Things like…compassion and humility seemed to have been left by the wayside of interstellar travel.

      She did manage to keep herself from saying that out loud, however, much to her credit. “You know who I am, I’m sure. You know who my brother is. He’s with us. Are he and I going to be a problem for us working together?” She heard the unspoken challenge in her voice, but couldn’t reel it back without appearing weak before the enemy.

      Marthe pursed her white lips. “We will have to get used to it,” she said with cool practicality. “Will we like it? I won’t insult you by lying and saying we’re happy to. You have been branded as traitors to our whole race. That’s hard to get past.”

      “I imagine it is,” Andy said, just as coolly. “But so long as you don’t stab us in the back, we can handle your distaste. Hell, if it makes you feel any better, we don’t like you either.”

      Marthe smiled mirthlessly. “At least that puts us on even footing.” She gestured in a sort of half-wave. “If you do not shoot us, we shall not shoot you. We agree to this in the interest of our mutual survival. A cease-fire, for the time being.”

      Andy nodded once. “The only question is of rescue. We have equal chances of our people being the ones here…so what do we do then?”

      “We do not wish to be killed just as we are rescued,” Enzo said. “So, we propose we agree that each group can choose. They can either surrender to the rescuing group, to assure their departure from the planet, or the rescued group can agree to not speak of the other group and let them remain here awaiting their own rescue.”

      “I suppose that’s reasonable,” Andy said. She couldn’t imagine ever surrendering herself or any of her people to the enemy, but the idea of staying on the planet by themselves wasn’t great either. She’d figure it out if the Arkana ship was the one to find them. “We agree to these terms.”

      Viator bowed his head. “We are glad,” he said. “Our scanners are good, but your weapons are better. And numbers alone shall aid our cause. We have already lost one of our number, and we do not desire to lose any more.”

      It was one thing that both groups could agree on. “Then we are agreed. Neither of us will lose any more of our people.”
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      “Let me suggest that we begin with a review of our shuttle,” Enzo suggested, although he looked like he was sucking on a lemon as he did. Andy could sympathize, though. You were trained to keep the enemy away, not invite them in. “You can see its state for yourselves and it will help establish where we stand. We also need to check on our injured friends.”

      Andy nodded. “Sounds reasonable,” she said. She wasn’t quite ready to make the leap to vocalizing that they view the ESS shuttle. She knew there was a level of hypocrisy to that, but she didn’t really care. She turned to her Marines and once again met Roxanna’s eye, but she gave the approving nod and so Andy gestured. “Move out. We’ll follow.”

      The other three nodded their acknowledgements and they turned. They did not release their weapons, although they were careful to not let it look like they were aiming them at the Arkana. But given that those…things were still out there somewhere, they didn’t want to take the chances.

      In the dim forest, the three Arkana soldiers almost looked like ghosts drifting through the trees. They were incongruous to their surroundings, and Andy found something unsettling about that.

      It didn’t take long to reach the first signs of the Arkana’s ship. “Signs” in that there was a long trail of wreckage, skid marks of torn up dirt, pieces of pale composite to either side, and broken trees that made a very clear ‘WE ARE HERE’ sign leading up to the Arkana’s ship. If the Marines had just searched a little further, they would have found it easily.

      “Is there anything left of your ship?” Dan asked from behind them.

      “Not as much as we would have preferred,” Viator admitted. “Our pilot is one of the ones badly injured during our…skirmish. She wasn’t able to do much on our descent, but we’re lucky to at least be alive. Most of us.”

      Andy had to work to keep herself watchful of their surroundings the further they went, her eyes being drawn to the pieces of debris growing in size the closer they got until a hatch door was laying crinkled on its side beside the Arkana shuttle. Well, half of it at least. If she had to guess, what was left of it by the end hit something too big to knock down and half-spun so they saw its side as they approached. Which also meant they could see that almost the entire front half was gone, leaving something more like an open canister than a ship.

      “Damn,” Dan said simply.

      “Indeed,” Viator agreed.

      Enzo and Marthe immediately walked inside their canister-shelter and moved to the back, which wasn’t too far, all things considered. Andy couldn’t see inside from where she stood, but she’d put bets on them going to check their crewmates.

      “We haven’t had a lot of time to look for and evaluate all of our equipment,” Viator, who had remained outside with them, explained. “We’ve been trying to keep Odila and Riad alive. We lost a lot of our stores in the crash too, so we’ve been searching for food and water.”

      “We can help search through the debris in and around the ship, even on the trail up to it, and see if there’s anything viable,” Andy offered, her mind working fast to figure out how best they could be useful. They might be the enemy, but they had an agreement now and she would hold up their part, unless the Arkana gave her reason not to. “You said your scanners were good, so finding those and figuring out which ones work will be important, as well as any other supplies. We have some in our shuttle, but splitting between both groups will make them run out fast.”

      Viator nodded.

      Another Arkana came out of the shuttle. This one must have been left as guard and caretaker for the injured ones.

      “So, you agreed,” he said flatly, looking from Andy to the three Marines behind her.

      “It was logical,” she replied simply.

      “Don’t be wretched, Ingo,” Viator said wearily. “We have a cease-fire and we are temporarily allies. We are going to need to work together and having a bad attitude will not help that.”

      The other one—Ingo, apparently—grunted, but then he nodded. “Odila seems to be doing a little better, but I don’t know about Riad.”

      Marthe stepped out of the shuttle then, nodding at Viator. “Odila is asking for you.”

      Viator nodded and went inside, while Ingo remained and Marthe turned to them. “I heard you say something about searching the wreckage,” she said, half-statement and half-question. Andy nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. We haven’t searched as much as we should have.”

      Andy tilted her head, looking over the remains of the Arkana shuttle. “Will you be safe inside that thing when night comes?”

      “We weren’t last night,” Ingo said bitterly.

      “It’s not like we have much option,” Marthe said, although she sounded more tired than bitter.

      Andy let the thought bounce around for a while and then, grudgingly, said, “I suppose we can offer shelter…”

      Marthe stared at her for a moment, white brows knitting slightly. “Thank you,” she began, lips twisting slightly, “for the offer. That must have hurt.” The twist turned up a little at the corners. “But I don’t think either of us are comfortable enough in this arrangement to sleep beside each other.”

      “You’re probably right,” Andy agreed wryly, relieved that they had declined. “Maybe we can help set up something around your shuttle here to act as a defense.” She looked back to the shuttle again, squinting one eye as she thought. “I don’t know what, but we’ll see what we can do. My technology specialist can also come over and maybe try to get some things working again. It looks like the majority of your engine and computer systems are housed toward the back?”

      “You’re observant,” Ingo said, and she couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or accusation. She wasn’t going to worry about it either way.

      “Yes,” Marthe said simply.

      “Martin might be able to do something with some of it, then. It’s worth trying.”

      Marthe knit her brows again. “You are very generous,” she said, with a hint of surprise in her otherwise impassive tone.

      Andy snorted in a sort of laugh. “We have a deal, and the ESS Marines keep their deals. You help us, and we’ll help you. Somehow we’ll both get off this damned rock so we can get back to shooting at one another in a more civilized arena.”

      No one laughed. The truth wasn’t always funny.
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      Dan and Anallin returned to the Marine shuttle to fetch Jade. It didn’t really take two to do that, but Andy didn’t plan to let any Marine go around alone. Between the uneasy truce with the Arkana and the creatures still lingering just at the edge of everyone’s awareness, she wasn’t going to take any chances.

      While they were doing that, Andy and Roxanna teamed up with Ingo and Viator to begin combing through the wreckage.

      Naturally, most of it was too broken or burnt to be of any use, if it could even be recognized in the first place, but they did manage to find two scanners in a lockbox that hadn’t been entirely pulverized by their terrible landing. Viator immediately tested the devices, finding that one had survived and was still functioning properly. The other one got tossed back into the wreckage.

      Closer to the ship, the pieces were larger and their luck a little better. They found another working scanner—and two that didn’t work—as well as a crate with some emergency supplies. It was primarily medical, as Viator informed them when they didn’t recognize much, but there were a few pouches of food. They carried these back to the shuttle so that the medical supplies could be put to good use.

      “How’re things feeling?” Andy asked Roxanna after a little while, keeping her voice low.

      “The Arkana still do not show any sign of deceit or planning to betray us,” the Selerid replied, her voice just as low. “Ingo is very hostile toward us in general, but has self-control. Viator is the least aggravated by our presence. He seems curious about us.”

      “Interesting,” Andy commented quietly. The Arkana believed in their own genetic purity, and they detested the plurality of the ESS and Allied. So for him to be more curious and less hostile… Well, it was interesting.

      “The beasts are still out there,” Roxanna was going on, “just at the edge of things. They are waiting… As soon as we fall into enough darkness, they will return.”

      The major gave a dry sidelong look to her sergeant. “Just wanted to end this conversation on a high note, huh?”

      The Selerid just shrugged.

      “Let’s go look for food and water.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      It was Viator and Marthe who went on the food hunt with them. Andy wasn’t sure if Ingo was just done with them or busy with something else, but she didn’t ask. She didn’t think that they needed four people to do this, but it seemed that the Arkana weren’t too keen to leave their people alone with the sort-of-not enemy any more than she was. So, she could live with it.

      And the Arkana scanners were very detailed.

      By the time they returned to the shuttle, they had some vegetation and fruit plus a few canisters of water. Jade was already there, hard at work. She sat at the edge of the broken deck plates, fiddling with something in her hands and seemingly balancing ten tools at once.

      “Aha!” she exclaimed, startling everyone. Her green eyes went a little wide. “Sorry. I just figured it out.”

      “Can you send a distress signal?” Enzo asked, sounding doubtful.

      “I can,” she said, back to fiddling with all the tools at once. “It will be on a wide beam, so let’s hope there aren’t any Kriori raiders around.” She grimaced without looking up. “But if there are any ESS or Arkana vessels in the area, they will hear it.”

      “What if we get unwanted company?”

      Jade paused her fiddling and looked up. “Well, then it will be the same as it is now, just with different looks and timetables,” she said flatly.

      Igno pursed his lips, but then shrugged and sighed. “Okay.”

      With that, Jade went back to work. “Got it. Signal is broadcasting and will continue to do so until the internal power supply dies. Since it wasn’t damaged, it should have whatever life it would have had otherwise.”

      “At least an Earth year then,” Marthe said.

      “I’m kind of hoping to get rescued by then…” Dan murmured.

      Marthe sat down beside Jade and looked at the device she still held. “How did you learn our technology so fast?”

      Andy smiled with a hint of pride. “She’s our technical expert. Got a mind for it.”

      Jade looked sheepish as she nodded. “Plus, believe it or not, some of your technology still resembles that of Earth at the time you left. Everyone has a hobby, you know?”

      Marthe considered this, but whatever thought she had was apparently reconciled because she got up and walked toward the back of the shuttle. Andy took her place and leaned close to her Marine.

      “They can’t change that to only call the Arkana, can they?” she asked in a low voice.

      “No, sir,” Jade said. “It’s wide or bust. I made sure of it. Even if they could, our shuttle is broadcasting a signal as well, though our power supply is considerably weaker. A few weeks at most.”

      “I’m hoping to get rescued by then…”
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      The Marines were back in their own shuttle well ahead of sunset, bearing their share of the discovered food and water.

      “Fire?”

      “What?”

      Andy blinked as she was drawn from her thoughts and looked at Dan, who was standing beside her just outside the shuttle. “What if we build a fire? It could provide some heat for those of us outside, as well as some light that may keep those…things away from us until morning.”

      Suddenly, she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it herself. But this is why they never worked alone—more minds made for more ideas. “Good thought, Thomas. I’m hoping since you suggested it that means you know how to do it. So, you’re volunteered.”

      He laughed. “Should have seen that one coming,” he said. “With your permission, sir, I’d like to take Anallin and the scanner into the trees to find some branches to burn.”

      “You need the scanner to find fallen branches?” she asked.

      “No, I need the scanner to make sure burning the branches won’t release toxic fumes that will kill us…or make us high.” Dan grinned a bit cheekily.

      Andy chuckled and shook her head. “Also good thinking,” she said. “You have my permission. Get to it.”

      He nodded and went to find his blue-skinned comrade. Andy turned to find Anath leaning against the shuttle. “I don’t like this place,” he declared, sounding almost a little petulant, like a teenager.

      “I can’t say I’m especially fond of it either,” she said wryly. “We’re here now, though, so until we get rescued, we have to make the best of it.”

      “Don’t be so practical when I’m trying to sulk, dear sister,” he said without actual rancor. In fact, the expression he made at her looked just about as adolescent as his words had sounded before. “The alternative is too much thinking.”

      She nodded her understanding before going inside to check on the pilot, Ellis McNamara, and Jade. They had sequestered themselves up in the cockpit again, doing all they could to get as many systems working as possible. Andy worried that by this point, it was a lost cause, but she wasn’t going to stop them. After all, maybe they would manage to get something useful functioning.

      Dan returned with the wood and began building a fire. It was going pretty well by the time they sat around it to share a meal of strangely colored but decent tasting plants. After that, the sun slowly began to set. Andy appointed herself to the first watch, keeping close to the shuttle, and sent everyone inside to get some rest.

      There was something unsettling about this planet, especially at night, that was unlike anywhere else Andy had ever been. She didn’t know if it was something from the planet itself or if perhaps those creatures had some ability. Andy felt the former was far more likely, since her Arkana side gave her a high resistance to most species’ psionic abilities.

      Behind her, she could hear the dull murmur of her Marines as they talked amongst themselves, some of them at least. She knew some would already be asleep, and others would be asleep soon. You had to sleep and eat whenever you could, after all. But she was sure they were feeling the unsettled feeling that she was.

      The fire flickered.

      It had been flickering all evening, because that was just what fires did, but something about this drew her eye. She frowned. Looking at the flames, it flickered again. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something…

      Something big and heavy slammed into the top of the shuttle. The metal creaked slightly, as though it had bent beneath whatever just hit it. It didn’t take two guesses to figure out what, so she didn’t waste time trying to figure it out as she spun to face the shuttle. She brought her rifle up, waiting for the thing to jump down.

      Which was, of course, when she heard the branch snapping to her left.

      Andy part-turned, angling herself to face both threats as best she could. She listened for the footsteps on the top of the shuttle as well as footsteps in the foliage, but even with the fire and dim light from the shuttle, she could barely see what was around her. Fear tried to slither its way into her mind, past her training. That gut level fear bred into humans over many long millennia of evolution.

      The fear of the dark. The fear of what can’t be seen.

      It was what made children afraid of something under their beds, and what made the world fear the very lowest depths of the ocean…

      Something was out there, but she couldn’t see it.

      She gripped her rifle a little tighter as her eyes swung side to side.

      The others came out of the shuttle, armed and wide awake now. That was when the steps on the shuttle’s roof began, drawing closer but echoing off the trees so they couldn’t be sure which side it was coming from.

      “Roxanna?” Andy asked, her voice low and tight.

      “I’m sorry, Major. The sense is coming from all around…so either their mental resonance is wide, or…”

      “They have us surrounded,” Dan offered.

      “Very astute, Thomas. Thank you.”

      Something roared just as its large bulk leapt into the air, falling straight toward Andy’s position. She leaped back, firing her rifle at the same time, but the combination kept her aim from being ideal. One of the shots hit the beast, which she recognized from the sound, but she couldn’t tell where it had hit and the thing didn’t act like anything had happened.

      The Marines formed up in a rough circle, back to back as they covered every angle as best they could. Anallin fired a shot from beside her, and Andy noticed that the Hanaran had taken up one of the energy weapons. Maybe it would have more luck.

      It was painfully clear the rest of them didn’t have any.

      Now that the beasts were on the ground, at least some of them, the flickering fire allowed for some view. Andy tried to take the sight in, but she didn’t like it much. The creature facing her was well over her head, probably seven feet tall or more, and it had four arms. Each arm ended in a primate-like hand with wicked claws, and similar fangs filled an almost wolf-like head.

      She aimed and got off two shots as quickly as possible. The second one hit the thing in the eye, which dropped it instantly.

      Apparently, the brain is the same… The errant thought leapt through her mind for the split-second it could. As soon as the beast hit the ground, there was an ear-piercing roar as another of the creatures—just as big—flew over the body of the first, coming straight for Andy in one frightening leap.

      Two arms were forward and the others back, like it was preparing a haymaker. Andy dodged to the side, getting off another round, but she wasn’t fast enough. One of the forward arms caught her, pulling her into the incoming hit from the others.

      One hand caught her on the side of the head and the other against the ribcage. Her helmet and body armor caught much of the impact, but the sheer brute strength of the beast still sent resounding pain through both spots, so much she felt like she was vibrating. She bit her tongue and tasted the metallic hint of her own blood.

      A shot from one side caught the creature’s attention enough to hold the next hit for a second and Andy dropped down, rolling to the side and coming back up on her knees to take aim again. This time, she was shooting from the side and couldn’t get another eye shot, but she could wound it a few times.

      Just behind the creature she was shooting at, Andy saw another go leaping with preternatural height and speed across the distance. A well-aimed shot sent it off trajectory, bringing it to land on the fire.

      The thing screamed at such a high pitch that Andy thought her ears might be bleeding, and it flailed all four arms as it fled. Leaping from the ground, still screeching, it jumped into the trees…lighting a trail of branches and leaves as it went. As it did, the forest floor below lit up and the remaining beasts fled from the light.

      “Well, that was fun,” Dan said wryly.

      “Keep that fire high,” Andy said quietly. “We just have to hold on until morning.”
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      The problem was that morning never came.

      There were a few functioning devices on the ESS shuttle that let them know the amount of time passing, which they used to divide the shifts at watch. Andy finished her shift, and then Dan and then Roxanna. They kept the fire stoked high, and there were no more ‘visits’ that night.

      But now those clocks were saying it was morning, as determined by the last sunrise…and yet there was no sunrise in sight. The forest remained just as dark as it had been..

      “Could the clocks be wrong?” Anath asked as most of them stood inside the shuttle, tensely discussing the matter.

      “It’s not impossible,” Jade said, “but unlikely. I’ve checked the systems multiple times and they are working fine, by everything I can tell. If something changed, my money is on the planet.”

      “I’d bet on the planet being weird over Jade being wrong about a computer any day of the week,” Andy said, although she wasn’t exactly happy about it. A technical glitch would have been much less frightening.

      Andy felt a strong urge to pace, but she didn’t really have the room to do so. Only so many people could fit around the door to the cockpit, and they were already over that number. She had never been a claustrophobic person, but she was beginning to worry that she wouldn’t leave this planet without the condition. Or at all.

      Since there wasn’t really anything else she could do at that moment, she pushed her way through the small crowd and walked outside to check on Anallin, who was on watch. It looked like the dark watch was going to go on a while.

      “All clear on the eastern front?” she asked as she walked up to the Hanaran.

      Anallin looked at her, eyes clicking erratically. She had come to learn that was usually indicating curiosity. “What’s that, Major?”

      She smiled wryly and shook her head. “Never mind. No signs of our adversary out there?”

      “No, sir. Neither the four-armed things nor the Arkana.”

      Andy started to nod, but as if fate wanted to disprove her squad’s sharpshooter, there came a sound from the trees. Anallin had its gun up in an instant, and Andy was just a heartbeat behind. The noise was not hard to trace, and it sounded like something smaller than what they’d faced the night before. Moving faster, and without stealth.

      A moment later, Viator came staggering through the trees and fell to the ground just outside their fire. There was fresh blood on the side of his face.

      “We have a big problem,” he gasped.
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      “Could you say that again?” Andy asked tightly. Her brain refused to process the words it had just heard.

      Marthe looked at her wearily. “It won’t sound any better a second time,” she said.

      None of them had wanted to travel at night, but Viator told them the news. To show them anything more, they had to see it at the Arkana shuttle. Andy made the decision that no one would be left behind, so the whole group—with guns and flashlights and actual torches—made their way through the dark forest to the Arkana shuttle.

      “There is some sort of atmospheric storm taking place,” Enzo said with a heavy sigh. Even Ingo seemed to have lost some of his fire. “It’s unlike anything we’ve encountered before, but we’ve been able to see and track it since getting some of our ship’s sensors functioning.”

      “It was a small bit of luck that the sensor array was not in the half of the ship that got torn off,” Viator said tiredly.

      “We have seen that while it built fast, it’s moving and dissipating very slowly. And it’s blocking this planet’s sun. I don’t know how long it will last, but I don’t expect daylight for some time,” Marthe repeated what she had already said a few minutes ago.

      “That’s just…fantastic,” Dan blurted out behind them, though his sarcasm was giving voice to what they were all feeling.

      “You were attacked again?” Andy asked, even though it was obvious that something had happened. There were blood and injuries that hadn’t been there when the Marines had left them the night before. Although something else could have caused injuries, it seemed unlikely.

      “We were,” Viator said. He seemed like he’d taken the worst of the visible injuries. “We fought them off, at least.”

      “We were also attacked. We discovered that fire is a big deterrent,” Andy said.

      Roxanna spoke up at that point. “Although it was interesting… They didn’t seem to pay it any mind, at first. Almost like they had never encountered it and only learned how bad it was when that one fell in it.”

      Andy frowned thoughtfully. “Whatever the case may be,” she finally said, “they don’t like it, and they burn just like anything else.”

      “We can use that to our advantage, at least,” Viator said, rubbing the side of his neck.

      As they were talking, Andy started taking a look around the Arkana shuttle. They may have been able to get some systems working, but it was still a disaster. She frowned, not liking the thought that was crawling through her brain on its way to her tongue. But, tactically speaking…

      “I don’t know if you can stay here,” she stated with a sigh. “I know neither of us like the idea, but this could well become a siege. If night is not going to pass, just holding out has become much harder. Our shuttle is in better shape. We can hold up in that better than you can here.”

      The Arkana all looked at each other. Marthe finally sighed. “We won’t leave our injured here.”

      Andy frowned. “I wasn’t going to suggest it.”

      “At least we’re all agreed that none of us are happy about it.”

      The major laughed quietly. “Yeah, we can agree on that.”
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      The two injured Arkana were in bad shape. Only one was even coherent. The other was conscious, in a way. He was feverish and hallucinating, gibbering at random intervals. His mental and emotional chaos was difficult against Roxanna’s empathy, but she focused on her internal ‘shields’ against it.

      They created stretchers out of pieces of the shuttle. The Arkana would carry their injured crewmates as they made their way back through the darkened forest to the Marines’ shuttle.

      Tension was high. Almost painful. Although they had their ‘cease fire,’ neither side trusted the other, so no one wanted to be crammed into the same small space. Yet, they all realized that Major Dolan’s tactical thinking was sound. The Arkana shuttle was a disaster and offered little protection.

      Even if the Marines’ shuttle was damaged, it was at least enclosed and mostly intact.

      The Marines took up a defensive position around the Arkana as they moved with agonizing slowness through the trees. The pilot, who Andy would not leave behind either, carried the torches. He was not combat trained, after all, but he could carry things and the fire seemed to offer him some level of comfort in this trying situation.

      “Sergeant?” Andy asked tightly.

      “I’m not sensing anything nearby,” Roxanna replied, trying to watch the trees with every sense that she had. “But I can always sense them somewhat. There are many of them in this forest. I couldn’t even begin to tell you how many.”

      “That was more information than I needed, Sergeant,” the major replied wryly.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      The tension seemed to rise with every step, and Roxanna felt nearly choked by it, but she pressed on. The fire from the torch, since the pilot was right behind her, started to heat the back of her neck. She felt her skin swirling with her agitation, that faint tingling that moved just beneath her skin.

      “I’m not sure if I should envy you or not,” Viator said. He was carrying the front of one stretcher, roughly even with her as they walked slowly.

      “Why is that?” she asked without looking at him, keeping her eyes on constant movement to all sides that she could see.

      “The empathy,” he went on. “It seems very useful, yet incredibly troubling.”

      She smiled wryly. “You would be accurate on both counts,” she said. “It can be particularly difficult for us to be around humans a lot.”

      Viator frowned slightly, thoughtfully. “Why is that? Why more so than others?”

      “There are plenty of others who are the same,” she was quick to clarify. “But humans are…chaotic. My people are strongly emotional, but because we are an empathic race, an orderliness to our thoughts is a requirement for survival. Humans do not possess that mental order, and that can be difficult for a Selerid, especially when we are new to it.”

      “Then why join the ESS?” he asked. “If it’s so difficult, what’s the point? I know that you are not like us. You have…more of a choice.”

      “We do have a choice,” she said. For a moment, she paused, thinking she’d felt something approach…but then the feeling vanished. “We always have a choice, and anyone who serves in the ESS is there because they choose to be. A Selerid chooses to serve because we believe that our service will help. Normally, we enter the medical and psychological departments.”

      “But not you.” It was half question and half statement.

      She smiled wryly, purple eyes rising to survey the darkness of the forest canopy above her. “No, not me.”

      There was a long pause while he waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. “Why not?”

      “That’s a story for another time,” she said, not feeling like discussing her entire personal history with someone who had been the enemy just a few days ago.

      Suddenly, the feverish Arkana screamed.

      Everyone stopped, terrified at the attention the sound would cause.

      “Shut him up!” the major hissed.

      The Arkana carrying his stretcher stopped and put him down so they could lean in and try to sooth him back to quiet. It didn’t work and he screamed again, so Marthe pulled something out of her pocket and injected him.

      He instantly fell silent. So silent, that for a moment Roxanna thought they had euthanized him. After all, they all committed suicide when they were captured, so would murder be so far out of the realm of possibility? But a moment later, she saw his chest rise and fall, and felt his existence with her empathy.

      She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      They all stood there, staring at one another as they waited to see if the commotion would bring the beasts down upon them.

      Somehow, it didn’t.

      “Keep moving,” Andy ordered, voice still low and tight.

      Marthe and Igno picked up the stretcher again, and they all marched forward in silence, and darkness…and fear.
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      Claustrophobia.

      It was coming for them all.

      Unfortunately for the two injured Arkana, they got the short end of the stick. They were bundled under the line of seats where the Marines would sit when the ship was actually space-borne and moving. The feverish one was unconscious and didn’t care. The coherent one wasn’t thrilled, but too feeble to complain. The pilot and Jade were now permanent residents in the cockpit, while the rest of them found places in the seats and on the floor. Except for whoever was on watch.

      They had brought the water, food, and medical supplies from the Arkana ship here, which was also taking up space.

      In a word, it was miserable.

      “How long do you think we’re going to have to remain this way?” Marthe asked with a sigh, leaning her head back. “I’m almost beginning to think being eaten by the creatures isn’t so bad after all.”

      “I’m not sure if they want to eat us or just make sure we’re dead,” Andy returned. “I just hope they aren’t too smart.”

      Enzo looked up at her. “What do you mean?”

      She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “So far, they have attacked us in small groups. It was bad, but we could mostly handle it. If they figure that out and attack in numbers… We could be in trouble. None of us are in a state to fight a full-scale battle.”

      No one replied, so she took that as agreement.
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      The gleaming city stood before her.

      It had been a while since she’d had one of these dreams. The nightmares about Station Eclipse had taken over for a while, but now…here she was again. On a planet where she was building new nightmare fodder, she returned to the world of the Arkana. A place she had never seen, but apparently knew what it looked like.

      Andy could at least appreciate her heightened lucidity and awareness. So, there was that.

      This was an area of the city she hadn’t seen before, though. She looked around and saw that she was on a hill on what she guessed was the north side. Normally, her dreams had her walking up from the south, from these broad plains and swaths of emptiness. She had a long way to go to reach the city.

      This time, she was practically already in the city. This area looked less industrial than others she’d been through. There was an air of opulence to it, and the thing that rattled around in her mind was that this was where the leadership lived. This place had a view over the city below, it looked down on them.

      So. This was where her father lived.

      She walked down the short expanse of hill remaining open between her and the back terrace. It was empty. Everything felt empty here.

      Andy moved into the terrace and looked at the flowers. They seemed to be everywhere, covering the ground and crawling up trellises. Blue. All of the flowers were blue, she noticed, but different shades. It made her think about Arkana eyes. They all had blue eyes. Except her, being only half.

      She looked like her mother.

      Crossing over the ivory-white stones, she moved to the house. The door was open. No, the door wasn’t there. There was no door. Or windows. It was all open, just decorative columns holding up a roof that looked like slate.

      She moved inside. There was the same opulence to the inside as the out, showing in all the furnishings. There was a lot of glass and crystal, she noticed. It was unlike anywhere she had ever seen in real life. It looked so…uptight.

      It made her want to use it all for target practice, but that was just her spiteful side coming out. It was just the side of her that hated her father. Not that she really knew the man at all, since the only time she’d met him had been after he tried to kill her and her Marines, but still. It seemed like reason enough.

      “You’re here.”

      That was her father’s voice.

      She sighed and dropped her head, almost like a teenager who had been found out sneaking back into the house after curfew.

      “It’s not like I have much choice.”

      There was a mechanism at work in all this that she didn’t understand. If she didn’t know better, she would have said that her father somehow communicated to her in her dreams. She had heard him speak before she ever met him, but he had been without face or form then. And she had been to this place many times without ever setting foot on it.

      But the Arkana were not supposed to be telepathic in any way. So…how?

      Andy turned around and faced the pale ghost of a person sitting in the chair at the far end of the room.

      He smiled at her. The expression was…smug. It took a lot of self-control to not sprint across the room and punch the expression off. Or at least remove some of his teeth and bruise his lips so he couldn’t do it anymore.

      It wasn’t, in truth, that Andy was a violent person. As a Marine, and as a commander of them, she knew the necessity of violence, but she did not crave it. Except with this man. This man who had brought war to her home. Who was willing to wipe out as much of humanity as was necessary to achieve his goals. To kill all humans who believed in the sanctity of life, be it from Earth or elsewhere.

      The Arkana took xenophobia to a new level, and she hated him for it.

      “I’m coming for you, old man,” she whispered, her expression and tone and whole being flat. “I’m coming for you, and when I get to you, I will end this…”
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      “Incoming!”

      At Dan’s shout from outside, the soldiers within the craft woke fast and turned into a single mass of movement, awkwardly moving against and over one another to get out of the shuttle. At any other time, it might have been comedic. At that time, it was just frustrating.

      They all spilled out of the shuttle with their weapons drawn, and without having shot any of each other. Dan was already fighting one four-armed beast, and another had just landed. They all angled their bodies away from the fire, although the mere presence of its light didn’t seem to be enough to keep them away.

      Andy didn’t waste time aiming and firing at the beast trying to crush her Marine. Any vestiges of her dream washed away with the gunfire. Her bullet was joined by an energy bolt of an Arkana weapon. The sight of it was enough to send a shudder down her spine, and she had to remind herself that it wasn’t aimed at her but at their common enemy.

      Both shots hit their target, and the beast roared and flailed back with its arms. It teetered on thickly muscled legs for a moment before springing forward, leaping right over Dan, and then jumping into the trees.

      That was not the last of their enemies, however.

      A small horde of them dropped from the trees like gigantic, furry, flailing rain. Several of them landed on the top of the shuttle and used their multiple hands to tear at the roof of the craft. Andy and Marthe noticed first, whirling to take aim at those particular creatures to try to stop them.

      Andy watched in horror as one creature took a part of the hull off and tossed it into the trees.

      “Yeah, your shelter is so much better,” Marthe shouted sarcastically over the noise of the fight, firing bolt after bolt as they frantically worked to knock off those creatures.

      “Oh, shut up!” Andy shouted right back without taking her eyes off the targets. “At least they have to work to get into this one!”

      Another piece of the outer hull came off, but Andy knew enough about her ship to know that there were multiple layers to it. They had to work harder to break through, but she knew that they could do it if given the chance. The bullets and bolts weren’t doing the job fast enough.

      She thought fast.

      Andy stopped firing and turned.

      “What are you doing?” Marthe shouted.

      “Hold them!”

      She sprinted the short distance to the fire and grabbed a burning log. It was thick, and hard to pick up. The fire was close to her hand, but her gloves somewhat protected her. She just had to hope it was long enough…

      Someone screamed behind her, but she couldn’t stop to look. There was a wet thud too, but she ignored that also.

      Major Dolan had to focus on the objective, and that was making sure those monsters didn’t destroy the only refuge they had. She raced back to where she’d been, where Marthe still held the line, and threw the log as hard and as high as she could. She hadn’t played sports since she was a teenager, but she did her best.

      And hoped that the fire didn’t go out on the way.

      Fortunately for her, it didn’t.

      The log hit the top of the shuttle with a thunk, and it only took a moment for the creatures to see it there. They stopped tearing and stared at it, until the first one tried to grab it and discovered that it hurt like hell. It shrieked as the fur on one of its hands lit up, flailing its hand around until it had succeeded in lighting two of the others on fire.

      The burning monsters jumped into the trees, while the others left the shuttle to jump to the ground and come for the one who’d done it.

      Normally, making yourself a target wasn’t meant to be the goal, but she’d take it in this case.

      Grabbing her weapon in both hands again, she took aim at the creature running toward her. At least, the closest one. She fired once and hit it center mass, but that didn’t seem to be enough. It kept running. It was so close, she knew she only had one more chance, and she took it.

      The bullet grazed the thing’s neck.

      And she was sure she was about to get steamrolled.

      But suddenly, a bolt of white energy lanced the sky and drove straight through the beast’s head. It was knocked sideways as it instantly fell. She looked at Marthe, who nodded once at her. She nodded back.

      And they got back to the fight.
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      A beast had broken Jade’s gun in half.

      There was a long stream of words rushing through her head that she had only learned once she was in the Marines, but every one felt applicable in this moment, and had the moment been otherwise, she would have been saying them aloud.

      She jumped back, trying to avoid the arms sweeping in for her. The bottom one missed her, but the top didn’t. The big hand smacked the side of her neck, somehow fitting around it despite her helmet and armor. The grip was tight, and she felt the air starting to flee from her body.

      The beast lifted her, drawing her slowly to its open mouth. Its gaping, dog-like muzzle with large faintly-blue teeth. Was it going to eat her? Probably.

      Her lungs began to burn just as her head throbbed. She gripped the thing’s hand with both of hers, but didn’t try to pull it free. She knew it wouldn’t work, and would waste energy she needed.

      She struggled to breathe shallow. To not panic, which would force her body to try to take more air than she could. Jade was trained. She knew she could do this. She was a Marine.

      She could do this.

      She was a Marine.

      Her world began to grow dim around the edges, but she was close to the things face as the mouth opened wider. How could it move so slow when it attacked so fast? Or was her perception off because she was dying?

      No. She wasn’t dying.

      Close enough now.

      Using the hand like a pull-up bar, she fought to bring her knees up…

      …and kicked the beast in the neck.

      Fortunately for her, it needed its neck too. As much as she did. It dropped her in an instant, grabbing at it, wheezing and hacking.

      The youngest of the Marines of Alpha squad hit the ground flat on her back, what little air she had left rushing out in a great gust. She gasped hard, that bit of air burning almost as much as not breathing had. She forced herself to roll over onto her hands and knees, ignoring the pain in her back as she got to her feet and rushed back toward the shuttle to find another weapon.
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      When the next creature stumbled into the fire clutching its throat and lit up, the whole band ran off. Just as suddenly as they came, they were gone.

      Andy knew they would be back.

      “Report,” she said wearily, looking down at her hand. The glove was partially melted and now that the battle was over, the adrenaline waned and it burned intensely. She tried to ignore, but it wasn’t easy.

      “Anallin is hurt, sir,” Roxanna said.

      The major hurried over to the pair. The Selerid was kneeling beside the Hanaran where it leaned back against a fallen log. It looked almost like half of its face had been clawed off, but it was still breathing and talking so it couldn’t really be that bad. Just large gashes along the face, bleeding blue. Its eye-clicks were slow, but steady.

      “Here, sir.” Dan.

      “Here…sir…” Jade’s voice was hoarse, strained. Andy looked toward her and saw her holding her throat, breathing hard.

      “I’m alive,” Anath chimed in, just as wearily.

      Andy noted that none of the Arkana replied, and she looked around the clearing. “And the Arkana?”

      Enzo replied, “I didn’t know we were required to report.”

      She could have gone over there and smacked him. “It would be nice to know who’s alive.”

      To her surprise, he laughed. “Yes. Apologies. I’m alive.”

      “Injured but alive,” Igbo said. “I hurt terribly, but I can walk.”

      “Alive,” Viator said, but weakly.

      “Alive,” Marthe said, walking over to join Andy where she knelt in front of her people.

      She’d take what she could get.

      The members of the group still on their feet scouted around their camp and the trees above, but there weren’t any signs of the creatures returning immediately and Roxanna reported she didn’t sense any beings nearby. Once assured there, they went back to tending injuries while Andy scoped out the damage to the top of the shuttle.

      “We need to shore this up,” she declared. “Thomas, you’re on guard. Roxanna, keep taking care of Anallin and Martin. Anath, you’re with me. Let’s get this fixed.”

      “What about us?” Marthe called up from where she stood on the ground.

      “I don’t give the orders for your people,” Andy replied. “Where do you think you can best help?”

      Ingo surprised her by saying, “I will help with the roof.”

      The major tried to keep the surprise off her face, but apparently, she failed because he smirked up at her. “I can best help there.”

      She nodded once. “Let’s see if we can find the pieces that were torn off, but don’t go too far into the trees and don’t go alone.”

      Anath and Ingo exchanged a long look, but came to some silent compromise, and went off to look for the hull pieces together. Andy, meanwhile, returned to examining the damage. She knew she didn’t have to get it back to a space-worthy state, just a reasonably sound roof over their heads while they waited to be rescued.

      Tension and worry coiled at the bottom of her stomach, like some sort of emotional snake ready to strike. On top of all of the obvious, she hoped that Ingo wouldn’t suddenly decide that the full-blood traitor needed to die. Andy wasn’t ready to lose her brother. Not that she could imagine she ever would be.
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      “You’re not going to cut my throat once we’re out of sight, are you?” Anath asked Ingo, without any trace of joking.

      “You know nothing of your people, do you?” Ingo replied, his disdain clear.

      Anath wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn’t because he didn’t want to take his gaze off the two objectives: looking for the hull pieces and watching out for more of the creatures. If he’d had the luxury, however, he would have sent his eyes to the back of his head. How was it that an entire race of people could hold the same character trait? One to another, every Arkana was an arrogant jerk.

      He liked to think he’d grown away from it, and his mother was the exception.

      “I know only too well,” he replied tersely. “I grew up in the shadow of the very epitome of the Arkana race. My own father would shoot me if he stood where you are, so who doesn’t know much about their people?”

      “Can you blame him?” Ingo replied before wisdom or reserve could stop him. “He’s been betrayed by not one but two of his children!”

      “Is it betrayal to think your parent is wrong and to want to stop genocide?”

      Ingo didn’t reply to that right away. The Arkana race had been born of—created by—the humans of Earth. They had not experienced their own ages of genocide and ethnic cleansing, but the words had been seared into a sort of cultural consciousness that was bred into every one of them. Words had power, and that one caught Ingo off guard.

      Anath wanted to turn and see his face, but he didn’t.

      Just ahead was a claw-marked piece of hull. He checked his surroundings and then hurried to it. It looked like it was intact enough to be put back on, as long as they never hoped to fly the shuttle again. He grabbed it and tied a rope around it that he pulled from the pack he carried, then slung the heavy piece over his back. The Arkana body was strong, and he was able to carry it.

      Ingo caught up to him by this point. “We are on a mission to claim our birthright and return to the world of our ancestors. We are merely fighting back against those who would prevent us.”

      The propaganda of his father nearly made Anath have a brain seizure and he took a deep breath.

      “Father never considered just going to Earth and speaking to them,” Anath said, his voice low and tight as he started looking for the other hull piece. “This war has never been about just going home, or our ancestors, or birthrights. My father is mad with power and insane with the bigoted logic of the ones who created us. There is nothing “merely” about that. You’re just the sword-arm that kills everything standing in my father’s way.”
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      Andy was relieved to see both Anath and Ingo return to the clearing, in one piece and walking under their own power. It meant that no creatures had attacked them, and they hadn’t tried to kill each other—or if they had, they hadn’t tried very hard.

      They had also found both pieces of hull.

      Walking into the clearing, Ingo climbed up onto the roof beside her without saying a word, and Anath handed the pieces up one by one. Andy watched the process with curiosity, but if they weren’t going to say anything, neither was she. She simply waited until Ingo held each piece in place, and then welded them back on. She wasn’t a welder by any means, but since it didn’t have to be pretty, she managed.

      By now, Jade was recovered and Anallin was resting inside the shuttle alongside the other two injured persons.

      It was still dark, but at least it was also quiet.

      “Alright, everyone,” Andy said as she climbed down. “Let’s get something to eat and then try to rest up again. We don’t know when they might be back, or what they might bring with them.”

      Everyone nodded and went about their business. Everyone looked worn.

      “Roxanna,” Andy said, walking over to her sergeant.

      “Yes, sir,” the purple woman replied curiously.

      “Did you ever visit the zoo when you were on Earth?”

      Roxanna blinked, almost like she was having a hard time comprehending the question because it was so unexpected. “The zoo, Major?”

      Andy smiled wryly. “I know it’s a strange question but bear with me. Earth has many zoos and nature preserves. Did you ever visit any of them while you were on Earth?”

      “Yes, sir.” The sergeant nodded. “Two, as a matter of fact.”

      “Did either have any primates, such as gorillas or chimpanzees?”

      Roxanna looked confused for another moment, but then understanding dawned on her face with a soft ‘ah,’ and she nodded.

      “Yes, I did. These creatures are…” She paused, her purple eyes moving to one side like she was picking the best words. “They are more human-like in their mental vibrations, one might call it, than the primates I saw on Earth, but they are more like the chimpanzees than you or I or the Arkana. I would say when it comes to what they feel, and thus likely how they think, they fall just between the two.”

      That was what Andy had been wondering about. In the end, it didn’t really matter, but it put it into a perspective that helped her understand.

      “Do they want something from us aside from making us leave?” she asked, knowing that Roxanna’s senses were limited. Any insight she had was always useful, however.

      “That’s hard to say,” the sergeant replied. “Jade believes one tried to eat her, and that could be part of it. I think us being in their territory is a big part too, though.”

      “So, end of story, we need to get off this rock as soon as we possibly can?”

      “Basically, sir.”
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      “This is the ESS Star Chaser. Major Dolan, respond. Alpha squad, report. This is the ESS Star Chaser.”

      “Crap!”

      Jade’s shriek as she was jerked away and nearly fell out of the co-pilot’s seat startled everyone else in the cabin, only they all leapt up and grabbed their weapons.

      “Don’t shoot me!” she exclaimed, righting herself before swiftly pressing the controls to open a return channel. “Star Chaser, this is Private Jade Martin of Alpha Squad, ESS Marines 33rd. Can you hear me?”

      “We can hear you, Private. It’s good to hear your voice. Status report?”

      “We have crash landed on an unknown planet and are unable to leave. Request emergency retrieval.” She turned away from the console. “Someone get the major!” she yelled into the cabin, knowing that Dolan was taking her turn at watch. She went back to the console. “Can you locate us from this transponder signal?”

      There was a long pause. “We can and are en route. We are close, but long-range scans say that there are very few places to land even one shuttle.” Jade bit the inside of her lip since she had become aware of that fact very painfully a few days ago. “You will have to come to our landing position.”

      Jade’s eyes widened. “Of course.”

      “What was that, Private?”

      She hadn’t realized she’d said that out loud… “Nothing, sir.”

      Dolan burst in right then and Jade hopped out of the co-pilot’s seat. The major sat down. “This is Major Dolan. We’re very happy to hear from you.”

      “We’re happy to hear from you too, Major. Is everyone okay?”

      “We’re alive. We do have injuries, though. There is a native creature on this planet that is… Well, they aren’t happy to have us visiting. They have attacked repeatedly.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. We’re on our way as quickly as we can. Unfortunately, there will be few landing sites so you’ll need to meet the shuttle where it can land.” There was a long pause, and then directions and coordinates.

      Jade chewed on the inside of her lip, but Andy seemed to take it all in stride.

      “We’ll be there, sir. How long do you estimate your arrival?”

      “We will be there and on the ground in approximately sixteen hours.”

      The major nodded, even though no one on the ship could see it. “We’ll be there. Dolan out.”

      The channel chirped closed.

      “Martin,” Dolan said. “How far away is the site they’re coming to?”

      Jade blinked and then leaned over to access the computer. There was very little functioning, but she managed to access a map. “From what little I can see here, we’re surrounded by dense forest. It would probably be…” She did quick calculations in her head rather than try to convince the computer to. “…just about thirteen hours walking time.”

      That wasn’t great news. “Does that include the extra load of carrying injured personnel?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thank you, Martin,” Andy said, standing and walking to the back.
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      Andy asked for everyone to come outside around the fire. Even if it put them in the open, she wanted them all to have some space. Staying close to the fire would provide a measure of safety.

      “The Star Chaser is coming for us,” she said simply. She looked between the four Arkana first. “I did not tell them about you being here. The choice is yours. You’ve stuck to your side of the deal, and I will stick to mine. You can surrender to us and come with us when our ship gets here. I assure you that you’ll be treated well. Or you can remain, use our shuttle as shelter, and hope someone else gets the signal.”

      Marthe was the one to look at each of them in turn. They looked…disappointed, but Andy could hardly be surprised. Of course, they’d been hoping that it would be their own ship that rescued them, just like she’d been hoping it would be hers. She didn’t push them, although she knew they would have to start moving soon.

      So she laid out the rest of it while they thought. “Here’s a problem. They can’t land near us. We have to meet them, which means traveling through dense forest in this unending night. They will be here in approximately sixteen hours. It will take us roughly thirteen to get there. Thirteen hours to stay alive.”

      “Does that include our injured people?” Marthe asked softly, cautiously.

      “It does,” Andy said. “I would not go ahead with numbers without factoring in everything, and if you choose to come with us, I would not leave anyone behind who still drew breath.”

      “You would travel through these woods, in this dark, with our injured people? Knowing they will be nothing but a burden to you?” Marthe asked, her brows knitting with something like suspicion or disbelief.

      “Yes, I would,” Andy said as she folded her arms. “We made a deal and I’m going to honor it. That includes bringing all of you, injured or not. I wouldn’t leave one of my Marines behind because they would need to be carried, and I won’t leave your soldiers behind at the mercy of these beasts, either. Whether you come with us or not is up to you, but if you come, you all do. End of story.”

      For the first time, Andy thought she saw an emotion other than contempt or skepticism cross Marthe’s face. If Andy didn’t know better—and maybe she didn’t—she would have thought the Arkana woman was about to cry.

      “We’ll go with you,” she said softly, meeting the eyes of the other three, who nodded. “And we will surrender ourselves to the ESS.”
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      Hour One

      

      “Alright, we have a thirteen-hour hike ahead of us through enemy territory,” Andy said plainly as they stared at each other over the fire pit. “What do we know?”

      “We know that they are nocturnal, although dusk-like dimness is enough for them,” Roxanna said.

      “We know that they burn, although it seems like they need to be burned or see another burned before they realize the fire is dangerous,” Dan added.

      “They are big,” Anallin stated, eyes clicking rapidly as it touched its face. “Their claws are sharp. They are strong. Neither bullets nor energy bolts take them down easily, unless you can get a good shot. Straight through the eye or other targets on the skull.”

      “They do need to breathe through their throats and mouths,” Jade said, idly rubbing her throat with her free hand while holding her rifle with the other. “I kicked one in the throat and it reacted like a human.”

      Andy nodded, taking it all in. “We have to get out of this campsite in three hours at the most to meet our shuttle at the rendezvous point. I know they’ll wait for us, for a while at least, but I don’t want to make anyone stay on this planet for long.”

      “I think we can safely rule out any camping,” Ingo said with a wry smile. “So shelter isn’t a necessity. Nothing we could carry would do anything against those big brutes anyways.”

      “True,” Andy agreed, “but we will need food, water, and medical supplies. As well as trying to reinforce the structures of those stretchers to make sure we don’t drop them on the way.”

      “I’m sure they appreciate the thought,” Viator said with a small smile.

      “We can work out a rotation for who will do the carrying and who will do the guarding,” Andy said, once again very obviously surprising the Arkana. “We don’t need your arms falling off, after all, but I will leave fixing the stretchers to you.”

      Marthe nodded once, and the four moved off.

      She turned to her Marines. “I’m going to stay on guard. Martin, you and the pilot do what you can to pull anything we need from our shuttle and then scorch the rest so nothing useful is left behind. Thomas and Roxanna, start packing up the food and water. We have a thirteen-hour straight trek.” They nodded and turned to do so. “Anath, I want you to be sure of the medical supplies that we’ll need, both for the injuries we already have and whatever we might encounter. We don’t want to weigh ourselves down too much, but I want to be prepared. Anallin, you’re on watch with me.

      “Get to work.”
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      Hour Three

      

      Everything was as settled as it could be, and they had managed to do so in peace. There had been no further attacks in the past two hours, but Andy felt sure that that would not last much longer.

      The Arkana would be carrying their comrades for the first stretch. Andy assigned herself, Anallin, Roxanna, and Dan to be on point with the weapon defense. The pilot, Jade, and Anath would have their guns but would be carrying torches to help them fight the creatures should they show up again, as well as help them see their way in the dark, combined with the flashlights on the weapons.

      “Let’s move out,” she ordered.

      Anallin, with its sharpshooter skills and hand-scanner, took point. Andy covered their rear, with Roxanna and Dan to either side. They put the Arkana in the center, and the torch-bearers roved.

      Andy didn’t tell them to keep their eyes open. It would be a useless order. It probably would be wiser to order them to remember to blink during the next thirteen hours.

      She would have to remind herself to do the same.
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      Hour Four

      

      “They’re coming.”

      Roxanna had known that it wouldn’t be long before those two tense words came from her mouth, although she had been hoping that she was wrong. But after roughly an hour of traveling, everyone’s fear and anxiety pressing in on her, she had felt that shift in the air around her. That tripping of the extra sense that she possessed that felt on another plane entirely.

      “Just like we planned, people,” Andy ordered, bringing the group to a halt and everyone coming into defensive postures. The Arkana put down the stretchers and took up their weapons, turning outward like a group of animals defending their offspring.

      With an enemy that swung through the trees and could see in the dark, and them carrying the injured, they knew they couldn’t outrun them. They were more likely to end up killing themselves by tripping into tree trunks than being killed by the creatures.

      Roxanna concentrated, spreading out her empathy like someone narrowing their eyes to try to see further. She tried to narrow down where they were coming from, or if they were coming from all directions. Even as she focused mentally, she tried to keep her eyes and ears open, as the humans said, but it was hard to focus on all three at once.

      “North,” she said, turning that way. “A group comes from the north.”

      Guns turned to face the north, although some kept their attention on everything at the same time. No one wanted to be caught by surprise, after all, and be flanked.

      Within a few moments, they could hear a noise from the trees. She soon realized that it was the creatures swinging from the branches high above them, much like the chimpanzees that Dolan had reminded her of earlier. Shining her flashlight into the trees, she tried to spot one.

      When she did, her rifle light managed to catch it right in the eyes as it looked down. One of its four hands grabbed its eyes, like they were burnt, and it fell from the trees.

      “Fire!” Andy called, and bullets and bolts opened up on the fallen creature.

      Seemingly in a rage over their fallen comrade, the other beasts—she saw five in all—dropped down right beside him (or her?) and started swinging their strong arms and fearsome claws.

      Anallin was the closest and took aim quickly, dropping one with a clear shot to the eye. The one directly beside it turned on the Hanaran, eating up the ground with fast strides and jumping to land on the little blue one. Roxanna took aim to shoot that one before it could eat her comrade and friend, but a pale energy bolt lurched across the interceding space first and caught it on the side of the head.

      The beast roared and clawed at the scorch mark in its fur, which was when Jade lunged forward to add to the scorch marks.

      Roxanna looked briefly to see Ingo still with his gun up and eye in the sights, and she knew he was the one that had saved Anallin. She smiled slightly and nodded once, even though he was busy looking at the beasts for his next shot.
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      Anallin had been convinced that the other half of its face was about to be pulled off, the beast moving too fast to get a second clear shot, but then an Arkana weapon took it out. An Arkana weapon, fired by an Arkana hand, had just saved its life. The thought was strange to contemplate and its eye-clicks ramped up, but it knew that it didn’t have the time to process the thought.

      There would be plenty of time later, if they survived this.

      Now the creatures had spread out and were trying to attack from different sides. The beams of the lights attached to the guns could only do so much to show what was directly in front of them. The fire helped, but it flickered a lot and the shadows played tricks on the eyes.

      After a moment of trying to pick out its target in the mess of light and dark, Anallin realized that these creatures were avoiding the fire. These must have been ones that had attacked them before.

      “They fear the fire,” the Hanaran called to the others.

      It saw Jade worry less about her own rifle and start advancing on the nearest creature with the torch held before her like a talisman. When the beast realized the nearness of the fire, it moved back with two hands before its face. Anallin now had the benefit of the close firelight, and took aim at the hand in front of the eyes.

      After a moment, it pulled the trigger. The bullet shot, hard and fast, across the short distance between the Hanaran and the creature. In an instant, it pierced through the hand and drove into the skull behind it. The creature swayed and then fell back like a tree that had just been cut down.

      The flames continued to flicker and make the shadows dance. More bullets and bolts flew to either side of the group at the creatures that still advanced.

      Anallin heard a low curse from Dan and turned fast, finding that the gun had been knocked from his hand and that arm hung semi-useless while the Marine backed up, trying to get his weapon back before he was caught in the big grasp of the beast. Anallin fired another shot, aiming over Dan’s head and catching the creature center mass. It wasn’t enough to kill the creature, but it did make it stagger back.

      In that next moment, Jade covered the space and leapt between Dan and the creature with her torch. The beast roared and flailed. Two Arkana bolts lanced the darkness, one catching the beast in the head and the other catching it in the throat. That took the animal down and Anallin glanced to see Enzo and Ingo with their guns pointed.

      “Good shot,” Anallin said, and that was it.

      It turned back to the fight.
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      Hour Six

      

      “Riad? Riad!”

      The group all halted of their own accord at the sound of Viator’s pained voice. They turned to look and saw that Viator and Ingo had set down their stretcher as Viator had his hands on his friend’s shoulders, shaking him a little with each call of his name. The longer it went without any response, the harder he shook.

      “Ingo,” Marthe said gently.

      The large Arkana put his hand on Viator’s shoulder. “He’s gone,” he said quietly.

      Viator seemed to deflate as he sunk back into himself and dropped his head. “We were almost there,” he said quietly.

      “I know,” Marthe said gently. “He was barely hanging on as it was.”

      Andy looked around at the Arkana soldiers, sighing softly. She hadn’t lost anyone in her squad, but she had lost people under her command before. It was never easy, and it felt like a personal insult against you from the universe.

      “I’m sorry,” she said simply.

      Marthe’s steely blue gaze met Andy’s eyes. “Truly?”

      Andy wasn’t surprised by the woman’s surprise. They were supposed to be enemies, weren’t they? “Truly.”

      After a moment, the Arkana woman nodded once. “Viator,” she said gently. “We must keep moving.”

      He blinked rapidly, looking up at her. “What? We can’t just leave him here.”

      Marthe’s expression was firm, but not without compassion. Andy had struggled to maintain that expression for herself at times. All commanders had. “Yes, we can, and we will. We can’t afford to carry a body, and we still have Odila to take care of.”

      Viator stared at her for a long moment, and then his gaze swept around to everyone. He held Andy’s eyes for a long moment, and she hoped he could tell that her condolences were sincere.

      No one wanted to lose a friend.

      Finally, he nodded and got back to his feet. Without their burdens to carry, they took up their rifles and joined the defense perimeter.

      They started walking again.
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      Hour Seven

      

      No one had slept well since they’d landed on this wretched planet, and the hours were starting to wear on all of them.

      “Short rest,” Andy said. There were sighs all around. “Eat something, whether you’re hungry or not, and drink some water. Keep a watch. Anything, Roxanna?”

      There was a pause, and then, “Not at the moment. We’re clear.”

      “Good.”

      Andy sat down on a large fallen tree, feeling just as weary as everyone looked. She rested her rifle over her legs, keeping it easily in reach, while she reached into her pocket for one of the protein bars from the emergency supplies in the shuttle. It tasted something like ground-up hull composite held together with whatever that white stuff was they were forced to eat in boot camp, but it was food and would keep them going.

      They were over halfway there, and there had only been one creature attack. She knew that should be something that made her happy, and it did in a way, but she also felt like there was something worse waiting in the wings.

      The Sword of Damocles hung over her head, and it had a dog’s face and four arms. Who would’ve thought it?

      Marthe sat down beside her, eating something they’d recovered from the Arkana wreck that Andy guessed was similar to her meal.

      “I don’t understand you, Major Dolan,” the Arkana said bluntly. She wasn’t looking at Andy, but Andy was only sparing one or two glances to her as well. They were both watching the trees for any sign that the creatures were coming back.

      “I can’t imagine why it’s so difficult,” Andy said plainly. “I’m pretty simple.”

      Marthe laughed. At least, Andy was pretty sure that it was a laugh. It sounded kind of like a bark. “You are anything but that. You are half-Arkana and half-human. Okay, so, that’s happened a few times. The DNA is so close that it’s easy to happen, but they all come home to us. The Arkana have never found one of the half-bloods who didn’t come back…until you.”

      This wasn’t news to Andy, so she just nodded.

      “And then because of you, one of your father’s favored children left the world. Not just fled, but joined the enemy.” Marthe’s words didn’t hold any rancor this time, though. She sounded…curious.

      “I know all this already,” Andy said, but she smiled slightly to show she wasn’t being snappish. “Why tell me it?”

      “I suppose I am…thinking out loud,” the Arkana replied ruefully. “I just wonder… Why you? What made you so different?”

      Andy had asked herself that question so many times, for so many different reasons, and yet she never found an answer for herself let alone for the woman sitting next to her. “I don’t know,” she said simply. “I don’t know how those other… What did you call them? Those other half-blood children grew up. I just am.”

      “Major, you are anything but “just” anything,” Marthe said, shaking her head a little. “You have killed or captured how many of my people? And we have killed and captured how many of yours? We are at war, and yet we make a deal and you keep it.”

      “You weren’t keeping it?” Andy asked, turning a faint pointed look on Marthe briefly.

      “I was,” Marthe replied with a faint smile, “but I don’t know if I would have gone so far as to insist we use our resources and take the extra time to carry two of your injured for so long. It would have been impractical…for one of my enemy.”

      Andy snorted in a sort of laugh. “Well, lucky for you and your remaining soldier, it’s me who was in charge then.”

      Marthe sighed as she looked hard into the trees. “Lucky for us,” she said, so softly that Andy wasn’t sure she was meant to hear it.
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      Hour Nine

      

      An hour after they ended their break, they were attacked again.

      Thirty minutes after that, they realized they had gotten turned around and had to backtrack to start on the right path through the trees.

      “Are you sure we’re heading the right way now?” Andy asked for the third time.

      Fortunately, Hanarans weren’t prone to anger, although the rapid-yet-erratic eye-clicks showed its agitation. “Yes, sir,” Anallin replied, consulting its hand-scanner. “We are on the right course again. We are still projected to reach the landing site roughly at the same time as the shuttle, despite the delays so far.”

      She nodded and elected to leave it alone for a time. It was hard to not worry, though, when they were being worn down bit by bit.

      None of the group was unscathed by this point. Anallin had its injuries partially reopened with another claw to the face, while Andy also had some gouges on her face. She had thought she’d lost an eye for a moment, but she hadn’t. Dan’s arm was losing feeling by the moment, while Jade had bright purple bruises around her throat. Roxanna’s crazily swirling skin was covered in dried blood from a hand injury, and Anath was limping. Of the ESS personnel, only the pilot was mostly untouched, but even he sported some injuries.

      The Arkana soldiers were no better off, with blood and limps and pained grimaces to boot.

      At least four more hours of walking. Four more hours where anything could happen. Four hours where they could get attacked again, and again, and again. She didn’t know how much more they could handle. Their disadvantages were considerable, and advantages were slim…if any at all.

      Marines and soldiers, they all prided themselves on being strong, being able to endure, but they were all only mortal.
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      Hour Twelve

      

      “We have approximately two hours until we reach the site,” Anallin announced after consulting the scanner.

      They were on another break, and Andy could tell that it was going to be a lot harder for all of them—herself included—to get going again. They had all been through rigorous training and difficult battles, building endurance and stamina the hard way, but they were being pushed to the limit now.

      Andy felt the constant stream of adrenaline, that fight or flight instinct, taking its toll on her. She was sure it was the same for the others.

      The only thing she could think of in favor of this planet was the temperate climate. It hadn’t rained or snowed, and the temperature remained roughly the same and rather favorable throughout. Although if given the choice between snow and the four-armed beasts, well, she probably would have chosen the snow.

      Anallin was still working with the scanner as they moved on at their slow pace.

      “I’m picking up a problem, sir,” the Hanaran said suddenly.

      Andy called for a halt and then moved back to his side. “What’s the problem?”

      It frowned slightly. “I’m using the Arkana scanner which is better than ours, although I’m still learning all of its readings. I’m pretty sure this is showing a large clearing ahead of us, very large, with…many heat signatures. I have gotten various heat signatures from just plants so it hasn’t been good to track the creatures, but this many and this strong…suggests more than plants.”

      Before it had even finished speaking, Roxanna had walked up beside them and was staring ahead. “Yes. Those heat signatures… I think they belong to the beasts, but it feels different. It’s hard to tell because it’s rather far at the edge of my senses. Like when you see something out of the corner of your eye.”

      “Different how?” Andy asked anyways.

      “Not…hostile,” Roxanna said, tilting her head and closing her eyes for a moment. “It almost feels like…” She sighed. “Maternal feelings. Caring?”

      “What the…” Andy began, then frowned. “Could there be nesting grounds?”

      She didn’t like the sound of that at all.

      “How large a space did you say this was?” she asked Anallin.

      After looking at the scanner again, the eye-click rate jumped. “As far as the scanner can see to either side, but I can see beyond it. Like…a long but narrow corridor.”

      Andy rubbed the back of her neck. “Fantastic,” she muttered. “We have a potentially huge group of these beasts just ahead of us, standing right between us and home. We could try to go around, but do we have the strength for that? I doubt it. And if the creatures hated us before for being here, just think when we roll through the mothers and children.”

      “How do we get through then?” Roxanna asked wearily. There didn’t even seem to be fear in her voice, just exhaustion.

      “I’m thinking,” Andy said.

      “We could use the fire,” Marthe said, joining them. “Go for the trees or some plants, burn them out.”

      Andy made a face. “You want to light a bunch of mothers and children on fire?” she asked. “That’s not the first plan, no. We’ve defended ourselves when attacked, but I’m not going to resort to that kind of massacre. I won’t potentially kill off an entire species just because they’re in my way.”

      Marthe’s expression changed dramatically, and Andy couldn’t decipher it. She didn’t really have the time to either.

      She had to think, and she had to come up with a plan.

      This seemed impossible, and her brain and body were tired. Too tired to figure it out.

      She couldn’t afford to be too tired to figure it out. This was her command and these were her people. She had to get them through this. Their way off this rock, their way home, was just on the other side of this…

      It occurred to her that maybe it wasn’t a nesting ground, but she felt she should operate as if it was.

      “Even if we just make a run for it, what about the stretcher?” Roxanna asked. “What about Odila?”

      “She looks pretty light,” Anallin said. “I could carry her on my back, if someone would take my place as guard.”

      “What?” Ingo said, although the expression was shocked rather than upset.

      Anallin turned its blue eyes on the Arkana and clicked. “It is logical. I am small but strong, and we Hanarans tend to have better stamina. I am likely the best able to bear this weight. If we could fasten her to my back, I could run. We cannot run effectively with a stretcher between you, and without the stretcher gives us one extra fighter, when counting me out because I’ll be carrying her.”

      The Arkana just stared at Anallin for a moment and then looked at each other, then Odila, who was unconscious.

      Andy looked at the Hanaran. “Are you sure you’d be fit to do that, Anallin?” she asked somberly.

      “It is the most practical course, so, yes, sir.” It nodded.

      “Are we really talking about just…running and hoping for the best?” Viator asked anxiously. “That doesn’t sound like a great plan to me.”

      “Hope usually isn’t,” Andy agreed. “Our resources are finite, in time, energy, and supplies. I’m not sure what else to do.” That admission tasted bad, but she wasn’t going to lie to any of them either.

      “Those of us who are about to die, we salute you,” Dan said with a mirthless smile.

      “None of that, Thomas,” Andy said, but not sternly. “No one is dying today. Not if I can help it.”
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      Hour Thirteen

      

      They discussed the plan for as long as they dared, but no other option seemed like a “good” one.

      It would have been better if they could have done some reconnaissance, but none of them could see in the dark or had functional night-vision gear, and they figured that flashlights or torches would cost them their only advantage—the element of surprise.

      The ideas kept circling back to facing straight and running.

      Of course, they figured there would be pursuers, but they were hopeful that if it was indeed mothers and young, they wouldn’t want to leave their offspring or chase with them in tow. Perhaps a little judicious use of the fire could dissuade them from following.

      But they had to get to the other side, and they couldn’t afford to wait too long to do so.

      “Tell me this isn’t the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” Andy said to her brother, pitching her voice low so only he would hear her. The others were busy watching their surroundings or helping to tie the unconscious Odila to Anallin’s back.

      “That’s hard to say. I haven’t known you very long,” he replied.

      She gave him a dry look.

      “But this isn’t the stupidest of things,” he went on. “Is it a good thing? No, but we don’t really have many options. That way is home.”

      Andy sighed and shook her head, wondering if she was going to see her squad die today, or if she would be the one to go.

      “We’re ready, Major,” Marthe said, turning toward Andy. There was something different about the set of the Arkana woman’s shoulders. Andy wasn’t sure what it was, but it reminded her of her own soldiers and squad mates.

      It wasn’t the time to ask or analyze, but she couldn’t help but notice.

      “Alright, folks. I want the torches on the outside and the guns in between them. We are going to keep Anallin and Odila in the middle since they will be more or less defenseless.” She nodded at the pilot. “You keep your torch, but stay close to Anallin and help defend there.” She took a moment to meet everyone’s eyes in the flickering light. “We take care of each other, all of us, and just…keep moving forward.”

      “Yes,” Marthe said quietly, looking at her own soldiers. “Keep moving forward.”

      There was still something nagging at Andy’s mind, but she just couldn’t let herself think about it. “Form up,” she ordered. Roxanna was close to her. “Sensing anything?”

      “Nothing new,” the Selerid replied.

      “Then we’re ready.”

      Absolutely none of them were ready, but they were going to go anyway.

      “Go,” Andy said, this time taking point and leading the way.

      At first, they didn’t run. They picked up a better pace than what they had been keeping, but kept it slower until they absolutely had to speed up. Everyone stared at the trees beside them and above them, trying to penetrate the darkness. With every step, it felt like that darkness was closing in more and more. The light seemed less and less effective, even though she was pretty sure that was an illusion of her nerve-wracked mind.

      “Any change?” she whispered to Roxanna after a time.

      Roxanna didn’t answer at first, although her eyes were slightly unfocused. Then she said, “Yes. They know we’re coming. I sense…fear.”

      As they drew closer, however, something strange happened.

      They saw light.

      Andy frowned and motioned for everyone to keep moving forward at the pace they had been, but it didn’t take long to reach the edge of the invisible boundary and discover a world so drenched in light, they were nearly blinded.

      As soon as her eyes adjusted, she was able to look into what they had all assumed to be the nesting grounds of those four-armed beasts.

      But that wasn’t what they saw.

      Their view was filled with small creatures, perhaps no more than waist-high to Andy. They were roughly humanoid, but looked like lizards, or maybe more like the armadillos of Earth that she had once seen. They watched the group with wary eyes, the larger ones half-hunched into ball-like shapes over smaller ones.

      And everywhere were these giant mushroom-like plants, giving off as much light as the sun, or so it felt.

      “They’re terrified,” Roxanna said.

      Even Andy could see that.

      “These aren’t the creatures that have been attacking us,” the major stated the obvious. “They are attacked by them too. That’s why all the light.”

      “It looks like we’ve found the nesting grounds of the planet’s prey, not its predators,” Marthe said quietly.

      Good thing we didn’t set it on fire, huh? Andy thought, but she didn’t say. No sense in poking, but a quick look back suggested that Marthe was already saying it to herself.

      “Just keep moving forward,” Andy said quietly. “Slowly, carefully. Damage nothing. Make no sudden movements, but keep weapons tight, just in case they decide to attack. We don’t know what they might be capable of.”

      Everyone acknowledged quietly, and they kept moving.

      With every step, they saw more of these creatures staring at them with terror, but some with curiosity. Had these little things thought they were more of those big brutes, coming to attack them and eat them? Probably, Andy thought, and she could hardly blame them. She was pretty damned terrified of those things herself, and she didn’t live here.

      It took longer than expected to cross these new creatures’ territory, but that was due to their extreme care. Andy wished she could communicate to them and say they weren’t a threat, but she didn’t know how and didn’t have the time to try. The best way to say it was to simply leave, causing no harm.

      Then the numbers thinned as the light began to fade, darkness returning.

      She noticed that everyone slowed as they neared this border, since none of them wanted to be back in the dark.

      None of them had any choice.

      They left the light and moved carefully onward. Enzo checked the scanner to assure they were still on the right track, and they were.

      Once in the dark again, everyone grew tense . Andy thought she might break from the tension.

      “They’re coming,” Roxanna said, almost desperately, pleading with someone or something to make it not true.

      “Get ready to fight,” Andy said resignedly.

      But then, they saw the lights of a landing shuttle up ahead, and the plan changed.

      “Run!” Andy shouted.

      From there it was a blind, headlong rush to safety.
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      The rhythmic thumps above them drove straight into Andy’s skull, and her imagination pictured a horde of beasts swinging through the trees, the thud each time they grabbed a branch making the sound. Her imagination wanted to conjure up a few other images too, but she resisted.

      “Hold the torches up!” she called over the sounds of their feet on the underbrush. She knew it wouldn’t be easy, but they had to try. Maybe it would keep the beasts from landing on top of them long enough to reach the shuttle.

      Hope was a lousy plan, though.

      Three of the creatures dropped down right in front of the group, instantly swinging all of their arms while the ones in front skidded to a halt and the ones behind tried to not crash into them. Andy took aim as soon as she had enough balance to not fall over, but her bullet just grazed one of their skulls.

      “Watch the flanks!” she called, taking aim a second time at the same beast as it growled and rushed at her. Two bullets, another graze and then one lodging in its skull. It wasn’t enough to drop it immediately, but it grabbed its head with two of its hands and then flailed with the others. It was just close enough that Andy had to dodge to the side just to keep from getting caught in the head.

      The creature fell into the dirt just where she had been standing.

      Everyone was taking aim and firing shots, while the group’s torch-bearers were moving forward on the beasts with the fire before them like sword points. The fire was limited, though, and the beasts were all around them.

      Anallin was crouched in the center, looking ready to spring back into action but keeping the injured Arkana out of the line of fire as best it could. The pilot stood over them both, torch held in shaking hands. Pilots weren’t supposed to ever need to leave the shuttle, after all.

      “We need to keep moving,” she shouted over the noise of the fight. She didn’t know how they would do it, but she did know that they couldn’t get stuck in a prolonged fight. Who knew how many of those animals were out there. This could last longer than they had…

      “Major!” someone shouted. She wasn’t sure who.

      She looked up just in time to see a creature leaping out of the tree almost directly above her. Swinging her gun up fast, she fired without aiming. Some hit, but none in any way to kill the beast. At the last moment, she tried to jump out of the way, but she was too slow.

      The creature landed almost exactly on top of her, with just enough time for her to partially curl up and try to protect her insides from ending up on the outside.

      As she worked her hand to reach for her knife in her vest, she felt the thing’s weight on top of her, pressing her into the dirt and leaves beneath her. She felt her breath being pressed from her body, but she wrapped her fingers around the handle of her knife and started working it free despite her position.

      Suddenly, though, the weight left. She looked quickly and saw that it was falling back with blood coming from its face. In another moment more, someone was standing over her, firing a very pale-colored weapon. Andy recognized it as Ingo, who finished firing his current salvo and reached down to help her up.

      Andy didn’t say anything, but met his eyes and nodded once in thanks. Of course, she didn’t even get to finish the nod before seeing a creature behind him.

      “Down!” she called as she brought her gun back up and fired. The creature swayed and then there was a pale, slender body wrapped around its back. The white arms encircled its throat, locking hard despite four arms trying to flail back to grab Marthe off. She would not be removed, however, and soon the creature was face-first in the dirt.

      Turning to try to see if the way ahead was clear, she saw another land and rush at Anath. She fired again, which just made the beast come for her. She fired a second time, and as it charged her, Anath opened fire from behind until the beast fell.

      “Move forward!” she called. “Make for the shuttle! Cover the rear, but we need to keep going.”

      No one acknowledged the order in words, but just started moving forward while trying to make sure no other beasts jumped in front of them but also fire at those behind and to either side. They worked the balance between “tactical retreat” and “run for your life.”

      Take a step. Take a shot. Take a shot. Take a step…

      They inched their way forward, holding off the creatures as they tried to rush after them. It was a task just barely achieved, as Marine and Arkana blood spilled repeatedly and flowed freely as they did.

      At one point, it was Andy who ended up face-first in the dirt, with a pain in her leg that made her trip again. Before she knew it, she had Viator’s shoulder under her arm, helping her to keep walking. She fired her rifle one-handed, which wasn’t particularly good but it still sent bullets in the direction of the pursuing creatures, and that was better than nothing.

      “We’re getting close,” Dan called to them as he fired off another shot. Dan’s body was positioned directly behind Anallin, covering both the Hanaran and the Arkana woman.

      “We just need to get close enough to the shuttle and the lights,” she said. “The running lights are bright enough, I think.” She fired one-handed, winging one of the creatures and making it roar again.

      “Come on!” Marthe called. “We can do this!”

      Even with everything, Andy smiled faintly—inwardly, at least.

      “Oorah!” Andy shouted.

      Her Marines echoed her.

      She fired again. Marthe fired again. The torch-bearers would turn every now and then to brandish their fire. More bullets and more bolts. The number of creatures lessened for a moment, but then more jumped from the trees to join the pursuit. The weapons fire and the actual fire just barely held them back.

      The shuttle drew closer and closer, and the furthest edge of its running lights was reached. Everyone tried to put on that extra burst of speed, even Andy with her hurt leg and Arkana crutch as they raced toward the shuttle. Soon, they were deep enough in the light that the beasts slowed and then stopped.

      Andy pounded on the door to the shuttle. It popped open and a pair of Marines were inside to help.

      They gaped at the Arkana for a moment until Andy shouted, “They’re fine! Monsters on our tail!”

      Everyone raced into the shuttle and they closed the door. A couple managed to land on the seats, while others just fell to the floor. Jade helped untie Odila so Anallin could have a seat too.

      One of the Marines looked between the group and said, “The captain is gonna be really interested in hearing this story.”
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      Everyone was sent immediately to sickbay, where they were all treated for their injuries as well as varying levels of dehydration. Odila was treated and regained consciousness, but she remembered almost nothing of what happened on the planet.

      After that, the Marines were released to rest and recover while the Arkana were put in the brig. It was expected, they said, but Andy assured them they’d be treated well.

      In the comfort of her quarters, spending time with her brother, she wrote her after-action report and recommended ESS Science send someone to at least chart out the planet so that people in the future would at least have some information about it.

      After her first decent night’s sleep in days, Andy—still on captain-ordered downtime—decided to go see how the Arkana were doing. She couldn’t call them friends or anything like it, but there’s something to be said about foxholes and all that. She wanted to assure herself that they were doing alright, and she certainly had the time.

      When she got down there, she passed the detention guard.

      “Everything quiet?” Andy asked.

      “Ain’t a peep out of them pale bastards, Major,” the guard said, gesturing at the monitors around him. “Just sitting around.”

      Andy almost corrected him about what he’d called them, but she knew he wouldn’t understand. She just stayed silent and went back to the forcefield-and-bars cell door. When she looked in, however, she realized in a moment that something wasn’t right. Yes, they were sitting, but…that was it. None of them were moving. At all.

      Except Marthe, and she was making small jerking movements that didn’t look good at all.

      She knew exactly what was happening, but she couldn’t believe it.

      “Open the cell!” she screamed at the guard.

      “But, sir, they’re pri—”

      “OPEN THE CELL!”

      The forcefield vanished and she ran straight to Marthe as the woman fell to her side, half landing on Andy.

      “Why?” Andy whispered. “Why would you do this now?”

      Marthe made a sound somewhere between a gurgle and a cough, maybe a cynical laugh.

      “You tried so hard on the planet to live… You fought side by side with us so that you could live. You agreed to come here to live and not die! So…why?”

      “Because we fought side by side with you,” Marthe whispered hoarsely.

      “What?” Andy felt anger rise. “Some sort of… You couldn’t live with yourselves knowing that you’d fought with your enemy?”

      “No,” Marthe said. “We got…to know you…” She coughed and blood splattered on Andy’s chest and chin, but she ignored it. “We could not go back to our people with…all that…we know now.” A rattling wheeze of breath. “But we…could not…betray them…either…” Tears leaked from her ice blue eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      And then she went limp against Andy’s arm.

      Andy just sat there. She couldn’t move. There was a very dim awareness of the guard coming to the brig door, then running away, but it wasn’t until Anath was behind her, gently pulling Marthe away and lifting her up while Doctor Barton and the nurses came in that she felt at all back to reality.

      And yet, she didn’t. This couldn’t be reality anymore.

      “I don’t understand, Anath,” she said as they walked out, his arm around her shoulders. “I just don’t understand.”

      “No one can understand the insanity of war,” he said sadly, casting a glance back over his shoulder toward the brig. “For a moment, I thought we’d reached them.”

      “That’s just it, Anath,” she said, stopping just inside the doorway out of the brig to look up at him, dark eyes glistening. “We did reach them. And that’s why they’re dead. They die because we fight them. They die because we don’t fight them. How is this war ever going to end in anything but annihilation?”

      He hugged his sister, and she let him. She didn’t care who saw now.

      “I don’t know, but you and I, my dearest sister, are going to figure it out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            II

          

          
            Furlough

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      “First person who interrupts me gets shot.”

      Dan lifted his eyes from where he was reading something off his data tablet and eyed Anath. “Don’t you think that’s a little severe?” he asked wryly, although clearly didn’t put much stock in the question since he just went back to reading. He and Jade were trying to pretend that everyone couldn’t see how close they were sitting.

      Andy just smiled. It was a small expression, since joy didn’t seem like something she could manage anymore, nor much relief, but she was still as close to happy in that moment as she could be.

      The ESS Star Chaser was engaged in something that it hadn’t been able to do for quite some time.

      The ship was on shore leave.

      Andy and Alpha Squad were sitting in a civilian transport shuttle taking them and several other members of the crew from the space station orbiting the planet Azara down to the surface.

      “We’re all beyond tired,” Andy said, leaning her head back against the interior of the shuttle and closing her eyes. Aside from the lounge pants and tank top she wore to sleep, or the similar outfit to train, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in civilian wear rather than a uniform or battle suit. It felt…strange.

      “Look at this!” Jade said, sounding actually excited about something. When was the last time she’d heard that in her people’s voices? “A real beach. I haven’t been to a beach in so long.”

      “I’ll take you to the beach,” Dan said, warmth clear in his voice. Apparently being out of uniform made them even worse than usual at hiding their relationship. “But will you go hiking with me? They have some great trails in these mountains.”

      Jade laughed. “We’re going on vacation and you want to put on packs and hike mountains? This isn’t a training mission.”

      That made him laugh too, but he still insisted on hiking and she agreed to go with him.

      “What do you plan to do, Major?”

      It was Roxanna’s voice from directly across the aisle from Andy. The commander of the 33rd opened her eyes and looked at the Selerid. Her skin was calm, not swirling in agitation as it so often did.

      Andy smiled. “I have no idea.”

      Roxanna’s brows rose. “No idea? Really?”

      “Mmhmm,” Andy said with assurance. “I’m tired of making decisions and plans, and then having to make more plans, execute the plans, then make new plans when the old plans don’t work… I don’t want a plan. I don’t want to decide anything. I’m going to put my feet on that planet and just…go wherever and do whatever until they call me back to the ship.”

      “I think that sounds like a good idea, sir,” Roxanna replied. “I’m going to be going to the beach myself. I miss the oceans back home. That’ll be close.” Her eyes glanced at Dan and Jade, heads leaning toward each other as they made their plans. “Although, nowhere near the two of them.”

      Andy laughed.

      Anallin was the next one to speak. “I am going to the jungle. There is supposed to be a remarkable assortment of wildlife that I am intrigued to try to see.”

      “I didn’t know you were a hidden zoologist, Anallin,” Andy said with a curious look. Even after all their time together, and so close at that, it was kind of amazing that they could still learn new things about one another.

      The Hanaran gave a little head-bob, which was sort of a smile for the species. “Yes, my familial line has several zoologists, as you call them.” It paused, tilting its head slightly in a quick gesture that made Andy think of an animal. “There is a specific animal on my home planet called a—” The Hanaran said something with some clicking sounds that their translators couldn’t process. “—and it is common for those of my family to study. They have been instrumental in the protection of the species, forming protected habitats and such. Parks, I think you call them?”

      “That’s really great, Anallin,” Andy said with a sincere smile. “I bet the…” She gestured randomly to replicate the name she couldn’t even hope to pronounce. “…is grateful for the efforts.”

      “What does it look like?” Jade chimed in. There was a little bit of excited curiosity that reminded Andy, as if she needed the help, of just how young Jade was. Her blonde hair was lightly brushed and pulled back in a messy ponytail, her green eyes wide and mouth in a big smile.

      The Hanaran paused and tilted its head the other way. “It is small, like this,” it said, holding its blue hands up to about the space of a soccer ball. “Mammal. With fur. A lot of fur. It looks like nothing more than a ball of fur at times. Three short legs, two up front. Long tail. A little like…a monkey on Earth. The tail, at least.”

      Jade was still smiling. Dan asked, “Is there a reason it needs to be protected?”

      “The lands it likes to live on are rich in a type of ore useful for our productions,” the Hanaran explained, “so when the mining happens, the habitat shrinks. My family has spent much of its time protecting areas where the—” The relevant creature. “—can live without fear of being crowded out.”

      “That’s awesome,” Dan said. “Good for your family.”

      Andy was curious what had made Anallin not follow that family path and instead join the ESS Marines, but she decided not to ask. That didn’t seem like the sort of question that was a good idea for now. Less business. Okay, yeah, there was still a war going on, and far closer to them than they would like, but they had earned a break.

      “Now, Anath, don’t you think it’s just a little bit severe to threaten to shoot your comrades-in-arms for disturbing you during shore leave?” Roxanna was asking with a teasing smile, since they all knew he wasn’t going to shoot any of them.

      “I just wanted to be assured that everyone understood just how seriously I’m going to take my fun,” Andy’s half-brother said with a grin that would’ve been blinding white had the rest of his skin not been the color of snow.

      “Anath,” Andy said, leaning back and closing her eyes again. “We’re all going to take our fun seriously.”
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      The small planet of Azara had been terraformed to house more than it probably had any right to. It had been made with the idea of being both preservation and recreation, helping to give a home to many at-risk species but also allowing members of the Earth Space Service a place to relax when they couldn’t get back to Earth.

      Now that the ESS was at war, it was needed more than ever.

      Orbiting the planet was Azara Station, a small base that all personnel going to the surface had to travel through. The administrative body for Azara worked hard to know who was on their carefully-crafted planet.

      A sequence of six shuttles was guided by autopilot down to six landing pads where several members of the Star Chaser crew were sent out onto Azara. Shore leave was being granted on rotating shifts to make sure that someone was always on board the ship to keep it running. The Marines, however, were granted full permission to “run away,” as the captain put it.

      As one could imagine, they did.

      “I know this is shore leave, folks,” Andy called as they walked off the docking platform, “but I want everyone to keep their communicators on their person at all times. You never know when our fun will be cut short.” She immediately looked at her brother. “And if you shoot anyone, I’m roping you to the hull.”

      “You take all the fun out of things, sis,” Anath said, sticking his pale tongue out of his pale lips.

      “Live with it.” Andy and Anath walked down the steps and then off in one direction while everyone else went in their own ways. The two of them waved at the others, who waved back, and everyone went about their shore leave with promises to meet up for food and drinks that night.

      “So are you really just going to wander around aimlessly for the next few days?” her brother asked as they made their way along an elegant-looking wooden boardwalk.

      “I was seriously considering it,” Andy replied.

      It felt like the war had been going on forever. She knew it hadn’t, but it sure felt like it. When this had all started, she’d just been a sergeant with a good squad leadership role, a lousy mother, and half unknown heritage.

      Now she was a major, in command of an entire detachment, her mother was dead, and she’d learned that her father was an alien tyrant now at war with the ESS and all of its allies.

      “We could always find a bar and drink ourselves stupid,” Anath offered.

      She eyed him sidelong. “Why, so I can put myself first in line to get shot?”

      His hand shot out and pushed her in the shoulder. Laughing, she didn’t get sent off course at all, but when she returned the favor, she knocked him sideways until he was walking on the dirt lining the sidewalk.

      “You have balance like you’ve already been drinking,” she teased.

      “I guess my equilibrium has gotten a head start,” he said as he stepped back onto the boardwalk.

      The wooden panels had an old-fashioned, roughhewn look to them that made Andy feel like she was back on Earth on one of those faux-historical tourist spots done up like some time from Earth’s past. She’d always found them nice. Here, it felt a little odd but only because it was unexpected.

      The boardwalk led toward a city that was a little more modern by appearance, but still had a few hints of old world charm, as one might say. The pedestrian path led down through a main street devoid of any vehicles larger or more mechanical than some three-wheeled cycles.

      “It’s really nice to be on a planet where no one is shooting at us,” Andy commented.

      “Not yet, at least.”

      She eyed him sidelong.

      He snorted. “I didn’t mean me.”

      “I know.”

      Her brother shrugged and they kept walking.

      The area of the city they first entered was clearly a shopping district, with the first level of every building being almost entirely made of windows that displayed various items for sale. Given that most of the construction was from Earth, Andy recognized the majority of the wares, but there were several she knew weren’t human in origin and she didn’t have the faintest idea of what they actually were.

      She was half-tempted to buy one just to find out. It wasn’t like she did a great deal with her paycheck. Being stationed on a ship during a war didn’t give one many opportunities to shop, and she didn’t have a family to support…

      That thought was somewhat disheartening; it was a truth she frequently tried not to focus on.

      “Hey, in here,” Anath suddenly said, grabbing her hand and pulling her into a shop.

      The moment they walked through the door, however, there was a collective gasp from the other customers. It took Andy a moment to realize that they were staring at Anath. She often forgot that most people didn’t knew who he was.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “He’s on our side. I’m a Marine. I promise if he wasn’t, I’d shoot him myself.”

      Anath looked at her dryly. “There’s too much talk about shooting,” he murmured, but was looking around a little uncertainly at everyone. The other customers stared back uncertainly, but then went back about their business. “I suppose I’m going to have to get used to that here .”

      She put her arm around his. “I’ll just walk around threatening to shoot you to put people at ease.”

      With that, she led him deeper into the shop that sold old-fashioned books. “That doesn’t actually do much to make me feel better.”
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      “This feels a lot like work,” Jade teased as she and Dan hiked their way up a fairly steep incline where part of the time they had to grab rocks for balance as well as to help them up. Both were wearing hiking packs, but they were also both well-trained Marines, conditioned, so it wasn’t too hard. Still, she wasn’t sure why he would want to work this hard while on shore leave.

      “Come on, Marine,” he said with jesting command. “You can do it!”

      She laughed, gripping a rock and pulling herself forward. “I know I can do it,” she said easily. “I just don’t understand why we are! Why are we doing this instead of going right to the beach?”

      He tilted his head to look back at her over his shoulder with that smile that made her stomach clench every time he gave it to her. “What’s so great about the beach?”

      Smirking, Jade arched one brow. “Me in a bikini?”

      Dan’s smile faded to more of a dazed look, eyes widening. “Alright, back down!”

      She laughed, and so did he.

      “Okay, you make a good point. That’s definitely our next stop.” He was still grinning as he turned back and resumed the upward trek.

      Soon, the steep climb evened out somewhat. It turned into more of a walk than a climb and it became a little more enjoyable. Between the trees lining the roughly flattened path that many others had walked along, she could see out over the edge of the large hill they were on.

      “They did a really good job to make this look like Earth,” Jade said thoughtfully, gripping the straps of her pack as she inhaled the fresh air. No smoke filled this air, and nowhere was there the sound of gunshots or energy weapons or screams. It was nice here, and she planned to enjoy it as much as she possibly could.

      She knew it wouldn’t last forever.

      On the flatter plane now, Dan took her hand and the hike slowed even further to a leisurely stroll.

      “Do you think about the end of this war?” Dan asked lightly, gripping her hand and swinging it lightly. The movement was a little awkward with their height disparity, but they made it work.

      “All the time,” she said with a soft laugh.

      He echoed the sound. “Well, yeah. I guess I mean after it, you know? When it’s over, do you think about what life will be like for you after that?”

      This time, she nodded a little. “I do, sure. Don’t we all?”

      “Yeah, I guess we do. I guess we must. I mean… If we don’t, we would probably all go mad. I think we’re cracking as it is.” A smaller path diverged off the trail they were on and Dan ambled off the main path and onto the smaller one, which seemed to start going upward again but at a much gentler incline.

      He stopped when they reached a small clearing that looked out over the edge of the mountain and onto the sprawling plains below, being cut in half by a wide river. It was beautiful and Jade was in awe of it all. Dan tugged on her hand to lead her over to a large boulder conveniently situated to be far enough back for safety but close enough to take in the view.

      They sat side by side in silence, just enjoying the moment, until Dan looked at her with a small, but almost nervous smile.

      “You wanna get married, Jade?”

      She blinked a few times and turned to look at him. The anxiety on his face was enough to show that he was serious, but it certainly wasn’t the best of proposals she’d ever heard of. She felt her mind race out of the peace it had felt earlier right into terrifying uncertainty.

      The fact was, she wanted to say yes. She had thought of it herself…but this wasn’t quite the way she wanted it.

      Leaning forward, she kissed him. “I believe you’re serious, but that’s not the most convincing thing you’ve ever asked,” she said with a rueful smile. “Is this one of those things that men do when they’re worried about dying?”

      Dan opened his mouth to reply, but shut it before speaking. His brows knit, and she was warmed by the fact that he was actually thinking it through. “I…don’t know,” he finally said. “I mean…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t see my future happening without you, so that part’s not…what you said. But the marriage thing just kinda popped into my head, I guess.”

      With a little nod, Jade leaned against him and put her head against his. “I don’t see my life without you either, but if you’re going to ask me to marry you, I want you to think about it.” She smiled and sighed. “You think about it, and when the war is over… If you still want to ask, ask me again, and I’ll say yes.”

      “If you know you’ll say yes then, why not just say yes now?” he asked with a hint of confusion in his voice.

      “Because I know that if you ask me then, that you’ll be sure,” she said. “And for me to say yes, I want to feel that you know for sure.”

      He was quiet again, and she knew he was thinking it over. For a man who replied flippantly to pretty much everything asked or said, she took it as a sign of respect that he always stopped to think through serious things she said.

      “Alright,” he finally agreed. “You’re not upset with me for asking like this now, though, are you?”

      “No,” she replied honestly. “I’m not upset. I like that the idea came to your mind and you liked the idea enough to ask… I just don’t want to give a real answer until it’s actually a real question, you know? It doesn’t have to be goofy like in romantic movies and books, because that’s just not us, but it does have to be serious and thought out. If you want to ask me to bind our lives together forever, then I want us to both be sure we want to do it. When we survive this war—”

      “If…”

      “When…we survive this war, then we’ll have the rest of our lives to look forward to again.”
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      Ten distinct species of birds.

      Fourteen mammals.

      Thirty-seven insects.

      Four reptiles.

      Anallin sat in the gully formed by two large, gnarled roots. They rose up so high as to nearly obscure the Hanaran on either side, which suited its sensibilities just fine. The roots provided a little bit of cover to keep most of the animals from suspecting its presence. It was already surprised by the number of unique creatures it had seen in the single hour it had been sitting here.

      The Hanaran people were not the most social of races, but after having spent so much time with humans and other social races like the Selerid, there was a small part of Anallin that wished it could share this with some of its squad-mates. On the other hand, they would probably be too loud and scare off most of the animals. While the Hanaran appreciated its squad-mates a great deal, it couldn’t deny that they could be…boisterous.

      It was quiet here. At least, quiet in ways that the Star Chaser wasn’t. On the ship, it was all mechanical sounds and the sounds of a humanoid populace. Here, it was just the sounds of nature—of weather and animals. There was peace in that for the Hanaran. A peace that it just wasn’t able to find on the ship. Not that it minded life on the Star Chaser, but it was very different.

      The other upside, which the members of Alpha Squad would likely complain about, was the humidity. It was very humid in this jungle region, and the Hanaran liked it a great deal. The Hanaran home world was very humid. Anallin tended to dry out easily while serving on a ship housing primarily humans. Most other races seemed to enjoy the dryer climates as well.

      But here, the air was practically wet. Its blue skin felt better than it had in a long time.

      Maybe it would return to Hanara after this was all over and pick up the family career after all. Anallin hadn’t wanted to when it was young, choosing some sort of adventure rather than what it had considered a duller existence. Now, though… Well, that seemed like a rash decision of youth. Not that it regretted the choice, with all of the people it had met and the help it had provided, but the Hanaran had to believe that there was something more for its life.

      Once this war was over, and it had served its term, Anallin would have to go find out what that purpose was.
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      Roxanna stretched out on the long towel spread out over the sand. It was a pristine white, rather than the rosy pink of her home world, but it was pleasant all the same. All she really cared for were the sounds of the waves as they splashed up the shore. She rested her purple arms behind her head and closed her eyes, listening to the rhythmic sound.

      It was so soothing.

      Roxanna felt like she’d been nothing but one raw, frayed nerve since all of this madness had begun. She’d always known that it would be hard to be an empath in a Marine unit, but she’d had no idea that she’d become embroiled in a war. That made everything which would have already been hard so much harder.

      Everyone was tense, angry, scared… People were dying.

      What no one else knew—except her fellow Selerid, the chief medical officer—was what happened when someone died. No non-empathic race could possibly have a clue about the psychic blowback. She knew that Doctor Barton had to receive special training to handle it, as a doctor, but she struggled to understand how it was possible.

      And violent deaths were the hardest. If it was the enemy, it was easier to work through, but when it was someone she knew…

      Roxanna cursed herself for not pursuing that special training before she left to join the Marines. She should have, but she’d been arrogant and didn’t think she’d need the help. Now she knew otherwise.

      As the humans said, hindsight was always 20/20. Now that the expression had been explained to her, she realized how often it could apply to one’s life.

      She would have to see if she could still pursue it when she could get away from the service for long enough. The way things were going, it probably wouldn’t be until after the war was over…assuming she survived, of course. That was the addendum to what everyone said in regards to their future, and that was wearying too. Not just from others, but from herself.

      She was tense…and angry…and scared.

      It wasn’t easy to deal with those feelings from others in the best of times, let alone when she felt it herself.

      From somewhere nearby, she felt a wash of…surprise and horror. Not big horror, just embarrassed horror. Like the sort when someone realizes that their sports-related inflated plastic ball is careening through the air toward—

      “Oh!” Roxanna gasped as something round and semi-hard hit her stomach. She sat up just from the force and saw the thing rolling onto the sand.

      Blinking, she looked around to see two very embarrassed young human men.

      “So sorry, ma’am,” one called as he jogged over and grabbed the ball. “It just got away from us. It won’t happen again.”

      Rubbing the sore spot on her stomach, she managed a faint smile. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “No harm done.”

      He flashed her a bright smile and nod, then turned and jogged off. Although she wasn’t normally attracted to human men, he was awfully pretty, and she enjoyed watching him jog away across the sand for a few moments before chuckling and laying back against the towel.

      The emotional tenor calmed, and she settled back down to enjoy the feeling of the sun on her skin and the sound of waves.
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      “I don’t know what this is, but it’s amazing,” Jade declared, staring into her glass and the blue liquid within.

      “You are old enough to drink that, right?” Andy asked with a teasing smirk. She had kept it simple with a dark beer of Earth origin, while most everyone else had chosen more exotic—and colorful—drinks. The blue concoction in Jade’s hand had absolutely nothing on the swirling, multi-colored thing in the triangle glass that Roxanna was drinking from, however.

      Anath was staring at it wide eyed at that moment. “Is that, like, a galaxy or something? Or maybe it will swirl up and just float right on out?” He lowered himself toward the table so he could be on a nearer level with it, staring into the glass.

      She made a face at him and pulled it away. “You’re just being silly.”

      “I had a proper day off,” he declared, sitting up, “so why shouldn’t I be silly?”

      “Fair point,” the sergeant agreed. “I spent the whole day on the beach. It was beautiful. I think I’ll spend every day there. I might just sleep there too.”

      “Aren’t you worried about too much sun?” Jade asked with an easy smile. “If I’m not careful, I turn into a giant freckle. Have to make sure I use the UV stuff Doctor Barton put together for us.”

      Roxanna returned the smile. “The Selerid people don’t tan, nor burn. So I’m not too concerned about that. It seems that a bigger danger is people playing sports on the beach. I nearly became the net in a game of, what did they call it, volleyball?”

      “What’s that?” Anallin asked, looking up from its glass of water. The Hanarans couldn’t tolerate alcohol, or caffeine.

      “It is a game where an inflated ball, about this big,” she explained, holding her hands out, “is hit back and forth over a net pretty high up. If your team misses and it hits the ground, the other team gets a point.”

      “Hmm,” Anallin said thoughtfully. “And this is fun?”

      “It is, actually,” she replied with a smile. “I joined them for a few games, and I enjoyed it quite a bit. It turns out my hand to eye coordination is decent for it and I helped my team win.”

      Andy grinned. “Congratulations,” she said. “I never really got into that one myself, although there was a team in high school.”

      “What sports did you get into, sir?” Dan asked curiously.

      “Wrestling,” Andy laughed. “And boxing.”

      No one seemed terribly surprised, except by the timing. “They had boxing at your high school?” Jade asked doubtfully, obviously wondering just what school her major had gone to.

      That made Andy laugh. “No, that wasn’t part of the school,” she said. “There was a gym near the group home I was in. I went there.”

      “And they let a teen girl box?”

      “They didn’t want to at first, but I changed their minds.” She grinned again. “I can be very persuasive.”

      Anallin chimed in again, “We had a game on my world called Ikkaata. Though there was no…ball involved. It was a long stick and you would throw it through a hole.” The Hanaran mimicked the throw, and it looked somewhat like throwing a javelin. “I was rather good at it, though there were no teams. It was an individual sport.”

      “Dance,” Jade said with a light smile, resting her elbow on the table with her chin on her hand. “All us girls did, but I also liked playing with computers and pulling things apart, and that seemed to have a better future.”

      “What sort of dance?” Anath asked as he drained the last of his drink.

      “Ballet, mostly,” she said. “I wasn’t too bad, though my youngest sister was better.”

      Andy could tell by the look in Jade’s face that she was proud of her sibling. “She still dances, right?”

      Jade’s grin was so big that it nearly blinded them all. “She does! She’s great, too. I can’t wait to see her dance again.” The expression dimmed. “I can’t wait to see her, and all of them…”

      They were all polite enough to pretend they didn’t see Dan covertly rubbing her back.

      “What about you, Anath?” Roxanna asked with a kind smile. “Do the Arkana do any sort of gaming or sports like that?”

      “I wish they did,” he said ruefully. “But our society is pretty…focused, to say the least. I wonder what it would have been like to grow up with those sorts of experiences. Instead, I was trained to be a soldier. I learned only what my father deemed necessary to that end.”

      “Why?” Jade asked, her green eyes wide and a little sad.

      “He was preparing for this,” Anath said sadly.

      That made everyone quiet for a moment.

      “I suppose if you’re preparing to take over the universe, it takes a lot of planning,” Andy deadpanned, once more feeling that black loathing she felt for her father rise up within her. She once again wondered why in the world her mother had ever connected with him.

      Had that all been part of the plan too? Spread half-breeds throughout the universe to rise up like sleeper cells? It sounded like the plan had worked until her dad ran head-first into her. She didn’t know what made her different, but here they were…

      “What if we all hit up the beach tomorrow and play a game of volleyball?” Jade suggesting, drawing Andy right back out of her dark thoughts with something more cheerful. The major was grateful for that. “I can play and now Roxanna knows how.”

      “I know how, but I’m not any good,” Dan said with a laugh.

      “I’m game to learn,” Andy said. Anath and Anallin nodded their willingness as well.

      Jade grinned again. “Great!” she said excitedly. “Plus, you know, beach. We didn’t go yet today because we spent all day climbing a mountain.” She looked at Dan with a smirk. “Tomorrow is my turn. We go to the beach.”

      “I think it sounds like fun. I’m looking forward to—”

      The communicator hooked to her belt chirped, and dread filled her stomach. She looked up and around at her squad, and all their eyes were filled with the same look. With a heavy sigh, she picked up the communicator. “Dolan here.”

      “There are Arkana ships closing on the planet. We’re not sure how they got in so close without being detected, but Major, they’ll be here in an hour. And I don’t think we have enough ships to prevent them from landing.”
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      Every Marine on the planet of Azara was sprinting, full bore, for the landing ports.

      Andy’s footsteps pounded hard against the wooden planks of the boardwalk, sounding odd to her ears. They were used to running like this while wearing boots, not sandals. As Alpha Squad drove their way ahead, the other members of the 33rd poured in from various roads and entries along the way.

      There wasn’t time to get to the Star Chaser, suit up, and return to the planet, but Andy had made sure that they wouldn’t be caught with their pants down, just in case. In the event of some sort of trouble, she had made sure that the Marines brought their gear. It took some song and dance with Azara admin, but they’d agreed. So long as it was left in a guarded crate at the dock.

      And so, that was where they were all rushing to.

      By the large, dark grey crates, there was a single armed guard provided by the planet’s administration. However, this guy was obviously well trained because he was already popping open every crate and carefully removing the contents.

      It was mayhem, but organized chaos with purpose. Like a beehive that had been kicked and all flew out in a swarm with the purpose of attacking someone. Marines were spread out all over the landing pad, pulling on armor. Some of the more dressed up ones were pulling off dresses and suits, tossing them to the ground. Anything that wouldn’t fit easily in the armor was tossed aside.

      As each one was armored up, they moved on to arming themselves with rifles and sidearms.

      “You sure came prepared, Major Dolan,” the guard said from beside her as she checked over her rifle. Now that all the crates were open, the guard didn’t have much to do.

      “Of course,” Andy replied without looking away from her check. “And you’re going to be glad for it.”

      “I already am, sir.”

      She turned to see him walking away, heading back toward the center of town where the city patrollers were already directing people to return to their places of work or their homes—whichever was closer—and to stay there until told otherwise.

      “Do we have any idea where they’re going to strike, sir?” Roxanna asked as she walked over, tying her long hair back into a tight tail that would fit under her helmet.

      “Do we have any idea why they’re going to strike, sir?” Dan asked as he joined them.

      Andy shook her head, slinging her rifle back and pulling out her pistol to check it over as well. “We can’t be sure of where until they land, but the most likely spot will be right here. This is the heart of the planet, and the Arkana usually aim for surgical strikes, so we’re positioned to defend, assuming the trend remains.

      “As for the why…” That gave her a moment’s pause, brows knitting and a sigh escaping her lips. “That’s harder. This planet isn’t resource rich in the way other targets of theirs have been. Not food or manufacturing, or anything like that. It could have a partial tactical advantage, in its position. Or just…morale. They want to make us hurt.”

      “Cheerful thought,” Dan said, although his flippant humor was tired.

      They were all tired. One day of downtime, no matter how wonderful, had not been enough for them to recharge their minds and rest their spirits.

      The rest of the 33rd showed up shortly after the others were outfitted, those who had come in from further out on the small planet, and they double-timed it to catch up with everyone else.

      Once they were gathered, Andy stood front of the group.

      “Well, folks, once again, the Arkana decide to show that they are jerks,” she said, projecting her voice to be heard by all. She heard her in-ear communicator chirp and held up a hand for people to wait.

      “They’re already here, Major,” Captain Wallace shouted over the sound of the ship amid combat. “The ships in orbit are holding them off as best we can, but they have already dispatched shuttles to the surface. They are determined.”

      “Understood, sir. We’ll stand ready. Dolan out.”

      “They are already on their way,” she continued to her Marines. “The Star Chaser and the other ships in orbit are fighting off the ships, but Arkana shuttles have gotten through and are coming down to the surface.”

      The guard who had previously been stationed around their crates of armor and guns came sprinting back up onto the landing pads waving, of all things, a piece of paper.

      “Major! Major!” he called. “The Arkana are on their way down to the surface!” His eyes were big with panic.

      “We know,” she replied as calmly as she could, trying to help him be calm by staying calm herself.

      Reaching her, he panted and put his hands on his knees. “They’re heading straight for the capital, as best our sensors can tell, but Azara Station has already taken damage and that’s where our primary sensor array is.”

      Dolan nodded. “Thanks for letting us know. My Marines will protect your city as best we can. We’ll protect your planet with our lives. Now, you get somewhere safe. Our job is easier if we don’t have to worry about civilians getting in the way.”

      Gasping another few deep breaths, the young man nodded and then turned to sprint away back into the city center.

      She indulged in one moment to watch him, and the deep sigh that followed it. What could the Arkana want with Azara? And how did they manage to get so close before anyone knew they were there? It was unsettling on many levels, and she didn’t have the time to sort through those feelings to deal with them or to theorize answers.

      “Alright, folks! They are headed right for us, so at least they are saving us the trouble of running around trying to find them!” she shouted to the gathered 33rd. “So we better get into position to beat the bastards back and defend this city!”

      She started shouting squad defensive assignments, then led Alpha Squad off to their designated location.

      They had a city to defend, and an enemy to pay back for ruining their shore leave.
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      “How many people are on this planet?” Andy asked as she walked into the central administration building in the city center.

      The first chairwoman, a short human woman with flaming red curls, wrung her hands a little as she visibly tried to focus. “Only a small portion of this planet is open to visitors, so it’s the primary city we’re in now and surrounding tourist accommodations. There are fifteen observation posts with three to five personnel each.” She frowned as she blew out a breath. “Why?”

      Andy sighed. “I like to know all the information,” she said, “just to plan for any contingency.”

      Her vague answer didn’t seem to get past the chairwoman as smoothly as Andy had hoped. “You’re worried we’re going to need to evacuate,” she said.

      “It’s not impossible,” Andy said, “but I’m hoping not. Do you have evacuation contingencies?”

      “For the people, yes,” the chairwoman said sadly. “But not the animals in the preserves.”

      Andy offered a faint smile, the most reassurance that she could. “The Arkana usually don’t care about such things. Your animals should be fine, but I don’t want your people to be prisoners…or worse.”

      A look of fear passed over the chairwoman’s face, but then she quickly pulled herself back together. “The other issue is that our evacuation plans did not include combat in orbit. They were put in place when the war heated up as preventative measures, to leave before the enemy arrived. They don’t have weapons and only minimal shielding.”

      “There’s only so much we can do about that,” Andy said. “We have a squadron of fighters up there that can cover your evac if needed, but they can only do so much. If there’s anything you need to do to put others on alert for the possibility, please do so, otherwise, get yourself somewhere as safe as possible and leave the fighting to us.”

      The chairwoman nodded then hurried off. Andy sighed and looked around the inside of the building. There wasn’t much particularly defensible inside, but she hadn’t intended to fight from here anyways. She cracked her knuckles through her fingerless gloves and stalked back outside into the street.

      It had been just a few minutes since they were told that the Arkana were coming through the atmosphere, but they weren’t there yet. It was hard to imagine that this gorgeous day was about to be shattered by those bastards.

      As soon as she stepped outside, she watched Roxanna jog up with a human man that she didn’t know. He was wearing an ESS uniform, but not Marine.

      “Major,” Roxanna greeted formally. “All squads report being in place.” She nodded to the man. “This is Lieutenant James of the ESS Star Jumper, their security chief. The Jumper is in orbit of Azara right now as well, and he and half of his security staff are down here.”

      “Major Dolan,” James greeted with a nod. “Can we be of assistance?”

      Andy smiled tightly. “Yes, you can, Lieutenant,” she said. “You don’t appear to have the armor we do, so I don’t want you on the front line, but there are groups of people in some of these building that need backup, and they’ll need help if we have to give the order to evacuate.” She pointed out which buildings housed the groups and how many. James nodded quick and hurried off to rally his people.

      That was at least one thing she didn’t have to worry about as much.

      “We’re all set, Sergeant?” Andy asked, looking at Roxanna.

      “As much as we can be, sir.”

      “Look!” Jade called, looking at Andy while pointing at the sky.

      They saw the flaming red glow of shuttles breaking the atmosphere. Andy gritted her teeth and took a heavy breath.

      “Get into cover until the ground troops move in,” Andy ordered. “They may choose to fire from the shuttles!” The order went out verbally to her own squad right beside her as well as over her communicator to the other groups.

      It was a good thing too, because within moments, Andy was proven right as energy weapon fire began to drop on the city. The shuttles were still too high to provide heavy shots, but it was only a matter of time as they drew closer.

      “What I’d give for a surface-to-air missile launcher right now,” Dan said over the noise.

      “I left it in my other shorts,” Anath called back.

      “You’ll be shooting them, right?” Dan responded. “I mean, this is a definite interruption, don’t you think?”

      Anath laughed, although it was a mirthless, dark sound. “Oh yeah, I’ll be shooting them.”

      “Assuming they don’t bring a building down on our heads,” Jade said. When the others looked at her, all in the cover of a heavily-built building, she just shrugged. “Being pragmatic.”

      No one could argue with that, of course.

      They could not return fire until the ships landed, which of course they didn’t have to. In theory, they could just start up there and stay up there until everything was destroyed. But she knew the Arkana, and she knew that wasn’t likely. There had to be something here that they wanted, and not just to destroy it. They’d come down here to get it.

      If only she knew what it was.

      From under the heavy overhang of the building, Andy stared up at the glowing objects as they grew larger. She was almost crossing her fingers that they would keep coming on until they were on the ground. None of her Marines could take a shot unless they got closer, but even then, their weapons weren’t ideal against the ships. Not that it would stop them from trying, of course, but the shuttles had to get a little closer.

      Are you coming down here or not? Andy thought hotly, feeling her temper rise faster and higher than she was used to it doing.

      As if answering her, the glowing balls got larger and larger until she could make out the white metal of an Arkana shuttle. Then closer and closer still.

      “Get ready!” she shouted. “They’re landing!”
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      As soon as the pale white ships touched down, the ramps dropped and disgorged their snow-colored soldiers. The Marines certainly didn’t give them any time to get their bearings, or too many of their boots on the ground, before they opened fire. From all angles where Marines were planted in their defensive perimeter, gunfire shot off and slammed into the enemy soldiers and their craft. Not that the bullets were much use against the shuttles, but they took down several soldiers.

      “These guys sure know how to ruin a good vacation,” Dan shouted over the noise, balancing that line between true anger and dry humor. It was a high-wire act that he was skilled at.

      “Good manners aren’t high on the list of Arkana training,” Anath shouted back. “I suggested it, but my father is notoriously stubborn.”

      “I think we’ve all learned that,” Andy called.

      If there was one sure way to make her blood pressure spike beyond the usual being-shot-at moments of combat, it was bringing up her father. She knew that staying cool under pressure was difficult, as was grace under fire, but thinking about that evil bastard who had somehow fathered her made her want to tear people apart with her bare hands.

      By this point, the second wave of soldiers coming out of the enemy ships had moved into more defensible formations, using the first wave as not-so-glorified cannon fodder to cover their movements. With both sides positioned behind buildings and other manners of cover, it was an old-fashioned shootout.

      Andy kept an eye on the sky, waiting to see if any more Arkana vessels would be landing.

      Fortunately, none did.

      The battle was, in a word, anti-climactic.

      The leg up that the Marines had simply by being on the planet when the shuttles descended allowed them to hold out without as much trouble as other locales. The Arkana shot at them for a while, and they shot back until those left alive made a retreat for their shuttles, and took off.

      Andy watched the shuttles ascend with an almost confused frown.

      What had just happened?
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      “I’m certainly glad that the evacuation plans weren’t needed,” the chairwoman said to Andy, some ten minutes after the last Arkana shuttle had taken off, when they were checking over the casualties. She didn’t sound particularly relieved, but it was really too soon for the tension to have dissipated.

      “Yeah,” Andy agreed, although her brain was still stuck on how strange it all had been.

      The Arkana never committed that sort of force without a purpose, and they rarely gave up. When they did retreat, it was never that fast. This was very atypical behavior, and it bothered Andy to no end. She was barely listening to the chairwoman, as well as the reports coming from her squad leaders over her earpiece.

      “—you, Major.”

      Andy blinked and looked back at the chairwoman. “I’m sorry,” Andy apologized with a faint smile. “I have communications coming in, so I didn’t hear what you said.”

      “I said thank you. We haven’t had any citizen casualties in the city.” She managed a smile just as a young man ran up and whispered in her ear. Frowning, she gestured ‘excuse me a moment’ to Andy and then hurried off with the young man back into the building, leaving Andy on the street.

      Roxanna walked up and nodded at Andy. “Major,” she greeted. “Several injuries and a couple of them bad, but no Marine casualties.”

      “That’s good news,” Andy said.

      “Then why don’t you seem relieved, sir?”

      The major laughed softly. Sometimes having a Selerid as a sergeant was trouble. “It’s just not right. There was something weird about this attack, but I don’t have the first idea as to what it is.”

      Roxanna nodded. “Yeah, I had that sense too.” She sighed. Her purple skin was still swirling after the fight. “Where does a pair of keenly alerted instincts get us, though, sir?”

      Andy shook her head, searching for a witty reply just as the chairwoman came running back up. All of the panic and upset was back on her face, and those hands were wringing themselves at double-time.

      “What’s wrong?” Andy asked, her tension jumping back up to previous level.

      “Our whales are gone!”

      The major just stared at the other woman for a moment, the sentence not really processing. She knew what whales were, but all the words seemed to be entirely out of place in the situation.

      “What?” she asked dumbly.

      “Our whales!” the chairwoman yelled. “The oceanic preserve was home to a pod of whales, and a massive Arkana ship descended and…caught them! They took them!”

      Again, Andy understood all of the words, but it just didn’t make sense.

      “What kind of whales?” Anath asked, suddenly appearing beside Andy. She looked at him and blinked, finding his question just as odd.

      Major Andrea Dolan wasn’t used to feeling so completely unaware of what was happening right in front of her, but this apparently was the day for it.

      “Sperm whales, from Earth,” the chairwoman said, visibly on the verge of tears. “They were imported from Earth as embryos and brought here to be protected, and now this…” Now she did start crying. “Why would they do that?”

      Andy looked at Anath. He was laughing, although the sound was so cynical that it bordered on chilling. It was clear he had an idea of what was going on. “It’s…” He rubbed the back of his neck, smearing brilliant red blood across his cheek from a superficial wound on his face. “It’s archaic, but the conversion could happen. It was studied by our scientists, looking back over our history. The oil from the whales, sperm oil, not the stuff made from melting blubber, can be used to aid certain critical systems on Arkana vessels.”

      Now it was Andy and the chairwoman staring at him, like he couldn’t possibly be serious.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. They apparently decided to use it to avoid having to go back to the home system to get the more high-tech stuff,” he said, sighing. “It means they’re preparing for a hard push inward.”

      Andy sighed. “So much for our day off.”
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      Azara was three days behind them now, as was their shortened vacation. It had been a great day off, but one day just wasn’t enough. Azara had, essentially, closed to all visitors while they tried to figure out just how bad the damage was, and if any other animals or resources might have been taken. It seemed that the enemy had indeed achieved their goal, and as a byproduct, put a bigger dent in everyone’s morale.

      Andy and Anath were sitting in the mess hall drinking cold cups of coffee.

      “Is today’s coffee chewy or something?” Anath said, wrinkling his nose as he looked into the coffee mug. He opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, like he was trying to work the taste out of his mouth.

      “I think you’re right,” Andy replied, only glancing up at him a few times from her reading. “Just keep drinking.”

      Before he could reply, Captain Wallace walked in. The grim set to his face told Andy all she needed to know about why he was there. He held up his data tablet. “I have the latest in casualty rolls.”

      There was a collective sigh through the room. The captain didn’t like to do these from the bridge. Even if most of the crew would hear it over a ship-wide broadcast, he wanted to be amid some of his people while he did it. Andy could understand that. When you started reading a list of dead loved ones, you didn’t want to feel like you were on a throne far above the rest, who might be on the next list.

      No one wanted to hear what he had to say, but everyone turned in their seats to face him and every conversation silenced.

      They waited.

      He met several sets of eyes before looking at the tablet in his hand as he started to read the ships that had been destroyed, and the bases and colonies that had been taken. If any deaths were known from the latter, he read those off too, but that information was harder to come by.

      When the name ESS Nebula was read, there was a cry from the other side of the room. Andy looked over and saw a young woman she recognized as one of the nurses, covering her face as the chief medical officer put an arm around her.

      A muffled “my brother, my brother” could be heard from the woman as she grieved, and everyone’s hearts hurt.

      Andy felt Anath’s hand under the table as it took hers, giving a gentle squeeze. To think that just a couple of years ago, she didn’t have any siblings at all and thought she never would.

      Now she did.

      She squeezed his hand back, and went back to listening.

      “The agricultural planet of Jiir has been taken, and there is forward combat movement against Jiikar. The twenty-second fighter squadron, the Dragons, lost three-quarters of their numbers in its defense.”

      “Seventy-five percent casualty rate, and they still lost the planet,” Andy said under her breath. Such loss of life, and for nothing.

      “They are advancing inward again,” Anath said, leaning a little closer to her. “Jiir is closer to Earth than Azara, almost on a direct line. They’re taking planets that provide supplies.”

      “Yeah,” Andy said. She could see it too.

      The 24th Marines had been lost. The Star Runner had been so badly damaged that she would be in Earth’s spacedock for weeks, if not months, to be repaired. Almost half of the crew had been lost.

      The names just rolled on, and so did the numbers. It wasn’t the longest list ever, but even one line on that list was too long. When Wallace was done, everything that he’d said kept going around and around in Andy’s mind.

      How long would it be before some other captain on some other ship was reading that the Star Chaser had been lost? That the 33rd Marines had died in defense of…something, somewhere. They had already come pretty close too many times. How long would their luck hold out? How long could they possibly keep themselves off that list as this war went on?

      “Senior staff briefing in thirty minutes,” was the last thing Wallace said before he left the mess hall. Andy wouldn’t have said he walked out so much as trudged out, the weight of information bearing down on his shoulders.

      “You have that dark look again,” Anath commented.

      She gave him a dry but slightly amused expression. Between the two of them, it was a funny thing to say. She had a perfect mix of her mother’s dark skin and her father’s pale skin, while he was a perfect snow-white Arkana. For a brother and sister, they made a striking comparison.

      “What’s on your mind?” he asked with a wry half-smile.

      “What do you think?”

      “I know,” he sighed. “When is the news ever going to be good?”

      She leaned back in her seat and stretched her back. “I doubt that I’m going to get any in the staff briefing,” she said. “We’re probably going to hear that things are even worse than they seem to be and the thirty-third needs to be tossed head-first into another terrible situation.”

      Anath stared off at nothing, nodding slowly. “Probably,” he agreed. “I just hope we don’t crash another shuttle. We’re two for two on our own ships and they are going to make us jump out of the Star Chaser with atmospheric suits and parachutes before too long.”

      “It’s a very real possibility, but I hate atmospheric suits so let’s hope not,” Andy said, wrinkling her nose.

      “I’m hoping,” he said.

      She finished off the last of her coffee and then made a face. “Oh, man, it is chewy.”
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      There wasn’t a single member of the senior staff that looked like they’d gotten enough sleep in the past few weeks as they all sat around the table in the briefing room. Andy had gotten herself another cup of coffee, but she’d waited until she was in the briefing in the hopes that the coffee would be better here.

      She was almost right.

      Everyone was gathered and seated by the time the captain walked in and took his seat, nearly collapsing into it as he rubbed his eyes.

      “As you all heard a half-hour ago, the Arkana have taken Jiir,” he said. “Jiir is an agricultural world in the J-2 System, and is practically a straight—if still somewhat long, thankfully—line to Earth. Things have been somewhat slower on their advancing front for the past three weeks, but they are suddenly making a hard play.”

      None of this was new, given that she and Anath had already discussed it, but intel was confirming it.

      “Now, they are moving against Jiikar, a neighboring planet.”

      “What’s the significance of Jiikar to them?” Andy asked. “Is there any, or is it just that it’s there?”

      Wallace smiled wryly. “It would seem on the surface that it’s just because it’s there. Jiikar is not a manufacturing world like others in the system, nor one that produces food or such, and it’s not like the Arkana haven’t made a point of just taking whatever is in their path.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming up,” the sensor officer said.

      “You would be correct,” Wallace said. “ESS Intelligence believes that there’s a twofold reason they’re moving in on Jiikar. First, it’s close enough to Jiir that if the ESS keeps a hold on it, they stand a better chance of taking Jiir back and cutting off one of their avenues of food supply here in this system. It’s a smart tactical grab. There is also one of the most important medical centers that the Earth Space Service operates on that planet.”

      Andy frowned curiously. “What makes this place more important than any other?”

      Wallace looked at the doctor. “You want to take that one?”

      The Selerid smiled a little and nodded. “Simply put, the planet’s situation and climate have made it advantageous for health and welfare with as little technological intervention as possible. This is why it was placed here, where it could handle the most intense and difficult cases. While front line hospitals can patch people up and move them on, there are many things that these places cannot handle. They send many of the difficult cases to Jiikar. The hospital has been there since before the war and has, over the years, attracted many of the best and brightest surgeons in the galaxy.”

      “That’s a really tempting tactical target,” Andy agreed.

      “It is,” Wallace agreed. “Until now, we didn’t have reason to believe that the Arkana knew about the planet and its hospital. Now, we believe they do. It’ll take out both soldiers and civilians, as well as many of our best doctors, and a big piece of the fleet’s morale all in one fell swoop. If…”

      Andy met the captain’s gaze. “If we don’t do something about it.”

      Wallace nodded.

      “Why don’t they just evacuate?”

      “They’re going to,” Wallace replied, “but they require a special medical ship to do it. One had been in orbit, ready for such an eventuality, but the Arkana damaged it beyond use. The next closest one isn’t close enough, so they are going to relocate as much as possible to a more defensible location until the ship arrives.”

      Well, Andy could see where this was going. “They’re going to need someone to watch their back while they’re doing it,” she said, not even asking it as a question.

      “Yes, they will, Major, and guess what ship is closest to Jiikar…”
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      “Jiikar?” Dan repeated, blinking at Andy.

      She frowned as she looked at him, noting the look on his face. “Yes. They took Jiir, and are moving in on its sister planet. Why?”

      Dan shook his head slowly. “I was actually born on Jiikar, though I mean… My family moved back to Earth when I was still kind of young. I don’t really think of it like my home world or anything, but, I don’t know… It’s still kinda close to home, as they say.”

      Andy nodded with understanding. Everything was getting close to home now, though.

      “I don’t know what will happen to Jiikar after all this, but we can at least make sure that the people in that hospital get out,” she said. “That’s what our orders are right now, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “They’d really take out a hospital? Non-combatants?” Roxanna asked with a frown.

      “They might try to capture them and take them as prisoners,” Anath said somberly. “I mean, they aren’t killing everyone on the planets they take over, only those who resist, but on the other hand…” he trailed off with a sigh.

      “On the other hand?”

      “They may kill the patients,” he said. “If they don’t think they can be of any use or would take too long to get there… They won’t kill the doctors and nurses if they can help it, though, because they can try to use them.”

      Anath sure knew how to make a room go quiet.

      But Andy didn’t let it go on that long. She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly, trying to clear her mind and focus on the task at hand. They didn’t have the luxury of getting lost in these sorts of thoughts and feelings, at least not during duty hours.

      “We’re going to do everything possible to make sure it doesn’t get to that. So here’s what we’re looking at…”
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      “There are three Arkana carriers in orbit of Jiikar and they’ve been planting troops on the surface,” Wallace said as he stood with Andy in front of a screen showing the planet of Jiikar and the placement of ships. “However, they are clustered together in the same area. We might be able to move in close enough to launch shuttles in a blind spot over one of the poles and then move out.”

      “How close is the hospital to the pole we’ll be hiding over?” Andy asked, looking at the map with a tactical eye.

      “Close enough,” he said. “The shuttles will only have to fly for a short time through atmosphere. You may have to hike a bit to get there, what with where they can be landed, though.”

      Andy pursed her lips slightly, thoughtfully. “Unless we do a combat drop.”

      Wallace arched his brow at her. “Do you really want to do that?”

      With a faint snort that was almost like a mirthless laugh, she shook her head. “No, I don’t want to, but I also want to get as close to the hospital as possible. The further we have to walk, the longer it will take for us to help them and the higher the chance that we’ll run into trouble before even getting there.”

      “Fair point, Major,” he replied. “Make the arrangements. We have fifteen minutes before we’re in position.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andy said with a crisp nod, turning to leave the bridge.

      “Oh, and, Major?”

      She stopped and looked back.

      “Try not to crash this one,” he said with a wry smile.

      “Yes, Captain,” she said with a faint laugh, leaving the bridge.

      Andy’s mind didn’t exactly race, but it moved quickly as she worked through the plan that she had a quarter-hour to create and put into action. The Star Chaser would have to move fast to spit out the shuttles and leave quickly to avoid being caught by those three carriers. That meant they had to have everything figured out ahead of time.

      “Major Dolan to the Marines of the 33rd,” called over the comms as she made her way down to the hangar. “Suit up. Prepare for combat drop into a hot zone. Meet in hangar at your assigned shuttles in ten minutes. Dolan out.”

      She hurried to the locker room and found the majority of the detachment already there and suiting up.

      “Combat drop, eh, Major?” Jade asked, checking the seals on her suit. “Like to live dangerously?”

      “It’s why I joined the Marines,” Andy replied with a half-smirk. “I think you’ve been hanging around Thomas too much. You’re developing his sense of humor.”

      A faint blush came to her pale cheeks, but she just smiled and shrugged before turning back to her locker.

      “We need to get as close as possible,” Andy said, “and there’s nowhere for the shuttles to land that’s not going to require a long walk. The shuttles will move off to safety and come when we call.”

      The Star Chaser had been going at top speed for six hours on the way to Jiikar, and the Marines had been briefed on the situation during that time. Everyone had known that there was a running clock before they would be heading down to the planet. Now was the time, and everyone was getting ready. There was an undercurrent of nervous tension, but outwardly, they were all calm and focused.

      “Captain Wallace to the 33rd,” came the call from the bridge. “Five minutes till we’re in position. Be ready to launch.”

      “You heard the captain!” Andy called through the locker room. “Get your butts to the shuttles or you go through the airlock.”

      With that, three dozen Marines hustled out into the hangar bay where six armored shuttles were sitting with their hatches open, just waiting to be boarded. Roxanna led Alpha Squad onto theirs, she knew the drill, while Andy stood in the center and waited, watching, that everyone else got on board.

      Once the last Marine was on board, she hurried to join her people.

      Andy, her Marines, and Anath sat in their seats and fastened their restraints. The lights dimmed as the shuttle prepared to take off at a moment’s notice, waiting on the call from the bridge that they were as hidden as could be.

      “Get ready to launch,” came from the bridge. “In five…four…” The bay doors opened, revealing space beyond. “Three…” The shuttle rose off the deckplates. “Two…one…”

      Their shuttle rushed out of the bay and out of the Star Chaser at a speed that Andy was pretty sure was higher than was supposed to be allowed. They raced away from the ship and began an instant descent through the atmosphere, the shuttle bouncing around and shaking more the further they went.

      “This is always my favorite part,” Roxanna said sarcastically, gripping her restraints.

      “Just hang on,” Andy said. “With the way our pilot is flying, it won’t be long.” She made sure to say that part loud enough for the pilot to hear, and he laughed.

      “Hey, we’re in a hurry. Places to go, people to see, enemies to fight,” he called back over his shoulder. “I’ll get you low enough to jump out without needing a parachute, but I hope you know how to tuck and roll.”

      Andy snorted. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. We’ll manage.”

      As they broke into the lower atmosphere, the ship began to stabilize. Andy looked ahead and saw through the view screen that the planet was rushing toward them. There was a long streak of clearing between sparse lines of tall trees. The shuttle got lower and lower, but without the comfort of getting slower and slower.

      “Get ready,” the pilot called.

      “You heard the man,” Andy called. “Out of your restraints and line up!”

      All six unfastened themselves and took up their weapons, getting in line at the back hatch of the shuttle. Roxanna took point, while Andy brought up the rear. With guns in one hand and the other on the railing running the edge of the ceiling to keep their balance, they watched the shuttle open and the ground race by underneath.

      “Move fast so we don’t get separated too much,” Andy shouted over the sound of the wind.

      “Now!” the pilot shouted.

      One by one, each Marine jumped out of the moving shuttle. Andy knew that everyone else was doing the same, hitting the ground and rolling to a stop that wouldn’t leave them damaged. As the last one left each shuttle, the craft rose up again and went to a safer location to wait for their call.

      The Marines were on their own now.
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      The fly-by drop-off got them a lot closer than they would’ve been had they landed, but it wasn’t directly on top of the hospital either, so they still had a bit of a walk.

      Thirty-six Marines moved quickly but cautiously through the unfamiliar terrain. Although that wasn’t precisely accurate, since it looked like other terrain they were familiar with, even for those who had never been on this particular planet before. Dan looked at it through the eyes of early childhood.

      He had still been young when they moved back to Earth, but all of his earliest memories took place on this planet. Not here, though. He couldn’t recall having been to this region, but it didn’t seem to matter. His mind still knew that this was the place he had been born, and now he was here to defend it against a heartless, ruthless enemy.

      That was a life path he never could have envisioned as a child playing in the Jiikari forests.

      From his peripheral vision, he saw the major touch her ear and then hold up a fist. Those around her stopped, which made for a wave effect that brought everyone else to a stop as well.

      No one spoke, waiting to see what had brought about the silent order to halt.

      She touched her ear again and then gestured for them to keep moving. Apparently, whatever had been sighted by one of the other squads wasn’t a concern after all.

      Just up ahead, the large building of the medical complex came into sight. It had been built before Dan was born, back at a time when they hadn’t conceived of the idea that they might come under fire or even become a pawn in an inter-species war. The building had been made to last, and it had.

      How much longer would it remain standing after the Arkana steamrolled their way through?

      Dan could remember hearing stories about this hospital as a child. It was one of the most advanced across several systems, and some patients who had come through here with next to no chance for survival had gone on to live long lives.

      Since the war began, it had been doing the same for fallen soldiers and civilians injured in battles. Once long ago, it had been agreed upon by many nations to not attack hospitals. They would be adorned with red crosses to make it clear that they offered humanitarian aid.

      But those days were long gone, and there was no convention between the Arkana and human decency. They may have originated from the DNA of humanity, but elements of that origin had long been bred—or more accurately, engineered—out of them.

      Then again, they probably hadn’t been there in the first place.

      By now, everyone knew the story.

      The Arkana had begun as genetically-engineered humans. When humans began to meet other species and extend their reach into the galaxy, one group of people—scientists among them—had decided they didn’t like that. They decided that they needed to protect themselves against anything and everything. So the Arkana were born, engineered to be resistant to the natural abilities of every alien encountered so far.

      And then, they’d somehow ended up in space. Far away. That story was a little hazier, but now they lived on some home world that no one knew where and had decided that they were a superior race—even over humans who willingly consorted with non-humans. They were also determined to return to Earth, take it over, and kill anyone that stood in their way.

      Now, they were here.

      “Who’s there?” a voice shouted at them.

      Andy held up her hand again, calling them to a halt as they all looked around for the source of the voice.

      On one of the rooftop walkways, a head popped up with the tip of a rifle beside it.

      “Major Dolan of the ESS 33rd Marine Detachment,” the major shouted back. “We are here to help.”

      The eyes that rose above the railing seemed to look them over for a moment and then recognized their uniforms. The man rose to his full height, although it wasn’t much. “We are so glad to see you! Come in!” He ducked back inside.

      Andy looked at her squad to either side of her. “He was wearing a nurse’s uniform,” she commented. “They’ve got nurses running lookout.”

      “At least they’ve thought of it,” Roxanna said. “It isn’t always the sort of thing that the medical groups think of.”

      No one argued with that. It was their job, the jobs of the Marines, to be paranoid.

      They moved toward the hospital. There was still some caution on their movements, since they were what they were, but they let themselves relax the tiniest bit. When they were almost to the doors, they opened and a tall man walked out. He looked human at first, but after a moment, Dan could see the slim respirator device that curved around behind his neck. Dan couldn’t remember the name, but recalled that he was from an oceanic world that required a breathing aid when out of water.

      “We are so glad to see you,” the man said. He approached them with ground-eating strides. “As you saw, our security situation is…” He smiled wryly and held out a slender, gray-tinged hand for the major to shake, which she did. “I’m Doctor Kyt. I’m the chief of medicine for the Jiikar Hospital Complex.”

      “I’m Major Dolan,” she introduced herself. “We know that this situation is far from ideal, but we’re here to keep you safe and get you to the bunker until the medical evac ship gets here.”

      “We are grateful,” Kyt said with a smile that was just a little too wide, at least for him to appear perfectly human.

      While the major spoke with the chief surgeon, Dan and his fellow Marines kept their eyes on their surroundings, just in case.

      “We’re glad to be of service, Doctor,” Dolan said. “I’ll post some of my squad out here to watch out for the enemy. Will you take me inside and tell me more of your current status and situation?”
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      “As you can see,” Doctor Kyt said as he walked with Andy down a long, wide corridor, “we are deep into packing up the essentials.” The place was a buzz of activity that reminded the major of the Marines locker room less than an hour ago. It was the hum of just barely organized chaos, where everyone was doing everything at once because they were trained enough to do everything at once.

      “We know that we have to keep things to a minimum when moving through the countryside,” Kyt was assuring her, “but that’s difficult with a hospital. Different patients need different things just to keep them alive, and much of this wasn’t meant to be mobile, certainly not without the help of the evac ship’s specialized systems.”

      Andy wanted to ask what those systems were that would make something like this easier, but it wasn’t important to this situation. Now wasn’t the time to indulge in curiosity.

      “What can we do to help, Doctor?” Andy asked instead. “Most of my squads will cover the outside, but I can keep some of us inside to help move things along.”

      Kyt smiled again with gratitude. Andy was beginning to feel uncomfortable under the weight of that look. She knew that people often felt under-appreciated, but how often did someone feel over-appreciated. She was just here to do a job.

      “Our patients are our lives, Major,” Kyt was saying. “We get the worst cases, the ones likely to die elsewhere, and now they all might die just because they’re here.” He was rubbing his hands together in a clear gesture of anxiety.

      Andy stopped them in the hall for a moment, looking him straight in the eyes. “We are here to help. Tell us what to do, and we’ll get you and your patients to safety.”

      Doctor Kyt nodded and that seemed to bring him back around. “Of course, Major.”

      With that, he put Alpha Squad to work.

      Jade was put to work on the computer systems. They wanted all of their information backed up, but it had been a lower priority for the doctors and nurses than the patients and the equipment.

      Everyone gave Anath—who had somehow gone unseen until this point—some sideways looks until Andy set them straight. He stayed with her, however.

      Roxanna worked with the doctors and nurses on helping to keeping the conscious patients calm. Although she hadn’t chose to pursue a psychological field, like so many of her race, she still had her empathy.

      Dan and Anallin were put on more “grunt work” tasks, helping to move equipment, beds, and patients onto the land conveyance that would carry them through the forest and plains to the bunker.

      Andy and Anath helped a little everywhere, but Andy also had to be free to check on the squads and make sure that everything was going alright. There was a small coil of tension sitting in the bottom of her stomach, feeling like those seven land conveyors out there were just sitting ducks waiting for the Arkana to come get them.

      “You look like you’re going to break a blood vessel if you keep standing so rigidly,” Anath said quietly in her ear.

      She blinked and looked up at him. “What?”

      He smiled a little. “You’re standing so tense and straight that you’d think a four-star general was about to walk by,” he said.

      That made Andy laugh softly. “I just need things to move faster. I hate just standing here. I feel like I’m waiting for the enemy to come pouring in on us. They are moving this way, reports are still confirming it. A hospital. A freaking hospital. Do the Arkana really not having any shame?”

      “No,” Anath said with a small shake of his head. “If they are born with it, they are trained out of it.”

      “So what happened to you?” she asked ruefully.

      “I’ve been wondering that myself,” Anath said seriously. “At least, I used to. I don’t think about it very much anymore. I’m not sure it matters anymore.”

      Andy nodded thoughtfully, gesturing for him to walk with her as she moved back to the door to check on the trucks and her squads out there. “I suppose it doesn’t,” she agreed. “I still wonder, though. I mean, how many children—half or full blood—does our father have? And they have all followed him but for us? Why are we different?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe there is one rebellious gene that only our mothers shared, hence us.”

      Considering this for a moment as she looked around, she then nodded. “I guess that’s as likely an answer as anything,” she agreed.

      A pair of orderlies came down the hallway with a stretcher between them, but there wasn’t a patient on the hover-stretcher. The hover was working overtime under the weight of the boxes, so the orderlies had to help carry it as well. Andy moved to open the door while Anath slipped out, watching for any trouble as they brought the supplies to one of the trucks.

      “It’s sad that our father didn’t take credit for me sooner so I could at least have the pleasure of legally disowning him,” Andy said without humor.

      “We don’t even have the process.” Anath replied.

      The orderlies came back through the doors that Andy stood before, the now-empty stretcher floating along with them.

      “How’s it going in there?” Andy asked, following them in and shutting the door behind them all.

      “It’s going, Major,” one orderly said. “Doctor Kyt thinks we will be ready to relocate the patients to the vehicles in about twenty minutes, and that’s the last step before we can move out.” He waited for a nod from Andy before hurrying back off to keep on with the last of the tasks, and she gave it quickly because she didn’t want to hold him up any longer than necessary to get a better status report.

      “At least we’ll be on the move soon,” Andy commented.

      “Yes, so we can bring ourselves to them instead of waiting for them to come to us,” Anath said with a wry smile.

      She smacked him on the arm.
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      “All doctors and nurses in the vehicles,” Andy called to everyone. “The Marines on the ground. Alpha Squad will be on point. Theta at the rear. Beta and Gamma on left, with Delta and Epsilon on right. Keep your eyes and ears open and stay alert. We know that the Arkana are almost on this point, and we could all run into one another at any moment.”

      Everyone moved into position and Andy did one last check of the line of the trucks, before holding up her arm and motioning for everyone to start moving.

      The trucks had to go slow over the rough terrain, since they didn’t have a clear road to travel on. They also had to go slow so that the stalking, guarding Marines could keep up. They were capable of running alongside a faster moving vehicle, but it lowered the effectiveness of their defense.

      If Andy had thought that moving along would ease her tension, she had been very mistaken. The noise that the trucks made as they crunched their way along the forest floor—covered by trees on one side and exposed by hilly plains on the other—just aggravated her nerves more.

      For the first ten minutes of their trek, she had reports coming in from the shuttle pilots. They had found reasonably safe places to touch down and were using their sensors to keep a watch on the enemy’s movements as best they were able. Since the ships were spread out, they were able to get decent coverage, and they kept warning the major about the Arkana moving in on the hospital.

      Their little parade was moving too slow and too loud, and she couldn’t change either.

      The edge of tree line curved, and the convoy slowed even further as they had to take the turn one by one. Andy watched the hills and the trees, looking up and down like she expected the Arkana to drop out of the treetops, even though that wasn’t really their usual style.

      As they continued on, the trees on the one side grew thicker while the hills grew a little higher. All Andy could think about was the fact that it was giving better cover to those who might attack them.

      Off in the distance, they began to hear the concussive force of heavy weapons fire and Andy looked off in that direction. She saw small shapes zooming through the sky, and she realized that there were fighters in the atmosphere. They had to be doing strafing runs against the enemy.

      For a moment, it made her wonder who it was. The Star Chaser didn’t carry fighters, and she hadn’t thought that any ESS ship would come into orbit while the enemy carriers were there. Maybe the fighters had come down the same way her Marines had. This was making for a lot of hit and run, she thought. Large-scale guerrilla tactics.

      “Those shots are awfully close,” Anath commented as he walked beside his sister, looking off in the direction of the fighters.

      “Yes, they are,” Andy replied tightly. “We can’t do much about that, though, now can we. We’ve got at least another thirty-minute walk until we reach the bunker, and we have to make sure that we all get there in one piece.”

      “So, just hope that those shots don’t get any closer…”

      “Yeah. That.”
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      The thirty minutes felt closer to thirty hours, but there was no attack. They heard the fighter’s attacks and the surface-to-air response draw closer, but never too close.

      “Up ahead,” Doctor Kyt said out of the driver’s side window of his truck, where Andy was walking alongside.

      “Good. Thanks, Doctor,” Andy called back. She pressed her ear communicator. “Be ready, folks. We’re just about there.” She didn’t want anyone to become complacent, and as they began to move toward the edge of the tree line, she was glad they didn’t.

      There ahead of them was the bunker, built into the side of a mountain, and in front of it was a big group of the enemy, glinting like snow and ice in the afternoon sun.
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      “They’re like an infection,” Doctor Kyt said with a sigh, having come out of the truck to survey the situation alongside Andy. “Problem is, I don’t know any antibiotics big enough for something like that.”

      “I suppose that’s what we’re trying to be,” Anath commented. “The ESS. The Marines.”

      “I suppose so,” Kyt said sadly. “I wish you didn’t have to be.”

      Anath put his hand on Kyt’s shoulder and to the doctor’s credit, he didn’t flinch when a man with the face of the enemy touched him. “We wish that too.”

      There was at least one of those white metal vehicles that were the Arkana’s answer to the tank. It was situated within the array of soldiers, although nearer to the edge to provide the most coverage of the tree line, precisely where they were all standing and if they went just a few meters further, they would be spotted and shot at.

      Andy wasn’t going to count them, but she determined there had to be at least fifty soldiers all stationed around the bunker door. They obviously couldn’t get in, but were determined to make sure no one else did either.

      “One of our top priorities has to be to take out that tank,” Andy said, staring down into the shallow valley covered in white. “That thing can blast really big holes in us if we reveal ourselves.”

      “We can’t go straight in,” Roxanna said. “They’ll see us, and we can’t go as a full group to try to get close, because we can’t hide that number. There’s not enough cover.”

      Dan walked up to join them. “These forests and hills are familiar, even if I didn’t live here,” he said. “I can lead a small group around that back way and get behind some of them.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Jade asked. Andy noted a hint of worry in her voice, but she managed to cover it for the most part. Andy certainly wasn’t going to call her on it, because it was a valid question.

      “I can’t,” he replied honestly, “but we don’t really have the time or resources for anything to be sure, right?”

      Andy sighed. “Yeah, fair point. Alright, three-point plan.” Andy folded her arms as she turned to Alpha Squad. “Thomas will take a small group around to get behind them, and we’ll hope he’s right about every rock and tree looking the same. At the same time, another small group will move around the other way. You’ve got to get into that tank. Anath and Martin will be part of that group. Between the two of you, you should be able to take it over and control it.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time that it had happened, and Jade had been the one to figure it out back then. She’d gotten more chances to work with Arkana technology since, and Anath was the obvious choice beyond that.

      “What’s the third point of the plan?” Roxanna asked.

      “Distraction tactics,” Andy said with a half-smile. She pointed at Anallin. You're our best sharpshooter. We’re going to use a few well-placed shots to get the enemy riled up and looking a direction other than the convoy, Thomas’s team, and Martin’s team.”

      “Will there be any directions left, sir?”

      “We’ll find one,” Andy assured them. “We’ll take part of the fighting force to that area for when the Arkana undoubtedly push forward, and then the rest will stay here to guard the convoy. This is going to spread us thin, but we only have so much time, so many resources, and so many choices.”

      She made quick work of doling out the specific assignments for each Marine, and how she wanted them to be divided.

      Each group heading out would notify her when they were in their best position but prior to actual engagement. Andy sent Roxanna with Anallin, to lead that group while the Hanaran focused on its shots. Andy took the group that would be remaining with the convoy.

      Standing around with Alpha Squad, she looked at everyone. This was not one of their best thought-out plans, but it was as good as it was going to get.

      “Everyone clear on what the plan is?” They nodded. “We know what our objectives are and when to call in? Wait for the order?” More nods. She took a breath, hesitating for a moment, before giving a single nod. “Get to it. You have standing orders to not die out there, got it? Good. Go. Oorah.”

      “Oorah,” they echoed, before hurrying off to their tasks.

      Andy watched everyone move off, trying not to feel unsettled. Dread still poked at the center of her gut, but she worked hard to ignore it. Neither of these were feelings that she could afford to indulge. There was a job here, and various things needing to get done just to achieve that.

      Once they had moved away, she turned and walked back over to the lead truck of the convoy. She’d already ordered everyone to stay in their vehicles, in case the trouble hit and they had to beat feet out of there. Andy came up next to the driver’s side door, where Doctor Kyt was looking down at her.

      “I suppose you didn’t expect to have babysitter as part of your list of duties when you became a Marine, did you?” he asked through the open truck window, looking down at her.

      “I tried to not have any expectations, Doctor,” she replied with a half-smile. “I go where they tell me and do what needs doing. Protecting you and your staff, your patients and your equipment are pretty important things to be doing. I’m not having to feed you or put you to bed, so it’s hardly babysitting.”

      He laughed. “I suppose that’s true. Still, your people are going to go out there and do some dangerous things and you’re going to sit here with me and my trucks. Not much excitement.”

      Andy stifled a long sigh. “I worry for them. I don’t want to lose any more Marines to them out there, but every job is important and I won’t shirk it. Besides…” She laughed softly, mirthlessly. “I’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime.”
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      Jade and Anath, with two others from Beta squad, made their way around to the west. This brought them through the trees, although they seemed to get sparser as they made their way forward. She grew nervous to think that they wouldn’t have much by way of cover before too long, but they kept low and moved on.

      By the time they reached a point where the trees thinned too much, they stopped and hunkered down to look at what stood between them and the tank. It was closer to the edge, rather than being dead center, which was a good thing for their cause.

      “I count…six on this side of the tank,” Anath said, pitching his voice low as his bright blue eyes flicked from one side to the other. “It’s backed up kinda close to the edge of the mountain so I don’t see any behind. One in front. I don’t know how many might be on the other side.”

      “So we have to take out seven without anyone else noticing and then managed to get inside the tank to subdue the ones inside, again without anyone noticing,” Jade said flatly.

      Anath shrugged slightly. “Basically, yes.”

      Jade felt that weird cold sensation poke at her nerves like it always did when she began to get scared. Although it wasn’t something she admitted to anyone except Dan, she got scared a lot, but she had heard Major Dolan say often enough that it wasn’t about whether you were afraid or not, but what you did about it.

      Did you let it stop you?

      Jade refused to let it stop her.

      She almost had once, back in the early days of her time in the Marines, but she hadn’t let it, and now she was proud of the work she’d done. Yes, her job was often hurting and even killing people, however she defended others who couldn’t defend themselves. She protected the ESS and its planets and people.

      That was worth being proud of.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Anath said.

      “Go back and get Anallin?” They met gazes and she shrugged with a faint smile. “It was just a thought.” Turning back to the scene, she looked over the six as they stood beside the tank. None of them looked particularly alert, and she wondered just how long they had been there waiting.

      Four Marines versus seven Arkana. The former had the element of surprise, but the latter had the element of ‘if we shout, all fifty soldiers are onto you.’ That was not something to dismiss too easily.

      “Do you think we can draw any of them away?” she asked, still staring at them.

      “It’s possible,” Anath agreed. “They look bored and like any soldiers, boredom can be dangerous.” He was quiet for a moment and then snort-laughed. “Let me do the luring. If they don’t see my face too clearly, they’ll mistake me for a fellow Arkana soldier and I can draw them out.”

      “Good call,” Jade said with a half-smile. “And let’s not forget our favorite blue eye-clicker with a rifle. Let me call the major.”
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      Dan had been right. It wasn’t hard to navigate one area of this planet when you were familiar with another. It wasn’t exactly the same, of course, but it was close enough that Dan led his small group of three fellow Marines the very long way around. It took a lot of crouching, some Marine-style crawling, a lot of navigating hills, and start-and-stop moments, but eventually they came around the other side of the mountain.

      The four pressed themselves near to the rocky face of the hill, sliding around until they had a clear view of the back of the Arkana.

      It seemed that none of them worried much about someone coming from the back, since every one of them was looking forward, if they were watching much of anything at all. Dan couldn’t see the tank from this angle, but he knew it was there. He hoped that Jade and Anath were doing alright, but he couldn’t let himself think of that too much.

      Focus.

      “What’s the plan from here, Corporal?” a private behind himself, sounding a little anxious.

      “We call into the major and let her know we’re in position. Once everything starts, we move in and take out any we can who don’t see us coming.”
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      “The major has gotten calls from the others,” Roxanna reported, touching her ear and listening to the report. “Are you ready, Anallin?”

      “Ready, Sergeant,” the Hanaran replied without even looking up from the scope on its rifle as it laid out on a small incline. It had been getting ready and then just laying perfectly still since they got into position. Roxanna admired the Hanaran’s patience, although every Marine had experienced that hurry up and wait real still moment often enough.

      “On my mark.” Roxanna waited for the major.

      “Go,” Dolan said.

      “Go,” Roxanna repeated.

      Within a heartbeat, Anallin was pulling the trigger. Once. Aim. Twice. Aim. Cool and methodical, but the clicking of its eyes revealed the true level of its tension. “Enemy is on the move,” it reported in between gunshots.

      “Enemy is on the move,” Roxanna reported back to the major. “It looks like Martin and Anath have engaged their targets. We can see them from here. I don’t know about Thomas, but I’m sure he has as well. The enemy force is splitting up. I don’t see any coming your way yet, sir, but we have some coming our way.”

      “Hold the line, Sergeant,” Andy ordered.

      “Holding the line, sir.” Roxanna brought up her rifle. “Holding the line.”
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      As it turned out, their plan to lure the Arkana away from the tank proved unnecessary after all. The soldiers who had seemingly been meant to guard the tank weren’t all as interested in that duty as others and half of them moved off. Seven went down to three in an instant, all because boredom was—as Anath had said—dangerous.

      Anath and the other Marines took aim and took out the remaining guards without anyone being the wiser. Beyond them, they could hear the Arkana already opening fire on the distraction side of the force.

      Jade hustled forward. She slung back her rifle and pulled her sidearm, holding onto that as she scurried up the ladder on the side of the tank. She flattened herself against the top of it, inching forward to make sure that no one on the other side was watching the top half.

      When she felt safe that she was in the clear, she wiggled carefully back to the hatch and then pulled it open.

      At this point, she didn’t waste time with moving carefully. She had to move fast. With the hatch open, she dropped herself inside without the aid of the second ladder. When her boots hit the floor, she felt the shock jolt up through her knees, but she ignored it.

      Just behind her, there were two tank officers in a state of complete shock.

      Once upon a time, ESS protocol would have said to attempt to disable and capture them, but recently, a new order had gone out to not bother. The Arkana prisoners always committed suicide. No matter what, if they did not believe there was a quick chance of escape, they killed themselves.

      The ESS still hadn’t figured out how they did it, so they didn’t know how to stop it.

      She shot the first one and backhanded the second with her gun before he could pull his own weapon.

      “Anath, I’m in,” Jade called as she dragged the bodies out of the cockpit and into the small space in the back. She had to step over them to reach the front. As soon as she did, she started going over the controls. It was a lot easier this time than it had been the last time.

      A moment later, Anath dropped in to join her.

      “Check those guys in the back,” she called over her shoulder as she worked. “I only smacked one and I don’t want him waking up and shooting me in the back of the head.”

      “None of us want that,” Anath agreed. She heard him stepping and rustling around behind her, so she figured he was doing what she’d asked. Within a few moments, she had control of the tank.
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      Dan’s side of the hill wasn’t going quite as easily.

      It had started out that way, with them picking off a handful of the enemy before they’d even turned around, but then they did turn around, and a new handful came to go up against them. One of the three Marines with him went down to a bolt of energy fire almost immediately, and Dan didn’t have time to find out if she was dead or not.

      Turning back to the fight, he got a rifle butt across the face and stumbled back. He could feel blood running down his cheek, but he brought his rifle back up in a hurry and got off a shot at the one who’d charged him.

      It didn’t take long for Dan and the other two to be surrounded and outnumbered, and now the element of surprise was gone as well as the advantage of “flanking” them. Dan and his remaining two Marines fought fearlessly, but he quickly began to worry that it wouldn’t be enough…

      Just as he began to lose hope, he heard the Arkana tank fire off a shot.

      For a moment, that got rid of the last of the hope that he had…but then he realized that the tank was firing into the Arkana.

      “Go, Jade!” Dan shouted in the moment where the Arkana were too surprised by this turn of events to fight him back.
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      Roxanna saw Anallin return to the firing line as soon as the approaching enemy got close. The Hanaran’s effectiveness with a gun remained the same, but there was no reason to leave her squadmate hanging out in the breeze once the full range of sniper shots could not be taken advantage of.

      They fired in sequence, taking out perhaps half of the Arkana as they moved forward. Although they did so with caution, bodies low and guns up, it was still too open of terrain for them to do much. This had to be the direction they expected an ESS attack to come from, but it seemed a poor defense plan. Although perhaps their options for this plan had been as limited as her own.

      Sometimes, it could be easy to forget that the enemy was made up of people. Dolan and Anath’s father was a soulless, heartless tyrant, but they knew that his citizens weren’t. They were, however, thoroughly conditioned. It made them the enemy, but when you broke through that, they weren’t so different.

      They had all learned that when they’d been crashed alongside that Arkana ship, and they’d actually had to work together…

      But then, just like every other one, the Arkana soldiers they had worked with and gotten to know all killed themselves as soon as they were back on the Star Chaser. It had done a number on the major, but really, it had done a number on all of them. Roxanna could tell that much, for herself and the rest of them.

      Although their hill was small, it was still a hill and afforded them the high ground to defend. They were holding their own, until that tank started moving and firing on its own people.

      Roxanna couldn’t help but smile. “Good going, Martin,” she said quietly. The words were drowned out in the sound of battle.
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      The Arkana ground soldiers were no match for their own tank, and that seemed to bring this little battle to a quick conclusion.

      Major Dolan, commander of the 33rd, hadn’t had to fire a shot. No one had come in the direction of the convoy, not knowing that it was there, and they hadn’t been in a position to aid the rest of the fight anyways. It had been a strange battle for Andy, in that way, knowing that her people were out there fighting without her.

      But she just had to have trust in their abilities, and she did. She was proven right, because they all achieved their objectives. ESS casualties, while not at zero, were few. Arkana casualties were high, but they always were when there was an ESS victory.

      “Doctor,” Andy said, knocking on the truck door. “It looks like your room is ready.”

      “Is it all over?” Kyt asked, peering through the open window.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied with a faint smile. “My people executed the plan and the enemy has been subdued. The fighting was primarily focused to the western side of this valley, so if you and the trucks take a more eastern path then you shouldn’t have any problems getting the trucks up to the bunker.”

      The doctor looked confused for a moment as to what she was talking about, but then it dawned on him and he nodded quickly. “Well,” he said with a sigh, “let’s get up there so we don’t have to worry about a repeat performance.”

      She nodded back. “You won’t get an argument from me.”

      Waving her arm overhead, the seven trucks began their slow, laborious process of moving out of the trees and down into the shallow valley, onward toward the large doors built into the face of the mountain. Andy stayed alongside them, still watchful just in case. One could never let themselves grow complacent, like these Arkana had.

      When they reached the other side, Doctor Kyt got out of his truck and moved up to the giant door. He revealed a panel in the metal and did whatever it was he needed to do in order to get the door open. Andy didn’t watch too closely since it wasn’t her business.

      The big door rolled back into the mountain with a rough groaning noise, and then Kyt got back in his truck and all seven drove straight inside.

      Andy’s eyes widened slightly as she watched. She hadn’t expected the bunker to be quite that big on the inside, but apparently it was… Leaning forward, she peered inside and watched the lights come on.

      It looked like they had carved out the entire inside of the mountain for this.

      She shook her head in a bit of awe, turning back to see the rest of Alpha Squad working its way toward her. Dan was limping, but still upright, with a bloody face. Anallin and Jade looked fine, but Roxanna was holding her arm. Anath also looked okay, if weary.

      “Report,” Andy ordered.

      They all reported their objectives achieved and gave a catalogue of injuries or deaths in their groups, including themselves.

      “I’d say we should be grateful we have a hospital staff right here, but I think they’re going to have their hands full,” Andy said ruefully. She was about to say something else when she heard chatter coming over her earpiece. “It looks like we might too. There’s more fighting in other areas nearby. The fighters have done what they can, but the Arkana are moving in on other towns and cities now. The 22nd has boots on the ground, but they are requesting assistance.”

      Her squad simply nodded once.

      Andy eyed Roxanna and her arm. “You go inside and see if they can spare a moment to check that out and see if you’re fit to return to the fight.”

      The Selerid looked like she was about to argue, but she didn’t. “Yes, sir,” she said, hurrying past them all and inside the giant bunker, with its quiet roar and dim chaos. The hospital staff was already hard at work getting everything set up for their wait for the evac ship.

      Maybe, if there was any luck, they wouldn’t need the ship.

      “Can we bring my new toy with us, Major?” Jade asked with a little smile.

      “Toy, Private?” Andy repeated with a half-smile of her own. She already knew what the girl was talking about, but couldn’t help teasing her a little in this momentary lull of the action.

      “Yes, sir,” Jade said, straightening herself a little. “I’ve started my very own enemy tank collection.”

      Andy actually laughed. “Just how many are you planning on collecting?”

      The younger woman lifted one shoulder. “I guess we’ll see.”

      Shaking her head, Andy replied, “I think having a tank on our side is a good idea, but be aware that it will make you a pretty big target. Once they realize that it’s in the hands of the enemy, they’re going to want it back.”

      Jade sobered with a single nod. “I’m aware, sir, but I think the benefits outweigh the risks.”

      “I agree, Private,” Andy said. “You can keep it. Just be careful and be aware.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jade agreed.

      The levity of the moment passed quickly, but Andy was grateful for it while it had lasted. Time had forced her to learn to appreciate the moments when they came, since you never knew when there would be another one, or when it might be the last one you shared with someone.

      Andy took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s start getting everyone back together and organized. I hate to impose on the good folks here, but if we have to move to another engagement, let’s get all injuries checked out real quick—at least as much as they’re able to—before we move on.”
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      Three days, two more Marine detachments, and one more squadron of fighters had been called down to deal with the enemy on the ground, while the Star Chaser—once joined by other ESS ships—had taken the fight to the Arkana carriers sitting in orbit. It had taken all of that, but they had defeated the enemy on Jiikar and now would establish a better foothold on the planet to keep the Arkana from getting it.

      Andy knew that the evac ship was still on its way, but she didn’t know what the hospital would plan to do. By now, it wasn’t her concern anymore. The 33rd had been recalled to the Star Chaser to move onto the next insanity.

      Their shuttle lifted off from the planet of Jiikar and headed back to their home ship. She sighed heavily and leaned her head back against the shuttle wall. She’d lost four more Marines in the past three days of combat, and more than a handful of injuries, including a variety of her own. None of hers were bad enough to keep her from moving around, at least, but she needed some time in sickbay.

      Now that the fighting had stopped and the adrenaline had passed, she was able to feel properly like crap.

      A day’s worth of shore leave before the enemy steamrolled over it so that they could steal whales, and then they went after a hospital, because all those near-death patients were such a threat. Three days of straight combat followed that, just to top it all off. More dead Marines, crashed fighter jets streaking the sky with fire, the ship up in orbit with a few new holes and dents and scorch marks.

      “Andy?” Anath asked from where he was sitting beside her.

      “Yes?” she asked without opening her eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      Andy took a long breath in and then blew it out. She opened her eyes and turned her head—more flopped it, really—toward her brother. “No, Anath. I’m not okay at all.”
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      Ten Days Later…

      

      “We need to end this war.”

      Everyone at the table stopped what they were doing and looked at Andy, who had been sitting there fidgeting with a deck of cards, but hadn’t dealt them at all. The rest of her squad had been busy with other things anyways, she just couldn’t seem to keep her hands still. It was a physical expression of the speed at which her mind was racing.

      It felt like her brain had exploded when those Arkana had killed themselves after fighting side-by-side with the Marines and she’d heard their leader’s dying words. It hadn’t stopped since. Not when they’d tried to take shore leave, not when they’d tried to just help a hospital… It was madness, and it needed to end.

      “How precisely do you plan to do that, Major?” Anath asked uncertainly. “You know the Arkana won’t surrender. They won’t even sit at the table to discuss a cease-fire or a treaty. Our father would rather see everyone dead than concede.”

      “I know,” she said darkly, tapping the edge of the deck against the table in an erratic rhythm. Her half-brother reached out and put his pale hand over her dark one, stopping the fidgets for a moment. She sighed and put the cards down, instead leaning back in her seat and folding her arms. “This war won’t end with a treaty. It will end by conquering.”

      The other five looked at one another, and their thoughts were as loud as if they had spoken them. They all wondered if she’d finally cracked under the pressure.

      Leaning forward again, she rested her arms on the table. “It’s time to cut the head off the snake,” she said. “Do that and the rest will stop.”

      “You mean…go after our father?”

      She nodded once.

      Roxanna, her Selerid sergeant, was eyeing her warily from behind those opalescent purple eyes. “You speak very calmly about killing your father.”

      “That’s because I’m not talking about killing my father,” Andy said, meeting the other woman’s gaze evenly. “I’m talking about killing the leader of the enemy. I’m talking about stopping evil.” She pounded her fist once on the table, making the others jump. “Evil must be opposed. This has gone on long enough.”

      After several moments, it was Anath who spoke. “Father will have run back to the home world. We won’t be able to get to him.”

      Dan frowned. “Why is it that you can’t get there?” The words weren’t judgmental, just curious.

      “Our father is paranoid, to say the least. Not even his soldiers are allowed to know the coordinates to the planet,” he said bitterly. “They are programmed into the computers of our ships and when we get within a certain range, all external access is shut down. We can’t see it or anything else until we arrive. No computers will show the location, either on the planet or the ships.”

      “Can you say tyrant…” Jade commented quietly, sipping her tea.

      Anath just nodded.

      “So, the ships have the coordinates within their computers,” Andy said thoughtfully.

      “Yes,” Anath replied, “but you can’t call it up.”

      Andy looked at Jade, her technical expert. “But the information is in there, and that means we can get to it.” The youngest of her Marines met her eyes and looked blank for a moment, before nodding with understanding. Andy circled her gaze around the rest of them, smiling darkly. “So, we need to get our hands on an Arkana ship.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Are you insane?!” Anath cried as soon as he and Andy were alone in her quarters. He waved his pale arms briefly over his head in aggravation before settling in with his arms crossed and an upset expression on his face.

      “No!” she replied, just as forcefully. “I’m fed up!” Her fist collided with her wall and a picture frame fell off the shelf over her bed. She ignored the fallen picture and held the unprotected hand she’d just sent sailing into the metal composite. “You don’t read the detachment reports that go out from corps headquarters. They’re even worse than the death rolls! As if, what could be worse? No one is gaining ground in this war, and it’s starting to look like we’re losing it. The Arkana just keep coming, and everyone just keeps dying. This can’t keep going on like this.”

      The ire left Anath’s crystal blue eyes, although the set of his face remained hard. “No, it can’t,” he agreed softly, “but what you’re talking about is crazy. They kill themselves when captured, and self-destruct their ships if they think those are about to be taken. You have seen it for yourself. The most likely thing to happen is that we get on board and they blow it up, and us too.”

      Andy held his gaze. She almost hoped that she could just transmit her thoughts and feelings into his brain so he would understand why she felt this way, but she knew that was impossible.

      Her hand still hurt, too.

      She sighed. “Then we’ll just have to figure out a way to avoid that,” she said simply. “We both know that our father has run back to your home world, so that’s where we need to go if we want to find him. No soldier knows the way. Only the ships’ computers have the coordinates. So, we have to get a ship and get into the computer. Jade can do it, I know that she can. We just have to get her a ship to dig into.”

      “I’m not debating that line of logic, Andy,” Anath said with exasperation. “I just don’t feel like you’re really thinking through just how impossible this will be.”

      “It’s not impossible,” she said. “It’s just going to be really, really hard. We’ve done really hard more than once and survived it, though. We’ve succeeded when every possible odd was against us. I’m sure there’s a way to do this too, we just have to be smart and clever enough to find it.” Another sigh escaped, because she didn’t have the strength to resist it. “Anath, I don’t know any other way, and the problem is that no one else does either. None of the reports coming from command say that, of course, but it doesn’t take a lot of reading between the lines to know that’s the case. We are barely holding on right now, and we’re going to start slipping soon. The grasp the ESS has to hold the line is dependent on keeping control of a few lynchpins. If we lose those, then it’s far easier for the Arkana to get to Earth, and if that happens…”

      “It’s game over,” he said solemnly, using an old Earth phrase he’d just learned recently. Had the moment been any other way, she would have laughed.

      “Exactly,” she said, just as solemnly. Bowing her head briefly, she went on, “In the meantime, though…” She held up her hand with its red, slightly throbbing knuckles. “I think I might need to stop by sickbay.”
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      Captain Wallace stared across his desk at Andy, who sat in the chair across from him with a somber expression. She had known he would be surprised at her plan, at best, and think she was an idiot at worst.

      From the look in his eyes, it was hard to tell which way this was going, but with each moment that had passed since the idea first came to her, it had taken hold and she felt sure that this was the right course of action. Beyond that, she felt more and more certain that it was the only course of action to lead them forward. Anything else they could do would either lead them backward to failure or straight on toward this continued stalemate.

      Something had to break through and push them toward ending it, and she was sure this was the only thing that could do it.

      “You want to do what, Major?” the captain asked carefully. “I’m wondering if I heard you right.”

      “I want to capture an Arkana vessel, sir,” she replied, just as evenly. “One that is primarily intact that we can use.”

      He blinked slowly. “How do you plan to do that?”

      That was the present hole in her plan. “I haven’t figured that out yet. I just know that this is what we need to do. We need to know where the Arkana home world is, and we need to go there. We need to stem this at the source if we want it to truly end. Problem is, only one person actually knows the location, and he isn’t going to tell us. Anath says that Arkana ships have the coordinates in their computers. We get a ship and hack the system, learn the location, then we’ll also have a ship that can get into enemy lines.”

      “I highly doubt it’s going to be that easy,” he said.

      “No, I don’t imagine that it will,” she agreed, “but I really don’t see another way for us to move forward at this point. Do you, Captain?” She didn’t ask it in a confrontational way, just asking a salient question.

      Wallace sighed heavily and shook his head. As soon as the “what’s wrong with you” look left his face, he just looked tired. The Star Chaser had been on the front line multiple times during the course of this war, and it was due in no small part to Andy’s presence on board the ship. At first, the Arkana came to try to bring her home, then, she just became a target.

      She didn’t start the war, but she knew that she was smack dab in the center of it, and she was determined to be the end of it.

      “Come back when you have an actual plan put together, and we’ll talk more,” he said. “I won’t approve a suicide mission on a fraction of a chance.”

      “I understand, Captain,” she said with a single nod.

      He sighed again, nodding and waving at her. “Dismissed, Major. Maybe with a little more time, you’ll find a less crazy plan.”

      Andy got to her feet with a dark smile. “I wouldn’t count on that, sir.” She stepped around the chair, turned smartly on her heel, and left his office.
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      She wasn’t even in the lift yet before Anath seemingly appeared out of nowhere and fell in step with her.

      “What did the captain say?” he asked pointedly.

      “He said write a plan and bring it to him, and we’d go from there,” she replied. “I was kind of hoping to skip that part.”

      He eyed her as they stepped in the lift, the door shutting behind them. “Skip what part? Forming a plan?”

      “Well, basically.”

      There was a long moment of silence. He looked at her. She looked at him.

      “You honestly wanted to go capture a full functioning enemy ship without a plan?” he asked in disbelief. “Are you still seeing the ship’s counselor? I think you’re losing your mind. Maybe a fever? Are you having hallucinations? A bout of Denebrian Flu?” He started touching her cheeks and forehead, like checking how warm she was.

      “No,” she snapped, swatting his hands away from her face. “I’m perfectly healthy, and yes, I’m still speaking to the counselor. I wasn’t really going to go after a ship without a plan. I just hoped to get the captain’s approval ahead of that, just to make things easier.”

      Anath made a noncommittal noise in his throat. “I’m still worried about your brain,” he muttered.

      She snorted. “I’m worried about my brain too. I want it to remain in my skull, which I have less confidence about with every passing day and every new, dark report from across ESS space.”

      “So you want to throw yourself on the sword?” he retorted.

      “I have no intention of dying,” she snapped, spinning to face him. “I am going to make this plan work, and you’re going to help me. So stop doubting me! I don’t mind rational questions, but you’re not asking those. You just say you think I’m nuts. How about trying to have a little more faith in your sister?”

      He looked at her for a long moment, his expression flat. “I’ll try,” he said. “I trust you more than any other sibling I have, but remember the father I grew up with. Family has a way of turning on you in the ruling Arkana bloodline.”

      Andy softened a little and sighed. “I know,” she said. After all, the father she had never known for all of her life had turned out to be the universe’s biggest tyrant who was ready to kill her because she wouldn’t do what he told her to do. “But I’m not turning on you, or myself. I’m not planning a suicide mission. Yes, it might go wrong, but every mission runs that chance. We’ve already nearly been killed at least ten or twenty times, but if this works, it’s game over for them. Isn’t that worth a risk?”

      “Yeah, it is,” Anath agreed.

      “So are you with me?” she asked fervently, her dark gaze holding his pale one.

      “Yes. I’m with you.”
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      “No. Absolutely not,” Andy said firmly, slashing her hand through the air as if to underline her own seriousness.

      “It has to be kept as an option, Major,” Roxanna said, her voice both tight and patient but the swirling of her skin showing her own agitation over the idea that she had thrown into the middle of their ‘round table’ discussion.

      The major stared at the sergeant, and the sergeant stared back. The silence stretched out long enough for Dan and Anath to begin to fidget.

      Andy finally sighed. “It’s suicide, Roxanna,” she said quietly.

      “There’s a risk of it killing me, yes,” the Selerid agreed, “but it’s not for sure, and what are we afraid of? That we might die? If we were afraid of that, we shouldn’t have joined the Marines, right?”

      “This is different and you know it.”

      The Marines of Alpha Squad had gathered around the table to discuss possible ways to carry out the major’s crazy plan. Andy wanted to put the whole of the ship at risk as little as possible, but she wasn’t any happier about her sergeant’s idea.

      Alpha Squad had learned in recent history that certain injuries and conditions could turn the Selerid’s empathic abilities from “input” to “output.” At the time they’d learned this, Roxanna’s head injury had incapacitated them all. Now she was suggesting attempting to medically induce a similar condition so she could be a “psychic bomb” and knock out the Arkana on the ship.

      While the Arkana were engineered to be highly resistant to the natural abilities of alien races, they were not immune, and Anath and Andy had learned that this particular issue was hard to resist, perhaps because it wasn’t a normal part of her ability.

      “We can’t be sure it would work,” Andy pointed out. “I’m not keen to risk your life on that kind of unpredictability.”

      “I’m just saying it needs to be an option,” Roxanna persisted.

      Andy just made an annoyed but otherwise noncommittal sound in her throat.

      “What else could render the Arkana unconscious in a hurry?” she asked, mostly directing the question at her full-blood brother.

      “A lot of substances aren’t going to be effective,” he began, staring at the center of table in thought, “since so many resemble alien abilities that we have been engineered to be resistant to. So chemical weapons, even if we could get them into their ship’s life support systems, aren’t really good.”

      “Arkana physiology is still pretty similar to humans, right?” Jade asked. Anath nodded. “What if we could get the ship into a high gee spin?”

      Anath nodded slowly. “Gravimetric forces react on us the same way they do on humans and other biological forms,” he said, “but what about the inertia mitigation system? That would kick in and work on keeping precisely what we want from happening.”

      Although the youngest of them, Jade was their technology expert and they could all see the figurative wheels spinning in her head. “Well, you have experience with Arkana ship technology, and I got to see some of it in the ship on that planet… I think between us, we might be able to find a way to knock that system offline.”

      “It’s possible…” he agreed carefully. “But not easy.”

      “When is anything easy?” she asked wryly.

      No one could argue with the truth, after all.

      Andy thought it through. “We’d have to, what, ram the ship to knock it into a spin?” It seemed way too simple, but sometimes, the simple answer was the right one. “How do we stop it? And what do we ram it with? We can’t send the Star Chaser into it.”

      “Marine shuttlecraft on autopilot,” Anallin suggested. “Get it started. If the Star Chaser can put up a good show, as you would say, that should distract the Arkana enough to send a shuttle out at top speed to ram into it. Too fast to destroy it completely.”

      “Try to make sure we don’t damage it beyond usability,” Andy pointed out. “We’ll have to do some repairs on it, and figure out how to stop it.”

      “Drones,” Jade supplied. “We have a couple AAADs on board.”

      Andy had usually not worried about items on the ship that she didn’t use, so she didn’t recognize the name. “We have what?”

      Jade smiled a little. “AAADs. Autonomous attitude adjuster drones,” she explained.

      “I could’ve used some of those for my sister growing up,” Dan muttered, and everyone laughed a little.

      “We send a couple over, they latch on, and then can stop the spin after it’s gone on for long enough,” Jade said.

      Andy nodded, feeling the threads start coming together in her head. “We find an Arkana ship and the Star Chaser engages in the first part of the fight. While distracting them with the weapons fire, we send over these drone things and disable the mitigation system. Fling the shuttle at it and hope it all works out…”

      They all exchanged silent looks at that point, each one of them knowing that it wasn’t the best plan they’d ever had but equally as sure that it wasn’t the worst either. Or at least, it wasn’t the most vague. Which, really, was kind of impressive.

      However, it was the best plan they had. They had been working through the problem for a while now and the only other solid idea was the one that Andy refused to take, which involved her sergeant. While a psychic bomb was appealing, she wasn’t going to let Roxanna throw herself away on a slim chance.

      No, this was their best plan, and so that made it their best shot.

      “So, all we have to do now is go out in the big wide universe and find an Arkana ship that we can sneak up on and tackle,” Dan said with a wry half-smile. “Where are we going to find this ship?”

      “Oh, it’s never too hard to find an Arkana ship these days,” Andy said dryly.
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      Andy stood on the bridge, just to the left of the captain’s chair, while on the right was the chair of the first officer. Frankly, she didn’t feel like either of them were giving her a very approving look, but she ignored them.

      The ship had a new first officer, as their previous had been transferred off and given her own command. The ESS was doing its best to expand its fleet with capable officers, but without being willing to just throw anyone into any role, it wasn’t the fastest of processes. A lot of officers were still being fast-tracked however, and the Star Chaser had lost a few. Those roles—primarily bridge crew—were replaced by still mostly competent but greener replacements.

      “This still isn’t my favorite plan, Major,” Wallace said in a low voice.

      “I know, sir,” Andy replied stoically. What mattered was that he had agreed to it, because he knew the state of the things—he knew the stakes—just as well as she did. They had rushed headlong past the point of playing things safe.

      Risks had to be taken, but Andy wasn’t going to tell others to do what she wouldn’t, so she would be at the vanguard of this.

      There had been multiple Arkana sightings not far from the dwarf planet of Bekonna. It was a terraformed world turned into a farming center for this region, as well as for many of the ships that came through on the trade routes that flew near it. Given that the Arkana had already taken over or tried to take over other agricultural hubs, it seemed clear they were ready to make a move on Bekonna.

      Defenses were already in place or being put in place, but knowing that the Arkana were staking the place out made it a good hunting ground for the Star Chaser’s purpose.

      Of course, part of the trick was finding one alone, and not one of the very big carriers that were sometimes seen in their space. Fortunately, those behemoths were few and far between. Of course, Andy thought darkly, knowing my luck…

      The minutes seemed to crawl by, if she was generous in her verb choice. What was slower than a crawl? Aside from dead stop, she wasn’t sure what that was, but that’s what time felt like it was passing at. It was only the intensive training of the ESS Marines that kept her from going insane, outwardly at least.

      Finally, the word came.

      “I’m picking up an Arkana signature just at the edge of our sensor range, Captain,” the sensor officer announced. “They are on a course for Bekonna—” She paused. “Correct that, they are altering course and heading toward us. They are accelerating. Time to intercept, five minutes.”

      “Here we go, folks,” Captain Wallace declared, sitting up a little straighter in his seat. “Open a ship-wide channel.”

      “Open, sir.”

      “Five minutes to contact with Arkana vessel. Battle stations.”

      Andy felt her pulse leap up and try to race away as she stepped to the side and activated the comms from her earpiece. “Dolan to Anath and Martin, are you two ready with the inertia mitigation system blocker?”

      It was Anath who replied. “As ready as we can be, Major. This is an untested program and we’re about to test it under fire. Not exactly optimal circumstances.”

      His sister tried not to roll her eyes like a teenager. “I don’t believe I asked for an opinion on the methods, Anath. I just asked if it was ready.”

      “Yes, it’s ready,” he repeated, sounding a bit more petulant but she let it go.

      “Prepare to deploy on my order. Dolan out.” She switched the channel to the hangar bay. “Anallin and Thomas, report. Is the shuttle and its autopilot course ready to be launched?”

      “Yes, sir,” Anallin replied. Its eyes were clicking rapidly with its agitation, so much so that she could hear it over the comm. “On your word, Major. Once the fight has started, we’ll need a few moments of lead time to properly target the enemy ship.”

      “Understood, Anallin,” she said with a nod that it couldn’t see. “I’ll give you as much time as I can.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      The channel closed.

      Andy turned back to the captain and the view screen ahead of them, watching and waiting for them to make contact with the ship she hoped to commandeer.

      Doubts suddenly began to flood her mind. Was this the stupidest plan she’d ever come up with? It might well be, but even in her doubt, she knew she didn’t have any other ideas. So many things could go wrong in this next ten minutes, but it was the only thing she knew of to try.

      She just had to hope for the best.

      “I’m receiving data from the hangar bay,” Wallace announced, looking at the screen in the armrest of his chair. “Where on the Arkana ship they intend to hit for the most effect, so we need to keep the focus of the enemy away from that area and buy the shuttle as much time as possible.”

      “Understood, Captain,” the weapons officer announced. “Receiving the information now and calculating best approach.”

      “Three minutes,” the sensor officer said.

      “Anath and Anallin are both ready when the word comes down, sir,” Andy informed the captain as she took her position beside his chair again. “Anallin has asked for what lead time we can give it for programming the autopilot.”

      Wallace nodded once. “We’ll do the best we can,” he said, “but I don’t know just how accommodating the Arkana are going to be.”

      Andy smiled without humor. “I’ve never known the Arkana to be particularly accommodating, but we’ve sometimes managed to just take what we needed and convince them the hard way.”

      His smile matched her own. “That we have, Major. That we have.”

      “One minute.”
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      “I think we have their attention!” Captain Wallace shouted over the sound of the ship shuddering and the warning chimes going off from various consoles around the bridge.

      “I think you’re right, sir!” Andy shouted back, gripping the back of the captain’s chair to keep from falling down. “Are we ready to launch the program?”

      Wallace looked down at his armrest-console, tapping it a couple times as he looked through the various reports coming in from all departments. “I think so, yes. Their defenses are weakened slightly, although so are ours. Move fast, Major. I don’t want to get their ship at the expense of our own.”

      Andy gritted her teeth as the ship shook again. She didn’t want that either. “Dolan to Anath!” she called over her Marine comms. “Can you launch the program?”

      “Hold that thought, Major,” Anath’s tense-sounding voice returned.

      “I’m not going to be able to hold anything for long if we don’t get a move on,” she replied, just as tense.

      The line remained open and she heard someone cursing loudly in the background. She was pretty sure that was Jade, although she’d never heard the young Marine swear so fluently. Perhaps Dan was having an influence on her.

      “Got it!” Jade suddenly shouted. “We have found a connection to their computer, but the window is short. Launching the program now!”

      “Cross your fingers, dear sister,” Anath chimed back in. His breaking formality in the middle of others made it pretty clear how stressed he was about this, and Andy could hardly blame him. She felt like she was about to claw her own skin from her body.

      She used every trick she had ever been taught to keep from showing just how high her anxiety was rising with every moment that passed while she waited for the word. She needed to know that the program was successfully implanted in the Arkana ship before she could launch the shuttle.

      If this didn’t work, the entire plan was futile and she had risked the ship—and the lives of everyone on it, including her own—for nothing.

      “We’re in!” Jade and Anath shouted simultaneously. “We’ve got it!”

      Andy didn’t even bother responding. She just switched the channel to Anallin. “Launch!”

      “Setting autopilot now,” Anallin replied immediately.

      The major clenched her fists until she worried that her short nails would somehow manage to draw blood from her palms.

      On the view screen, they watched as the Marine shuttle vaulted from the Star Chaser.

      Andy had launched on those shuttles many times and even under the most urgent of circumstances, safety protocols had always been adhered to. There were speed regulations to observe, but all of that was out the window now. The shuttle looked like a bullet fired from a gun, speeding recklessly on toward the Arkana ship.

      The enemy caught on to their presence after a moment, but their shots didn’t land.

      Somehow, the distance between the two ships hadn’t seemed far at all when they were getting shot at, but now that she stared at the shuttle as it raced over, it seemed like there were galaxies between them.

      The shuttle finally slammed into the end of the Arkana ship. It smashed itself to pieces in the process, but the enemy ship began the spin they needed. A cheer went out from the rest of the bridge crew as they watched physics at work.

      Jade’s voice jumped into her ear. “Major, the drones are ready to launch at any time.”

      “Can they hook onto the ship in the middle of that spin?” Andy asked uncertainly, cursing herself for not double-checking that part of the plan.

      “Yes, sir,” Jade replied. “Not easily, but they can, and they will.”

      “Then let them loose, Private,” Andy said quickly.

      “Launching drones!”

      Turning back to the view screen, Andy watched for the sight of the drones like she had watched for the shuttle, but they were not as easily spotted as the shuttle had been. She wasn’t even sure they had launched until Jade called in that they had made contact with the out of control Arkana vessel.

      They had a certain amount of time to wait to be sure. It had been worked out between Anath and the ship’s doctor.

      “Initiating slow down now,” Jade said.

      Everyone on the bridge watched the ship as it suddenly slowed and eventually stopped.

      Then they waited.

      Had they been successful? Was the crew of that Arkana ship now unconscious so they could move in and take it over without them blowing the ship up? Once they were captured, she knew there was little chance of them staying alive, but she had priorities here, and getting that ship was the first.

      “Can we scan the interior of the ship?” Wallace asked.

      “Whatever Anath did, it seems to have affected more dampening systems than just the inertia mitigation,” the sensor officer said. “I can see inside and it looks like everyone is knocked out. I’m seeing eight faint life signs.”

      Andy blew out a breath of relief. “What about damage caused by the shuttle?”

      There was a few moments of pause. “It did significant damage to that portion of the ship and it broke through the hull, but it looks like they have forcefields in place to keep everything from depressurizing. I don’t believe the main computer system took any damage.”

      “Good,” Andy said with a single nod.

      Her stupid plan had not backfired entirely. There was relief in that. “Dolan to Alpha Squad. Get ready to board the enemy ship and take it over.”
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      There was a preternatural silence to the Arkana ship when the team of Marines boarded it.

      The weapons fire was all quiet, and any alarms that had been going off inside this ship were now quiet as well. No crew was running at them, or shooting at them. There was just…nothing. Their sensors said the ship had regained its atmosphere after the sudden collision with their shuttle, but they stayed in their atmospheric suits anyways for the moment.

      Andy and her squad swept through the ship, and they found eight crew members, all unconscious and looking worse for wear.

      “First things first, we need to get them secured,” Andy said, pointing at the bodies in their immediate vicinity. “I don’t want any of them possibly waking up and coming after us while we’re at work.” She knew that the directive to take prisoners had been rescinded, but none of them were going to shoot unconscious people.

      “No, that wouldn’t be a good thing,” Dan agreed in his usually flippant way. Another leader might have thought him being inappropriate, but she knew him. She knew that it was a stress reaction.

      They carried the unconscious forms from their duty stations throughout the ship and into the ship’s brig. Anath was able to locate it, and then he and Jade adjusted the controls so that they couldn’t break themselves free in the event they did wake up. Andy wasn’t sure that would ever happen, but then again, what did it matter?

      All of them would kill themselves the moment they awoke in captivity and could not escape. It was inevitable. She knew that now, but it would be their choice, not hers.

      Once the crew was secured, they had the ship to themselves. She could hardly believe it.

      “Major Dolan to the Star Chaser,” she said into her helmet’s communicator.

      “Star Chaser here. Go ahead, Major.”

      “We have secured the Arkana vessel and placed the crew in the brig. We will now begin the operation.”

      “Proceed, Major. We will remain as long as we can, but you may be on your own if we have to move out. Good luck, and get that ship back to safe space soon. Star Chaser out.”

      Now that they were on board, the operation was remarkably simple and remarkably complex all at the same time. They had to fix the ship to return it to space worthiness and then get it back to deeper ESS territory so they could analyze it.

      In the meantime, they would also begin trying to crack the computer.

      “Anath, Jade, start on repairs immediately to get us moving again,” Andy ordered. “Take any of us that you need that will be helpful. Meanwhile, the rest of us will hang out up here and try to avoid doing anything stupid.”

      “I think we’ve filled our quota for that for one day,” Anath said as he and Jade left the bridge. “Anallin, come give us a hand.”

      Once the three of them were gone, Dan looked at Andy and Roxanna. “What, we weren’t pretty enough?”

      Andy laughed quietly and shook her head. “Corporal, you’re something else.”
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      “This was poorly planned.”

      Only Andy was allowed to open a conversation with that, although it then gave permission for the others to agree if they wanted.

      The three of them were sitting on the bridge. They wanted to investigate the systems and controls, but they were painfully aware of their lack of understanding of both. One wrong move could end up doing something really terrible, thus sending the entire operation into the metaphorical dirt.

      However, this left them terribly bored while they waited on the others.

      “I should have brought some playing cards,” Dan said, staring off into the nothingness of the white floor.

      “I can’t get over how monochrome they are,” Roxanna added, leaning back in her seat so she could stare at the ceiling. It was true. Except for their eyes, Arkana bodies were entirely the same color, and so were all of their substances and décor. The whole ship was white, from the ceiling to the covering on the deck plates. It felt like they were stuck on a really snowy plain, but without the cold, or snow.

      It was all very shiny, too. Andy couldn’t help but think of videos from long ago and what they thought space vessels would or should look like. Although considering the timing and the origins, that made sense.

      Still, it was just barely this side of blinding.

      “If nothing else, their bad sense of taste would be enough to declare war over,” Dan deadpanned, blowing out a breath.

      A bored Marine was a terrible thing. They were likely to start shooting random objects, which would definitely send things awry.

      “All of your boredom is making me boreder,” Roxanna said with a half-smile.

      “Is that an actual word?” Dan asked, lifting his head to look at the Selerid.

      “It is in my language,” she said. “But you wouldn’t have a chance of replicating the word if I told you.”

      Dan grunted softly. “Yeah, I’ve heard you when you get agitated and start going too fast for the translation,” he said. “I can’t even imagine thinking about how to do that, but I’ve also seen you stick your tongue out at us in some of your less sergeant-like moments, so I have no idea why your tongue can make those sounds and mine can’t.”

      Andy watched the exchange with an amused, yet weary, smile.

      “I guess I’m just magic, Corporal,” Roxanna said teasingly.

      Dan looked like he was debating the wisdom of replying to that when the ship’s communications systems made a weird chirp-like noise. “We got her going again. We’re coming back to the bridge. Get ready to take off.”
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      The three of them hurried onto the bridge. “Martin, we’ll need you at the sensors station. The one right there.” He pointed. “I’m going to take helm.”

      “You can fly?” Andy asked with surprise.

      “Navigation is considered a secondary specialty for our soldiers. Every soldier is required to have one or two and this is one of mine,” he answered as he sat at the center console. Unlike the bridge of an ESS ship, it was the pilot’s seat that took the center stage. Andy really wasn’t sure what the rest of the spaces were for, until she saw Jade sit where she’d been pointed.

      “Useful,” Andy said. She’d thought that Jade was going to be the one to figure out the pilot controls, but frankly, she didn’t care who did the driving so long as the ship got sent forward. She pressed her communicator. “Dolan to the Star Chaser,” she said. “We’ve got the ship functional again and we’re ready to return to safer space.”

      “Glad to hear it, Major,” Wallace replied. “Sync your course.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Anath and Jade coordinated with the officers on the Star Chaser, and the two ships took off at best speed.

      Bekonna had been toward the edge of one section of ESS space. It bordered on territories known to be frequented by the Kriori. While the Kriori were not allies of the Arkana, they would not ally themselves with the ESS either, and tended to fight both sides as necessary. Well, what they thought was necessary.

      The Kriori were known slavers, so they often deemed it necessary. Andy imagined they had tried to capture the Arkana as well, only to learn of their suicidal habits.

      “Martin, do we see anything on the sensors?” Andy asked, her level of tension jumping back up to high as she started thinking about the Kriori. Before the war broke out, dealing with them and their slaving ways had been one of the primary functions of the Marines.

      “So far so good, Major,” Jade replied, looking strangely at home behind that alien console, operating its controls. “We’ve managed to form a direct link to the Star Chaser and they are feeding their sensor information in. They have a better range than this ship, and they aren’t seeing anything either.”

      Andy nodded. “Good, good.”

      She started pacing the bridge, mainly for a lack of anything better to do and any other way to channel the tension. There was of course no way to be sure they were in “safe space” away from the Arkana, less so with every day, but they could at least be far enough away from Kriori territory.

      “Andy, you’re going to wear a hole in the floor if you keep doing that,” Anath said without looking up from the pilot’s console, “and we don’t want to break the shiny new ship that we just stole.”

      “The other options aren’t any better,” she returned. “Get this ship back to somewhere we can dock it and study it, and then I’ll stop pacing.”

      “So demanding,” he said, his voice taut but still teasing.

      He was the only one allowed to speak to her so casually during an operation, given that he wasn’t technically a Marine, and she appreciated the break in the moment. It helped ease her tension a little. Not enough to stop the pacing, but enough.

      “What do we think the chances are that we actually get the ship and get back to a safe dock without any trouble?” Dan asked from where he sat in the same spot, still not touching anything to keep from messing it up .

      “I would say not very good, what with our record lately,” Roxanna said. “But on the other hand, I would say that we’re due for some better luck…wouldn’t you?”

      “I would,” he agreed, “but that doesn’t mean we’re going to get it.”

      No one could argue with that point.

      Nearly ten more minutes passed, and Andy did eventually force herself to have a seat. If for no other reason than to not stress out the rest of her squad.

      “Sir,” Jade suddenly said, her voice tense. “I’m picking up something on the outer edge of our sensor array.”

      Andy was immediately back on her feet, moving to join Jade at the sensor console even though she wasn’t able to read most of the information that was coming across the screen.

      “Are you still getting the feed from the Star Chaser?” Andy asked, putting her hand on the back of Jade’s glossy white seat.

      “There’s some interference,” the young woman replied with a frown, “but it’s still coming through.”

      When she took too long to reply, Andy asked, “Well? Arkana? Kriori? A new enemy that we’ve never heard of but that has some bizarre ties to us that we never could have imagined?” She gripped the back of the seat to keep from banging against it.

      Jade pressed her lips together in such a thin line that Andy worried they were about to vanish. “It’s coming through more clearly now,” she finally said, just as Andy was about to yank the back of the chair right off. “Oh, thank the stars,” she said with a gushing exhale of relief. “It’s an ESS ship. It’s the Star Catcher, Major.”

      Andy started laughing. Then so did everyone else.

      All of the nerves and panic over a ship that turned out to be friendly. Well, it was better than the alternative. They would much rather have buildup and not need it then not have it just before being clobbered.

      “Looks like you’ve got another escort, Major Dolan,” Captain Wallace’s voice came over her communicator. “Although it was a near miss that the Catcher nearly set its sights on you.” There was tense amusement in his voice, that edge that brought itself near to hysteria, just like it had been for Alpha Squad. “But they listened to me, and you’re safe, so the Star Catcher will help fly us deeper into ESS space.”

      “We’re glad for the company, Captain,” Andy said sincerely. “We’ve got the darn ship, now we need to find a good place to stash it so we can get what we need.”

      “Yes, indeed, Major.”

      The channel closed.

      “Maybe our luck is changing,” Dan commented, although he didn’t sound particularly convinced.

      Andy certainly wasn’t, but she was glad for a win, and the first big step on the path to the end of this war.

      It was just a matter of time.
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      Starbase Eclipse, Guest Quarters

      

      Major Andrea ‘Andy’ Dolan, Commander of the 33rd Platoon, Second Company, First Battalion of the ESS Marines, lined up her shot.

      She squeezed one eye closed, then opened it. She squinted with the other eye, and then opened it. The target was stupidly close, but she still wasn’t sure she was going to make it. Andy couldn’t be bloody sure of anything these days, could she?

      After a few more moments of indecision, she tossed the bottle.

      The synthetic material struck the inside of the bin and piled on top of all the other empty bottles therein. She squinted for a moment, making sure that it was actually in the bin, since her vision was a little blurry, before reaching for the full bottle to her left and dragging it closer.

      She twisted the top off and took a long drink.

      The world got just a tad blurrier, but it couldn’t make the thoughts in her head blur away enough. No matter how hard she’d tried…

      And oh, how hard she had tried.

      Andy was halfway through the bottle when the door to her guest quarters chimed. She thought about ignoring it. In fact, she did ignore it, but there was a second chime, to the same result. A minute later, the door opened. She had a pretty good idea of who it was, because first of all, the number of people who could actually open her door without her permission was pretty slim. Secondly, even in her state, she could guess who would actually do it.

      She folded her arms across her desk and buried her face.

      “Get out of here, Anath,” she called, her voice somewhere between a grumble and a growl.

      “Like that’s going to happen,” he retorted. He kicked the leg of her chair so hard that it turned, yanking her hands and head off her desk and nearly sending her face-first to the floor.

      “What the—” she snapped as she caught herself—barely—from falling.

      “Be grateful that’s all I did,” he growled.

      She was going to have strong words with the person who thought giving next-of-kin passcodes to enter each other’s rooms in case of emergency was a good idea.

      Her half-brother stalked across her small living space and reached the bin with all the bottles. Since he apparently had developed an addiction to kicking things, he kicked this over as well. All of the bottles tossed out and went scattering and clattering along the floor.

      Andy frowned. “I don’t see how that was called for.”

      “I don’t see how that was called for!” he shouted, pointing at the scattered bottles, but then his entire expression changed. Sighing, he rubbed his hands over his face. “Okay, alright, I get it. I do get it. After what happened, with the—”

      “Don’t say it,” she interrupted tersely.

      Anath sighed again, walking over and kneeling in front of her chair. He put his snow-white hands on her dark-covered knees. “You can’t do this to yourself anymore,” he said seriously. “I’m not going to cover for you anymore. Your Marines need to know what’s going on. With you, with them, with everything. You can’t hole up in here any longer.”

      “You clearly underestimate me,” she muttered like a sullen adolescent.

      That was pretty much what he thought too, given the look on his face as he met her gaze dryly.

      Her brother’s face was sobering.

      “Anath, it’s just too hard,” she said quietly. “How can I look any of them in the eyes and say things are okay?”

      “You don’t have to say that,” he told her. “You know why? Because it’s not okay, and we all know that. There is still a war raging on outside these station walls, and nothing about that is alright. No one expects you to go outside and say that things are okay. They just want to know that you’re okay.”

      She pursed her lips slightly. “And what if I’m not?”

      “Then you need to lie, Andy,” he said plainly. “Even if you don’t give a damn to take care of yourself, you are their commander, and you need to take care of them. I have been willing to take your place for a while so you could get your act together, but you’ve had enough time. So get it together. Now.”

      “You’re getting better at those human expressions,” she said with weak amusement.

      Andy knew that he was right. She had known he was right since the moment she’d locked herself in her own room to pickle herself in grief.

      “You can do this, little sister,” he said.

      “I never really knew what it was like to have family that acted like family,” she said softly, scrubbing her hands over her face.

      “Kind of nice, isn’t it?”

      “I was about to say it’s a pain in the butt.” She lowered her hands and smiled a little at him. “I’m sorry that I’ve put you in this position.” Already, she could feel the liquor clearing her system. The stuff sold legally wasn’t the strongest out there anyway, which was why she’d had to drink so much of it. But its effects were already fading before the presence of her resolution.

      He moved his hands to hers, squeezing them lightly. “We all have to have our moments and our time to recover, so I was glad to help you have that. But that time’s over now.”

      “So you mentioned.”

      Anath rose to his feet, then offered his hand to her. She looked up at him, knowing this was more of a symbolic moment. He could be dramatic like that. She took his hand and got to her feet anyway.

      That was when he hugged her.

      “I know it’s been hard,” he said as she hugged him back. “We’ve all been pretty lost since the Star Chaser was destroyed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      “If you don’t stop throwing that thing against the wall, I’m going to shove it down your throat.”

      Dan caught the ball as it rebounded back to him, turning his head to look at Jade with an arched brow. Her green eyes met his, and she smiled. It was somewhere between sweet, menacing, and embarrassed…which was a disconcerting combination, to say the least.

      “But I’ll do it with love,” she added, holding out her hand.

      He tossed the ball to her with a sigh.

      “It feels like we’ve been here forever,” Lance Corporal Daniel Thomas said as he swung his feet around to put them on the floor and sit up properly on the ESS-issued, uncomfortable-as-hell couch he’d been laying on. “They might as well just call this a prison sentence if it goes on much longer.”

      “I’m fairly sure torture is against the ESS Conventions of War,” Roxanna murmured, shuffling cards in her hand as she sat across the table from Anallin.

      “I know, that’s what I’m say—”

      “I mean the torture of listening to you whine,” the Selerid interrupted, her purple eyes briefly flickering to him.

      His mouth was still wide open around whatever words he had been about to say before he clicked it shut with a scowl, folding his arms across his chest and slouching back into the sofa.

      “Dan does raise a good point,” Anallin joined the conversation. “It has been an unreasonable amount of time for us to be sitting at this station waiting reassignment while the ESS is at war. An able-bodied unit should, in theory, have been reassigned almost immediately following the destruction of their vessel.”

      It wasn’t that Hanarans were without emotions, but they processed and managed them differently than many other races, humans and Selerids in particular, so the seemingly casual way it had said “destruction of their vessel” sent a shiver down everyone else’s spines.

      The worst part was, of course, that Anallin wasn’t actually wrong.

      “It’s been almost three weeks,” Jade said quietly. She had a book in her hand—one of the old-fashioned kinds, with paper and a cover and everything—but she clearly wasn’t paying all that much attention to it. She had it lowered to her lap while she looked around at the rest of the group.

      Roxanna looked away from her cards to meet Jade’s gaze, struck by how much older the girl looked.

      She was still fairly young, by human standards, and certainly the youngest of the squad. When she had been assigned to their team, she had seemed like little more than a child. But the war… Well, it had aged them all. She went from a somewhat timid new recruit to a battle-scarred, cynical Marine.

      There were some bright spots, though, Roxanna thought as she looked at Dan and Jade exchanging a silent look. As an empath, she could almost see an aura around the pair. It only grew, as their feelings for one another did. They worked hard to keep it professional, and generally succeeded, but it was hard to keep secrets from empaths and telepaths.

      After a moment, Dan rejoined the conversation. “You don’t think they could somehow…blame us for what happened to the ship, do you?”

      Roxanna shook her head. “No. We were deployed to the surface, doing our jobs. We had no responsibility for the battles taking place in the space above the planet. It’s probably just…” She sighed and thought. “I think it’s probably them giving us time to recover. Normally, they’d have us swarmed with counselors, but…”

      “…the fleet is running low on everyone these days,” Jade finished for her sadly.

      “Yeah,” Roxanna agreed, feeling that awkward grief fall over them, like it had done too often.

      The group paused, remembering the sudden flash that had pierced the sky during that fateful battle. The reactions from the Marines on the ground had ranged from tears, to anger, to simply stunned silence. Not being able to hear the explosion that happened outside of the atmosphere almost made the scene worse, as their ship was destroyed in ominous silence. It was a moment that no member of the 33rd would soon forget.

      What do you do when you aren’t used to the fact that you were used for something terrible? They were all numbly accepting of the fact that the Earth Space Service and its allies had taken terrible losses in this war against the seemingly never-ending tide of Arkana, and yet it was still tragic and horrible and sad.

      The conflict just made grief…awkward, which was sadly a weight that the Selerid bore more heavily than her non-empathic colleagues and friends.

      She took a deep breath and tossed the cards down on the table, since it was clear that they weren’t playing anymore. “Look,” she began, knowing that while her commanding officer was…indisposed, she was the next in command. “I know that this sucks pretty bad. We want to get out there and help our brothers and sisters. No Marine likes being trapped. I’m sure they’ll get us a new assignment soon, and then we’ll get back out there again.”

      The three others met her gaze as she turned her purple eyes to each of them in turn, then each one nodded once in agreement.

      “Not bad as pep talks go,” Dan said with an echo of the sarcastic smirk he always used to wear. She wished she could see it more often again, but the scars of this conflict rested on all of them.

      “In the meantime,” she continued, pushing her chair back from the table so she could get to her feet. “Don’t let yourselves get soft. Watch the drinking.” She looked at Dan, who returned a look of mock innocence. “Keep up with working out, the training, the sparring. Take care of yourselves, so we’re ready at a moment’s notice to ship out and do what Marines do. Got that, soldiers?”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” all three said together.

      “Oorah,” she said.

      “Oorah,” they echoed.

      Her pale purple lips smiled slightly, and she nodded once, turning on her heel and heading out the door before she lost herself in front of them.
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      The gymnasium on the Starbase was the best equipped of any gym that Roxanna had been in since she left Selerid. How long ago had that been now? It felt like six or seven lifetimes, at least.

      Everything was weighing heavily on the empath. Her own fears, stresses, and negative emotions were hard enough to carry, but it also weakened her natural defenses against what everyone else felt. She had learned over the years that humans were particularly intense in their feelings, and the Marines were primarily made up of humans. It all felt like a huge boulder sitting on her chest while another sat on her back. The poor Selerid’s purple body was being crushed between the two.

      That was what brought her here now.

      She had learned when she was young that she could bleed off those excess emotions through physical exertion. It had been part of the reason why she’d gone against the most typical path for her race and left for the ESS Marines instead of staying on her home world.

      Wrapping the white tape around her fingers and fists, she pulled on the black gloves, and then sidled up to the heavy bag hanging from the gym ceiling.

      Roxanna rolled her shoulders and squared off against her stationary opponent. She had been with the humans and the Marines so long that she almost heard herself called by her new name more often than she’d heard her native name. It was impossible for any other species to pronounce anything in the Selerid language, so she only heard that name when she contacted home.

      It had been too long since she had done that. She made a note, as she made her first jab, to call her mother soon.

      She had been working the bag for several minutes, the gym otherwise empty at that time, when she heard the swish of the opening doors behind her. She didn’t bother turning around to see who it was, because she could tell by their energy. It came along ahead of him, and it was familiar.

      “Hello, Anath,” she said, still without turning around.

      “It always creeps me out when you do that,” he said, coming around the bag and holding it for her while she hit.

      “I know.”

      She lifted her eyes to his and smirked a little, then the expression faded away as she felt the weight on his shoulders. He seemed to read her eyes just as much as she read him, because he nodded.

      “Yeah, I just saw my sister.”

      Roxanna nodded soberly. “How is she?”

      He sighed heavily and shrugged. “She’s a mess, I think is probably the only way I can describe it. She’s still drinking alcohol like it’s water, and she doesn’t want to talk. I know I haven’t known her that long, really, but I just know this isn’t her. She’s been so strong since we came together, and through all this crap. It’s almost frightening to see her break like this.”

      “The strongest walls always crack the worst,” Roxanna said, quoting a Selerid proverb.

      “I guess so,” he said heavily. “Them just keeping us here like this isn’t helping her.”

      Roxanna shook her head, and then hit again. “It’s not helping anyone. The entire platoon is stressed out.” Jab. Jab. Cross. “I don’t suppose you have any idea as to why they are keeping us here?” she asked. “You spent so much time talking to and working with R and D.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not like they filled me in on anything. They asked questions about the Arkana ship we captured, and I answered those questions. I guess I offered some advice, but the flow of information was more a one-way street than anything.”

      The Selerid snorted. “I suppose it would be too much to hope that the military would be forthcoming and let us know things we need to know.”

      “There is no need-to-know for the grunts,” Anath replied bitterly. “It’s just go-where-pointed. Try not to die.” He shook his head a little. “The ESS is better than my father’s monarchy, however. I am grateful to be here rather than under his thumb.”

      Sensing the shift in his feelings, Roxanna stopped hitting the bag and let her hands down to her side. She tilted her head, purple eyes peering at him closely. After a moment, he realized the intensity of her stare and met it with his own ice-blue eyes. Then those eyes narrowed.

      “Stop that,” he said.

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop…empathing me.”

      Roxanna snorted again. “Stop Arkana’ing me,” she retorted.

      He grunted and swung back behind the bag. “You need to hit this thing some more.”

      “It sounds like you’re the one who needs to hit it,” she countered, turning away from the bag and walking to the wall. There was a chair there and a bottle sitting on top of it with her water, which she picked up and took a long drink of. She stayed facing the wall, letting him have a moment of apparent privacy, before she heard his long-suffering sigh and listened to him walk up behind her.

      Anath moved around her and sat down in the chair, staring up into her mostly neutral expression.

      “So what do we do?” he asked. “She might be my sister, but you’ve known her longer.”

      “Major Dolan’s biggest virtue is also her greatest flaw,” Roxanna replied with a sad smile. “She is incredibly stubborn. At times, this means amazing feats of mental strength, while at others, it means being incredibly hardheaded.”

      He waited for her to say more, but she chose not to. He shook his head. “Was that an actual answer?”

      She sat down next to the chair and leaned back against the wall, resting her head against the cool, regulation-gray metal composite. Staring up at the ceiling, she felt some of the weight lifted off her, but there was still a shroud around everything.

      “It means we can help her when she lets us,” she replied.

      “What if she drinks herself out of the service?” he responded, his tone very worried.

      Roxanna sighed. “Then that’s what happens.”
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      This had to be the Arkana home world, but it didn’t look like it usually did.

      Normally, Andy appeared either inside the capital city or just outside of it. The gleaming heights of blue and white were visible and within walking distance from wherever the dreams began.

      This time she couldn’t see the city anywhere. Instead, she was in the middle of a field. She could see some trees lining the edge of the space, at some distance, but there were no cities in view and no buildings of any kind. There was a faint breeze, but she could neither hear nor see any other living creatures. No humans, or Arkana, or animals.

      Everything was black and white and gray. There was no color anywhere.

      As she tried to take a step forward, she almost fell on her face. That was when she realized that she was drunk even in her dream. Well, that was new. She stopped and held herself still for a moment, summoning what fortitude she could to keep herself steady as she began walking forward again.

      After a few steps, she was feeling a little steadier. She knew she needed to keep moving, because that was always what she did in these dreams. She knew it was a dream, and she’d had so many of them by now. In fact, Andy was getting pretty freaking tired of them. What really was the point? The more she thought about it that way, the angrier she got.

      “You have no idea where you’re going, do you?”

      Suddenly, there was another being there with her. She immediately knew who it was, of course, because no one else had a self-aware power to invade her dreaming mind this way.

      Andy still had no idea how he did this, how it was even possible, but there he was.

      “What do you want?” she asked without turning to look at her father.

      “That’s a pretty stupid question,” he said plainly. “We have had that discussion over and over and over again. Why even ask?”

      “Why even be here?” she retorted. She felt like a petulant teenager, but she couldn’t summon the energy to change her attitude. It was just a dream anyway, right? What was the point?

      There was a hand on her shoulder, spinning her around before she even had the chance to realize it was there. Andy opened her mouth to shout or curse, but she didn’t get the chance. A pale fist came flying at her, driving directly into the center of her face. There was the sound of a bone cracking, and as that fist drew back, the snow-white skin was splattered in bright red.

      She staggered back, one hand reflexively going to hold her broken nose while the other came up in a defensive position. Her arm and wrist positioning were weak, however, and easily gotten around by a wide swing. That fist came in at the side of her head, making stars explode behind her eyes.

      That was enough to send her off her feet, and she hit the ground hard. Her head bounced off the grass-covered dirt, and a pained noise slipped out between her clenched teeth.

      She pulled her limbs in just in time to protect herself from the white boot swinging toward her. The foot connected with such force that it sent her rolling, flopping over the grass to a rough stop several moments later. There was a sharp pain in the side of her abdomen when she took a breath, and she was sure a rib had just been broken.

      Drawing her arms underneath her, she tried to get up on all-fours so she could push herself to her feet.

      Before she could do that, however, the hard toe of the pale boot came for her again. It caught her in the stomach as she was pushing up to her hands and knees. All the air rushed out of her lungs in a pained wheeze, and suddenly she was on her back again.

      The sky overhead was a snowy sort of gray. Before that boot cracked another rib, she inanely wondered if the sky over the real Arkana home world was really gray, or if that was just here in the dream—

      Andy screamed as more ribs cracked, and she felt the burning sensation spread over her side. She feebly curled in on herself, just trying to not be hurt any more than she already was, but she knew that she couldn’t get up. She couldn’t fight him off this time. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to…

      “You’re broken,” he said from above her. She didn’t bother looking up at him. He stopped hurting her for the moment, just long enough to spit on her. She felt it splatter against the side of her head as she curved her arms around herself. “Pathetic.”

      He reached down, sliding one ridiculously strong hand between her arms and grabbing her throat. Somehow, he managed to dead-lift her straight up from the ground until her dark eyes were even with his pale ones. He stared angrily into her, and she wondered just what he was angry at.

      That hand started squeezing, and a world that was already black and white started getting darker…

      

      Andy woke with a start.

      Sitting straight up suddenly in bed, she clutched her throat and gasped air so deeply and so quickly that she made herself sick. It took a concentrated effort to slow her breathing, which was when she realized that she wasn’t even in her bed. She had passed out while sitting on the floor…and she couldn’t remember how she had even ended up on the floor. It wasn’t too hard to guess that the empty bottles all around her probably had something to do with it, though.

      There was something like a mental bolt of lightning at that moment, as she sat on the floor and looked around at everything.

      “What have I done?” she whispered to herself.

      She blearily pushed herself to her feet, staggered briefly before catching herself on the wall, and then managed to make it to the door. She knew she needed some air, and she needed to not see all of…this, for a few minutes.

      It was in the middle of the station’s “night” cycle, so the corridors were pretty much empty. Only a skeleton crew manned the station at this hour, and there weren’t many people around the guest quarters, anyway. Those who would be were all in their rooms and sleeping now, except for Andy.

      …and Jade.

      “Major!” the young woman exclaimed. Her green eyes widened, and she snapped to attention.

      Andy made a face and waved it off. “At ease, Private. It’s the middle of the night and we don’t have a ship.”

      Jade frowned slightly. “You’re still my commanding officer.”

      The major had to physically bite her tongue to stop the reply she almost gave, because she knew that the girl didn’t deserve it. After a deep breath, Andy managed a faint smile. “What has you up so late?” She tried to make her voice more compassionate than sharp, although it was a challenge.

      “I just can’t sleep, sir,” Jade replied with a sheepish expression.

      “Me neither,” Andy said, even though that wasn’t exactly the case.

      The pair stood in a somewhat awkward silence for a moment. Andy had never had problems being friendly with the people in her squad. They were friends, of a sort, even if she was their commander. She considered her Marines her family. The crew on the Star Chaser were her family too…

      “We’ve missed you, Major Dolan,” Jade finally said. “Anath said you haven’t been feeling well. After what happened to the ship… Well. No one can blame you.”

      I can blame me, Andy thought darkly, but the earnestness in Jade’s eyes made her stop short. She felt very sober suddenly, and things looked clearer.

      Andy nodded a little. “It’s been hard on all of us,” she said quietly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      With that, Andy managed a small smile. “Try to get some sleep, Marine. I’ll see everyone in the morning.”
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      Once she got back to sleep, Andy didn’t dream anymore.

      When she woke in the morning, she planned to go see her squad, but first things first—she wanted to clean up the disaster that was her living quarters. Clothing was strewn everywhere, living on top of empty bottles. The clothes were put into the hamper to be cleaned, and the bottles were sent off to be recycled. There weren’t many dishes, because she hadn’t been eating enough.

      After that, she showered and dressed in clean clothes—what few she had left. It wasn’t a uniform because she was technically still on downtime.

      She left her quarters, prepared to head to the rec room where she expected to find the others. Before she got very far, however, a young Marine she didn’t recognize came jogging down the corridor. The direction of his eyes made it clear he was there for her, so she stopped and waited with a small sense of growing dread.

      “Major Andrea Dolan?”

      She nodded.

      “We’ve been trying to contact you, but you didn’t answer the calls.” He smiled almost apologetically.

      “I was in the shower. I didn’t hear it,” she replied blankly. Was this when she was finally going to get called out on the carpet? “What do you need, Corporal?”

      “You’ve been summoned to a meeting with General Halifax.”

      Andy felt every cell in her blood freeze in place. She was being summoned to meet with Brigadier General Walter Halifax, the Commandant of the ESS Marine Corps. There was literally nothing good in that statement, and she swallowed hard against a dry throat.

      “Should I change into a uniform?” she asked, a touch hoarsely.

      “I don’t believe so,” the nameless corporal said. “I was just told to bring you immediately.”

      Oh, that wasn’t good. She nodded shakily and gestured for him to lead the way, since she didn’t trust her voice to respond any further. He turned smartly on his heel, still young and fresh enough to not trudge, and strode off. She followed him, feeling like every step forward was harder than the last.

      She knew she’d messed up the past weeks, but surely that wasn’t enough for…this?

      When they arrived at the meeting room, the corporal pressed the panel to open the door, and then gestured her inside. She swallowed hard again and stepped inside, almost faltering when she saw all the officers arrayed before her.

      Andy came to attention and saluted. “Major Andrea Dolan, reporting as ordered, sir,” she said tautly.

      “At ease, Major,” the general said. “Have a seat.”

      Anxiously doing as she was directed, she took a quick look around the room and recognized not only the general, but the four colonels in command of the Marine battalions that were still alive, and the various lieutenant colonels that commanded the companies beneath them.

      Were this many commanders really necessary to reprimand one drunken, traumatized platoon commander?

      “I would like there to be more pomp and circumstance, but time has become limited, I’m afraid,” Halifax said, jumping right into things. “Major, your successes during the Arkana War so far have been immeasurable, as has been your assistance to the overall effort with your half-brother’s conversion and the captured ship. The loss of the Star Chaser was terrible for us all, and for your detachment, and we’re all saddened by it, but the war rages on.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said uncertainly.

      “As such, you are hereby promoted to lieutenant colonel and put in command of Second Company. That’s why you’re here.” He gestured to the other company commanders. “We are preparing for our next offensive. What we plan to be the last offensive.”

      Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Dolan suddenly felt like she was going to pass out.

      The room started spinning, but she kept herself sitting upright and focused on the general, blinking rapidly to clear her mind. This wasn’t a reprimand…but a promotion? And a planning meeting? Last offensive? It was too much, but if she wanted any time to take it all in, she certainly wasn’t going to get it right then.

      “This, ladies, gentlemen, and others,” the general began, pointing to the screen on the wall behind him, “is the Planet Breaker.” On the screen came the image of a ship. It was the biggest ship that Andy had ever seen, and her awe of that drew away some of her overwhelmed confusion.

      “We are losing this war,” Halifax continued somberly. “Our losses continue to mount, and the Arkana continue to advance. However, with the help of Colonel Dolan’s half-brother and the captured ship that her detachment brought in, we have made great strides in R and D. Together, we have created this ship, which is capable of launching a full offensive against a planet. Furthermore, we have learned the location of the Arkana home world.”

      There was a collective gasp in the room, but Andy just stared.

      The Planet Breaker… The name sunk in even deeper. This was a ship meant to attack the Arkana home world. They were doing it. They were taking the fight to the Arkana to cut the head off the snake.

      “A small forward force is going to go ahead of the main force, which will consist of the Planet Breaker and many of our remaining vessels. On the Planet Breaker will be First, Second, and Third Battalions. Fourth will remain on Earth…” Here, even the general’s voice seemed to waver. “…in case we fail.

      “Army infantry and multiple wings of the ESS Aerospace Corps will be going alongside us. We have information on the planetary defenses from Mr. Anath as well as the captured ship’s computers, once we were able to decode parts of it. Unfortunately, there are some gaps. The ship’s systems began to deteriorate after a certain amount of time, undoubtedly as a failsafe. We got what we could, and we know that there will be space and air fighter craft, ground troops, as well as surface-to-air and space weapons. We are well into the plan to counter all of these and reach the capital city to capture the Arkana leader, which we are certain will bring the rest of the forces to heel.”

      Andy had strong doubts that her father would be taken alive, but it didn’t matter. They were going there, and one way or another, this war would be over.
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      Andy was getting ready to brief the 33rd for the last time as their commander alone.

      After this, the 33rd was moving from a ship’s detachment to a platoon that was part of its company. She would command the company, although when deployed, it would still be her on the ground with the members of her specific squad. There were too few Marines left for any able-bodied soldier to not put their boots to the ground now.

      She would lead from the front, and she would have her squad with her.

      For now, though, leading meant informing all of them of her new rank and position, as well as their new orders.

      The longer it took everyone to arrive, however, the more time it gave her to think, and thinking had been her biggest problem over the past few weeks. The drinking had stopped that, but now she had stopped the drinking. Memories of being on that planet’s surface while the Star Chaser, and every crewmember she’d known on board, were blown apart over her head came back…

      Rationally, she knew that she couldn’t have done anything to prevent the destruction of the ship. It hadn’t been destroyed by invaders, but by an attack from another ship. All she could have done, had she and her Marines been on board, would have been to die with them. And as it was, their presence on the surface held the line until reinforcements showed up to chase off the Arkana and keep control of the planet.

      None of that shook the feelings of guilt and sorrow that clung to her, though.

      It was a relief when the Marines began to file in and take their place in the lecture hall style briefing room.
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      In the sea of color that was the faces of the Marines before her, the giant patch of snow white was hard to miss.

      Anath stayed seated after everyone left once she’d dismissed them, and really, she shouldn’t have been surprised. For someone who hadn’t been in her life for nearly thirty years, he had sure taken to the brother role fast. Neither of them spoke while everyone left, which told her this was going to be a personal chat more than a professional one.

      “The Planet Breaker, huh?” he asked dryly.

      “Yep,” she said, leaving the podium and walking up the steps to sit beside him.

      “I want this war over,” he said, “but I kind of hope it doesn’t break the whole planet. There are people there who are innocent in this.”

      Andy sighed. “It’s not our plan to actually blow up the planet,” she said. “But you know how important morale is. A hyperbolic name like ‘the Planet Breaker’ is enough to rally and inspire and…all that crap.”

      Anath snorted. “Spoken like a true cynic,” he said.

      She made a petulant expression. “Give me a break. I’m hung over.”

      “It didn’t show.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, when was the last drink?”

      She blew out a breath, squinted one eye, and stared at the ceiling while she thought, which took no small amount of effort. “Dinnertime last night,” she said.

      Anath arched one pure white brow. “And you’re still hung over? Damn, you really were living in the bottle.”

      “It was my semi-permanent address,” she agreed, “but I’m sotally tober now.” She smirked at him.

      He poked her in the shoulder.

      They sat like that for a few moments, and then sighed simultaneously.

      “Seriously, though…” he started again. “Do you really think this new ship and this plan is going to work?”

      “Honestly?” she asked. He nodded. “I have no idea. I hope it does, because I know that we can’t continue like this. And if the brass is planning something like this… Well, then the situation is even worse than I thought. And I thought it was pretty freaking bad, but this is…” She paused, frowning. “What’s that old Earth term… a Hail Mary? This is a last chance, a desperate winner-takes-all move.”

      He frowned. “That’s not encouraging.”

      She eyed him sideways. “You didn’t ask for encouraging. You asked for honesty.”

      “That was stupid of me, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.”

      Anath shrugged and sighed wearily. “I guess we have to try something, don’t we?”

      “We do.”

      He shifted his body and put an arm around Andy’s shoulders. She sighed then, too, and put her head against his shoulder, since there was no one around to see them being brother and sister rather than fellow soldiers.

      “Do you think we’re going to survive?” he asked.

      The dream she’d had just the night before, the literally and figuratively sobering dream, returned to her thoughts as they sat there, and she contemplated the question. It was a hard question, and she didn’t know the answer. The dream filled her with a sort of dread that the answer wasn’t a good one.

      “I wish I knew,” she answered honestly. That wasn’t the answer she would give any of her Marines if they asked, because she would be optimistic and encouraging for them, and she had some time to make up for in that area now. With her brother—well, she would be honest. “But we’re going to give them a fight they’ll never forget.”
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      The ESS Planet Breaker was the first ship of its kind, not just in the ESS currently, but in the entirety of ESS history. It was nearly the size of a colony vessel with a capacity to hold thousands of people, in addition to secondary smaller craft and cargo.

      She was armed to the teeth. In fact, she was more like a shark’s mouth armed to multiple rows of teeth.

      Unlike all recent generations of ships, energy and pulse weapons were secondary to the mounted projectile-launching weapons. They were set on the hull for a full three-hundred-and-sixty firing range, as well as set into the hull and firing through openings controlled from within the ship to protect this second layer of weapons from being shot or knocked off by enemy ships.

      The hull was comprised of an alloy created since the start of the war that had proven effective against the energy weapons of the Arkana. Its hardened nature would provide some protection against physical attacks as well, since some smaller Arkana craft had, in recent weeks, begun suicide runs by way of attack.

      ‘Kamikaze snowflakes,’ they were being called.

      The Planet Breaker project—code named Apocalypse—had been one of the most intensive ones in the history of the ESS, as well as one of the most rushed. Every after-action report from the army, the Marines, and the aerospace corps had gone into developing every defense and offense that they could. Some of them were tested on the various ships and centers of planetary defense throughout ESS and Allied space. Some of them had worked well. Some of them, like those used by the 33rd on Lycos, hadn’t.

      “That is the biggest damned ship I’ve ever seen in my life,” Dan said as the members of Andy’s squad stood at a viewport and watched the massive vessel halt itself near the station. It was too big to dock in anyway, even by a connector, so shuttles would ferry crew and cargo between Eclipse and the Planet Breaker.

      “I saw a colony ship once, heading for Nautilus IV,” Jade said. “It was massive, but I think this one is even bigger. Every other ship looks like a bug next to it.”

      “Just about,” Dan agreed, unusually sedate.

      Andy didn’t look at anyone as she quietly said, “She needs to be. We are literally going to war against a planet.”

      Anallin’s eyes clicked a few times. “Have we not already been at war against a planet?”

      She smiled wryly and looked at her blue-skinned, blue-eyed comrade. “We have, although not against the planet itself. We’ve been against soldiers from it. That’s what I meant.”

      The Hanaran nodded slowly. It wasn’t a gesture that was native to its people, but it had picked it up as a growing habit while serving in the Marines that were still predominantly human.

      The enormity of both the ship and the task was sinking into Andy’s bones as she stood and watched it holding position out there in the black. It seemed to blot out all the stars around it, and the full size of it couldn’t even be seen from the viewport. The window was too small.

      This was make-or-break time for the entire ESS, and maybe even all of humanity and the Allied races, even the un-allied races. The Arkana were anti-everyone but themselves and the xenophobic humans that they likened to their creators. There had even been some reports in the news of humans going over to the Arkana side. This war had raised the specters of old hatreds that had been unacceptable in modern society.

      Andy couldn’t, for the very life of her, understand humans like that…but she didn’t have to. That wasn’t her job.

      She took a long, deep, slow breath, held it for a moment, then blew it out. “Alright, guys, go pack out your trash. We board that big thing over there in an hour.”

      “Yes, sir,” was the general reply as everyone left—everyone but her brother.

      “The Arkana don’t even have ships that size,” he commented as he shifted to stand next to her.

      Andy turned away from the viewport and leaned back against the wall, folding her arms across her chest. “That you know of,” she pointed out wryly. “After all, you haven’t been among your people in a long time now. They don’t exactly like you anymore.”

      He snorted, turning and leaning beside her. “My people… I barely think of them that way now. I feel…human, you know? At least until I look in the mirror. That’s when I realize I look like a really skinny snowman.”

      “A snowman?” Andy repeated, barking a laugh. “I doubt you ever built snowmen on the Arkana home world.”

      “We don’t have snow on the Arkana home world,” he said with a wry, sidelong smile.

      She shook her head. “That sounds depressing,” she said. Pushing off the wall, she started walking back toward the guest quarters on Eclipse. “Earth’s weather is regulated by atmospheric systems, of course, but it still snows in the winter. Some of my best memories from the foster home were when it snowed.”

      Anath smiled and walked with her. “Did you build snowmen?”

      “I did!” she laughed, feeling one of the first genuine smiles she’d had in…a long time. She thought back to those winters, and the other kids in the group foster home where she’d spent the most time in her life before the Marines. “There was this one girl there. She was a year younger than I was, but a little spitfire of a creature—”

      “A what?” Anath interrupted. “I don’t recognize that phrase. Spitfire?”

      Andy paused and thought about how to explain it. “She was really feisty, took no crap from anyone, tough little thing, like that?”

      He nodded.

      She continued, “Her name was Marta. She ended up going to the group home at an older age, so she remembered growing up in one of the hot places. She loved the snow. We made snowmen armies. Like, dwarf snowmen armies.” She saw her brother’s uncertain look. “How do you not know what a dwarf is? The snowmen were short and burly-looking. No beards, though.”

      They both laughed for a moment before Anath asked, “What happened to Marta?”

      “She was adopted the year before I left for the Marines,” Andy replied ruefully. “I hope she’s doing well.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “And I hope I get to build snowmen with you someday.”
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      Lieutenant Colonel Dolan and her squad were the last to board the Planet Breaker.

      She oversaw the departure of every platoon in her company to make sure that they all reached the massive warship before, finally, she and the five members of her squad made their way to the small transport and shipped over.

      Her squad was uncharacteristically silent on the transport over. Maybe it was because they weren’t alone, since other squads were with them, or maybe it was just the gravity of the situation. It was something that seemed to wrap around them all like a cloak made out of every heavy metal known to man, and a few that weren’t known to man…

      The transport ship gave a single shudder as it locked on with the docking port of the Planet Breaker.

      Once they had all disembarked onto the massive warship, Andy nodded to all of the Marines with her. “Find your quarters and settle in for as long as you can. I’ve got to talk with the platoon commanders.”

      “Have fun, sir,” Dan said with a wry smile, though she couldn’t help but notice the lack of his usual humor-glint in his eyes.

      The others nodded respectfully and went on their ways. Despite the size of the ship, she knew that quarters would still be somewhat cramped, because they had crammed as many people and as much stuff as they could onto this ship. As a company commander, she didn’t have orders to double up, but had offered to share a room with her brother to help save on some space.

      Without a word, Anath took her duffel bag from her shoulder and carried it off to their room, while she turned and headed toward the briefing room.

      An uncharacteristic bout of nerves slammed head-first into Andy’s stomach. She paused in the hall for a moment, making sure no one else was around, and breathed deep and slow against a sudden rise of nausea.

      Was she ready for this? Was she good enough for this? She was a Marine without a ship…at least, until now. She had spent more days than she cared to count in a liquor haze, trying to forget about it all, but now she was expected to lead a full company of ESS Marines into a battle to end a war?

      She let herself have her moment, and then she shook it off. She didn’t have time for this. The ESS—hell, humanity—didn’t have time for this. These were her orders.

      This was her mission.

      This was her fight.
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      “This can’t feel good for you,” Roxanna said as the members of the squad that weren’t Andy walked down the corridors toward their new temporary quarters. When Anath looked at her curiously, she smiled knowingly. “You know what I mean.”

      With a sigh, he shrugged. “It’s not like I haven’t known that something like this was coming, Roxanna,” he said. “It’s harder to know this is what it’s come to because of my father, and I wonder if I could have done something to stop him sooner.”

      She shook her head. “You’re one man against one man with an army, a planet, behind him.”

      “That doesn’t stop me from wondering.”

      “What are you doing on this ship?!”

      Anath stopped and closed his eyes. There really was only one person that the angry voice could be speaking to. It had, in fact, been a while since he’d had to deal with this… Everyone else had gotten used to him.

      “Shut up!”

      This didn’t come from Anath. He turned to see Dan squaring off against the other man—infantry if Anath had to guess.

      “Dan,” the Arkana dissenter said, stepping forward. “Don’t get in trouble over me.” His voice was low but serious.

      “Why are you walking around with one of the enemy?” the unknown soldier demanded, gesturing at Anath. “What is he even doing running loose on this ship?”

      “He’s not part of them anymore. He’s been helping us,” Jade said, stepping up beside Dan. “We’re only on this ship at all, going where we’re going, because of him!”

      Anath opened his mouth to tell her what he’d told Dan, but he felt an oddly cold hand on his arm. Turning his head, he saw Anallin. The blue-skinned Hanaran just shook its head, once. The meaning was clear.

      “One of us,” Anallin said. “We don’t leave a man behind.”

      Meanwhile… “This Arkana put his life on the line for us dozens of times now,” Dan insisted. “Step off before you say anything else ignorant, soldier.”

      The man looked like he wanted to keep arguing, but seeing five against one… Well, he turned and walked away.

      “Thanks, guys,” Anath said with a weak smile. “Let’s just hope none of them mistakenly shoot me while we’re on my home world…” Or not so mistakenly.
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      Twenty-four captains and majors streamed into the briefing room, which looked something like a miniature stadium or a lecture hall. Andy leaned against the wall with her arms folded across her chest, no signs now of her doubts as she watched them walk in with her dark eyes. She met their glances, trying to read the expressions. Some were easy, and she knew they were newer to command. Some were guarded, while others…

      They looked dead inside. She knew those were the war veterans.

      Once everyone was seated, she pushed off the wall and came to stand in front of them. No one said anything, of course, but there was the instinctive sense that she would have to prove herself to them. She was young for her rank and position, and she knew it. She also knew that most of the ESS had heard about her parentage by now, and that many of them doubted her.

      “My name is Andrea Dolan. You can call me Colonel Dolan, Colonel, sir, or your lord and master for the length of this engagement, and possibly beyond,” she deadpanned.

      She wasn’t going to try to placate them. That wasn’t how this game worked. It wasn’t how you earned the respect of a group of Marines. You didn’t explain or apologize or try to convince.

      You didn’t show weakness.

      “We have until this ship reaches the Arkana home world to make sure that we work as a finely-honed unit,” she continued. “You are all coming off different posts, working with different Marines and different commanders. In almost any other situation, you might have more time to adapt to this. You don’t. So, this is going to be quick and dirty, but I expect every platoon to be in top form by the time our boots hit the ground.

      “You’ve all seen the rolls and know what this war is doing to us. Well, people, we are part of the force that is going to put an end to this crap. OORAH!”

      “Oorah!” the room echoed.

      She pursed her lips and arched one dark brow, surveying them all with a severe look. “What kind of pansy call was that? Are you Marines or ground-pounders? I said OORAH.”

      “OORAH!”

      “Better,” she said with the faintest of nods. In truth, her ears hurt after that second one, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to tell them that. She had no idea if they would manage to win this fight, and she knew they didn’t either, but her confidence was important for their sakes.

      So no matter how not confident she was, she would make them feel it.

      She took in a slow breath and let it out, taking in a long survey of all the faces before her, trying not to wonder how many of them she wouldn’t see again after they reached the home of the Arkana…

      “Alright, let’s get down to business.” She cracked her knuckles.
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      This was the biggest ship Roxanna had ever been on.

      She had been on planets, of course, and in cities and on stations, but there was something different about the psychic energy on a spaceship. That energy shifted depending on the size of the ship, how many people were on it, and how cramped those people were.

      The more people in closer space, the harder it was to handle.

      Her quarters weren’t much of a respite either, since she had a roommate—although as roommates went, Jade was fairly unobtrusive—but also because almost everyone else was in their quarters, concentrating the psychic energy in that area.

      While she gave her senses time to adapt, she sought out the ‘quietest’ area that she could, which turned out to be the massive flight deck.

      To accommodate all of the fighter jets—and the equipment required to service, arm, and launch them—it was big and had high ceilings and a wide-open space. Most of the pilots were in their quarters, so it was quiet. Once she walked a little further inside, the door swishing shut quietly behind her, she felt able to take a proper deep breath.

      Roxanna then sought out a spot where she could sit and relax without being spotted if someone came in. She saw what seemed like the ideal cover at the far corner of the bay and headed that way.

      She was so focused on shutting out empathic noise that she entirely missed the fact that someone was already there.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed in surprise when she saw another purple body sitting on the floor, leaning back against the wall.

      The Selerid’s face turned up to look at her with a tired smile. “You had to get away too.” He said this by way of a statement rather than a question, since he could certainly already tell that was why she was there.

      She smiled. “Can I sit with you?”

      “Of course,” he said easily, sliding a little further down the wall to make room for her, which she took up.

      They introduced themselves in their native tongue first, reveling in the feeling of meeting someone else who could pronounce it.

      “Professionally, I’m Roxanna. Sergeant in the ESS Marines.”

      “I’m Lieutenant Garrett. I’m an aerospace pilot, squadron commander.”

      Roxanna smiled again, enjoying the feeling of just being next to someone that was like herself. There weren’t many of their people in the ESS, since it was military and the empathic race was usually not the best at fighting. Well, they did it fine, but it was very trying for them and their senses, so they tended to avoid it. But there were some, like Roxanna and Garrett, who chose to fight because they believed they could serve. Some would enter and go into the non-combat departments, like medical.

      Like Doctor Barton…who had died on the Star Chaser.

      Garrett tilted his head and frowned slightly. He opened his mouth, clearly about to ask about her sudden shift in mood, but then he closed it again and his curiosity cleared into sympathy. “Sergeant Roxanna of the Thirty-Third,” he said knowingly. “I’m sorry about the Star Chaser.”

      “Thank you,” she said. She didn’t bother forcing a smile, like she would have if she was talking to a human or another race. He would see right through it, and she found comfort in that. “So, I haven’t met many pilots face-to-face. They usually don’t let us with our boots in the dirt meet those of you with your noses in the air.” Her purple eyes flashed with humor.

      “Sarcasm, Sergeant?” he returned with a similar light. “You have been around humans a long time.”

      Roxanna shrugged and smiled. “I have, but I like them. I enjoy that sarcasm.”

      They sat for a time, sometimes in silence, at other moments talking amiably.

      “Do you miss home?” Garrett asked suddenly. She knew he’d feel her reaction the moment she felt it, so she didn’t answer right away. He nodded. “I do too. I can’t tell if I miss it enough to go back.”

      “I’ve had the same thought,” she said. “I don’t really linger on it for long, though. I guess I’ll worry about it once I see if I live through all this, you know?” She smiled ruefully at him. “I mean, we might not survive to worry about whether we should go home or not.”

      “That’s pretty dark,” Garrett said dryly. “But can’t say I haven’t had similar thoughts myself. I’m sure everyone has. No one can get through a war without having such thoughts, and worse yet, a war that we’re losing.” He sensed her surprise. “I know the higher-ups haven’t wanted to tell the general masses, but it’s pretty obvious.”

      She sighed, leaning her purple-haired head back against the wall and staring at the high, vaulted ceiling of the flight deck. She enjoyed the sight and the feeling of that much empty space above her. “Yeah, I suppose it is.” It was hard for her to know what people on the “outside” saw, since she was an ear for Andy’s voice on almost all matters. Roxanna learned more than most because of that.

      Roxanna turned her attention back to him when Garrett nudged her side. “Even so,” he continued, “I still like to think positively. You know it’s a philosophy of the Selerid, and it’s good to hold onto those things. I like to think about what I’ll do when this war is over. I think about whether I will choose to remain enlisted in the aerospace corps, or maybe return home and take up a career as a transport or freighter pilot.”

      “My family is full of counselors,” she admitted with a fond smile. “I’m not sure how well I’ll do in the family business after all these years as a Marine. ‘Stop whining! Haul it together! You’ve got stuff to do!’” She emulated her Marine Psychologist Style, and then she shook her head and laughed. “No, I don’t see that happening… I know there’s other stuff I could do at home. Maybe join the security force. Or maybe buy a farm and be a—” She spoke a Selerid word only Garrett would understand. “—farmer.”

      “That’s a picture,” he said, also laughing. “But hey, you gotta think optimistically.”

      “Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. “I guess you do.”
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      That evening, it was time for the ‘serious business’ planning meeting.

      Andy sat in the briefing room along with the battalion commander, the company commanders, captains of the ships and the fleet, air group and wing commanders, as well as the infantry commanders.

      And Anath.

      “Our forward fleet departed at fifteen hundred hours today,” Admiral N’dar announced from her seat at the head of the table. She was the commander of the Planet Breaker fleet, and Andy thought she looked as hard and stoic as any Marine leader. “This ship and its own fleet will depart at oh-seven-hundred tomorrow. That’s how long we have to review all of the information we have, before we review it a few more times while we’re on our way.”

      There was a muted almost-laugh from the assembled.

      “This is why we have asked Mr. Anath to join us,” she said, waving at the lone patch of snow white in the middle of the myriad colors that was the ESS. “There is a bit of Marine business before we launch into his talk, though.”

      Andy frowned before she could stop herself and go back to her stoic expression, though her brother clearly didn’t bother to hide his own look of concern.

      The general, the battalion commander, spoke up now. “This man was born of the enemy, but he has been fighting on our side for almost the entirety of this war. He’s saved the lives of Marines and put his own life on the line repeatedly. Before now, he’s just been…well, Mr. Anath. Before we launch into this final offensive, we have chosen to honor him with a field promotion to master sergeant under the direction of Colonel Dolan.”

      Said colonel’s dark brows rose, but she allowed herself to smile at him.

      Anath looked shocked, but then laughed in an almost embarrassed way. “Guess this means I really do have to listen to her now,” he said, before bowing his head at the general with a quiet, “Thank you, sir.”

      There was no applause, but at least there were no angry faces. Andy checked, worried that some of the other commanders might doubt the granting of any proper rank to one born of the enemy.

      “Now, Master Sergeant, if you would begin the briefing…” Admiral N’dar said.

      Anath nodded once and then got to his feet, moving around to the front of the table.

      He looks nervous, Andy thought. She could hardly blame him. His voice didn’t show it as he began to speak, though.

      “The Arkana home world doesn’t even have a name. Its location is programmed into the computers of its vessels, but even the crew doesn’t know where it is. That’s the planet’s first line of defense. Until now, it’s been a good one. Now we have been able to pull the information from the captured vessel. It would be a fallacy, however, to believe that was the planet’s only line of defense.”

      He looked around somberly. “The goal of this offensive is to reach the leader of the Arkana people. Their king, if you will, although he does not call himself that.” Everyone knew that this “king” was father to Anath and Andy, but no one said it. He went on, “He has built an empire upon himself, including this war. If we remove him, the rest of the forces will be easy to stop. He remains secluded in the safety of his palace. It’s been fortified to keep him protected, at the expense of many of his people.”

      The bitterness in his voice was impossible to miss.

      “It’s the palace we will have to get into, and it’s in the very center of the capital city. The city itself is protected by an energy shield to prevent craft from flying into it. The only entry is on land. There are also atmospheric fighters as well as surface-to-air missile launchers stationed all over the planet. We will have to bring our forces down on shuttles and dropships, avoiding defenses, and then breach the city by land.”

      “What can you tell us about the city?” N’dar asked. She had already been briefed on all of this, but wanted to make sure everyone present was fully aware.

      “The capital city is built up against a small mountain range, just into the foothills, and it is a city comparable to any of the high-population cities you would find on Earth. It has millions of citizens, and half are trained as soldiers.”

      Someone in the group let out a small gasp and asked, “Half?”

      He nodded soberly. “There are two primary tracks of life for the Arkana: soldiers and scientists. The latter tends to be a far broader category, covering everything necessary for life. They mainly support the soldier class. You are looking at what is basically a military race. To fight through the city will be a lot of urban warfare, and then there’s the hundreds of soldiers in the palace itself.”

      The general raised his hand. “What about the scientists?” he asked. “Will they take up arms, or will they be noncombatants?”

      Anath considered this for a moment. “There is no certain answer. The Arkana people have never really considered the idea that they would be attacked, so there’s no plan. However, they are most likely to feel sure that the soldiers will defend them and therefore will act as noncombatants.”

      “Our goal is to subdue the citizens as much as possible without casualties,” the admiral chimed in. “We don’t want to raze those who aren’t fighting.”

      “No, we don’t,” Anath agreed sadly. “But the soldiers will be woven in with them, and it may be impossible to avoid them all.” His icy blue eyes were filled with the sadness that also inhabited his voice.

      “Here’s the plan on the ground,” the general said, nodding to the army commander before continuing. “The Marines of Second Company under Colonel Dolan will have the sole purpose of taking the palace. Other companies will capture and hold strategic positions, such as the SAM sites, the power grids, and so on. Keep them from being used against us. The army infantry will have the task of covering the noncombatants and subduing what combatants they can.”

      “Don’t forget the mindset of the soldiers,” Andy jumped in. “The soldiers on the planet may or may not act like the ones we’ve captured before. They may kill themselves to prevent being in captivity.”

      “And they may kill themselves in acts of aggression,” Anath added. “Such as suicide bombers.”

      There seemed to be a collective sigh before the aerospace corps commander jumped in. “The fighters will primarily be with the fleet in space, covering the Arkana ships we will encounter there. Some, however, will cover the shuttles in atmosphere to make sure y’all reach the surface,” she said with the usual pilot attitude. It was a level of excessive confidence that, at that moment, Andy found comforting.

      “We hope that the advance fleet will remove or distract as many Arkana ships as possible before we reach the planet,” N’dar went on, “but we can’t be assured of that. We must anticipate heavy orbital, aerial, and land-based defenses.”

      “We’ll be ready, Admiral,” Anath said soberly.

      Andy added, “We don’t really have any other choice.”
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      Everyone was pretty much wired for sound after dinner, so Andy and her squad decided to work off some of that energy in the ship’s gymnasium. It was on everyone’s mind that they would probably be doing this a lot. From Starbase Eclipse to the Arkana home world would take two weeks, at best possible speed.

      That was a lot of time to sit, wait, and think…and they hadn’t even left the station yet.

      “Is it a capital offense if I land a hit on the unit’s new master sergeant?” Dan said with a hint of his humor back as he lanced out at Anath with a right cross. The latter, however, was always the superior at hand-to-hand.

      Anath’s pale hand shot out and pushed Dan’s punch away before he could pull it back. Slender but surprisingly strong fingers wrapped around the human’s wrist as Anath pivoted, putting his back to Dan’s stomach and then thrusting his elbow back. Dan’s breath wheezed slightly as Anath let him go, returning to a ready defensive stance.

      “If you manage to land a hit on this master sergeant, I think you’ll get a medal,” Jade said with a grin.

      Dan—her lover, which everyone knew about despite their considerable discretion—just gave her a pointed look. She waved. He shook his head. “I get no respect around h—” He didn’t get to finish his sentence before he was landing on his back, tossed over a slim Arkana hip.

      “Don’t be distracted,” Anath said with a grin down at the lance corporal. “No matter how cute that distraction may be.”

      “I’m dead now,” Dan said dryly. “I’m officially a non-combatant.”

      Anath smirked and stepped over the taller man’s body. “Fine, then. Who’s next?”

      Andy smiled over at the three of them, enjoying the banter. It was natural and genuine, which was a gem at a time like this. They all truly enjoyed one another’s company, which helped them bond as a fighting force.

      It would also, she knew, make it far harder to handle if they lost anyone.

      “You should work on your shooting,” Anallin said, even though the Hanaran wasn’t working on its own sharp shooting at that moment. Instead, it was moving through a rotation of basic fitness training: pull-ups, pushups, sit-ups, and so on. Although the second shortest member of the squad, its blue physique neared being the widest. Muscle was thickly corded over every inch of the Hanaran’s upper body.

      “Why should I?” Dan asked as he took Jade’s hand and got to his feet. “We have you.”

      Anallin shrugged—another human gesture it had picked up.

      “You know what I miss?” Jade said. “Sunsets. I don’t mind shipboard life, but sometimes, I miss the pretty sunsets.”

      “The stupid-funny thing is that the Arkana world has some gorgeous sunsets,” Anath said ruefully. “When the light hits the gleaming white buildings in the city just right, it takes your breath away.”

      “Too bad we aren’t going there to sight-see instead of fight,” she said, walking over to Anath and putting her hand briefly on his arm. It was an almost sisterly gesture that certainly didn’t stick with military procedure very much, but none of them minded it.

      “You should visit Hanara, Private Martin,” Anallin said, dropping down from the pull-up bar. “My people are not known for their care over aesthetic beauties, but having spent enough time around your people… Well, I can look back and realize that the setting of our dual suns makes for a most remarkable view.”

      Jade flashed a smile. “After this, you can take me for a visit,” she said.

      Anallin’s eyes clicked twice before its thin lips curved in its best approximation of a smile, given its facial features.

      Roxanna walked in at that point, looking around at everyone before nodding once with approval for something none of them understood. “Did I hear that we’re taking a trip to Hanara?” she asked lightly.

      “To see the sunset,” Anallin agreed.

      “I’m game,” she said, crossing to the heavy bag and grabbing the tape. “I’ve never been to Hanara. Which is a little odd, since it’s in one of the closest systems to Seler.”

      Anallin tilted its head slightly, eyes clicking in a slow, rhythmic way. It was thinking. “Your people are…discomfited by my people. You are emotive, and we are…not. Not much, at the least. The Selerid never seem to be very comfortable around the Hanarans. With the exception of you and I, of course, Sergeant.”

      “Of course,” Roxanna said with a warm smile.

      Andy crossed the room and took the tape from her sergeant, helping wrap her knuckles with it. It was one of those things that was still very old-fashioned, but it worked, and what had they said about fixing things that aren’t broken…?

      “Thanks, sir,” Roxanna said with a nod. She rolled her shoulders and moved in front of the bag.

      “You look like you’re feeling better,” Andy commented, lowering her voice for a little bit of privacy. Anath and Dan started sparring again, with Anallin and Jade offering advice—pretty much all to Dan—in between discussing the planet of Hanara.

      “I am,” Roxanna said. “This ship just took a little…adjustment. I found a quiet place to get some time in. I even met another Selerid.”

      Andy smiled. She imagined it had to be hard for the non-human races in the ESS, since they didn’t have nearly as many of their own people as the human ones did. “Marine?”

      “Pilot.”

      “Exciting,” Andy chuckled. “Yet another name unpronounceable by anyone but you all?”

      Roxanna chuckled in between her opening jabs. “Of course,” she said. “You know that our entire language turns your tongues into crinkles.”

      “Quite the image,” Andy commented thoughtfully, shifting to hold the bag from swaying while her sergeant worked out. “Although having heard and very, very briefly attempted to pronounce your name, it’s also accurate.”

      “Dan said once that the first humans who met the Selerid people had to have surgery to fix their tongues after attempting to speak our names,” Roxanna said with amusement. “I think he was making up an exaggerated story for my amusement, but the truth is that I can’t swear to it that that’s the case. He might be telling a truth.”

      “One never knows with Dan,” Andy commented lightly.

      “No,” Roxanna agreed. “One never knows.”
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      It was late by the time Andy walked into her temporary quarters for the first time since setting foot on the Planet Breaker. She had to admit that she was feeling far less agitated than she had been when she arrived. Planning meetings were rarely exciting, but they offered a certain sense of order. There was comfort in that. Spending time with her squad, her friends, her family, was also comforting.

      They all knew what was coming, but sharing that time and burning off energy together had been something they all needed.

      Now, though, she had to try to sleep. She would have to be up early in the morning to start getting to work. The ship would be setting off for its tense two-week journey, and she had a full company to sort out and get into fine-tuned working order. It was no small task, but by now, she felt like she was up to it.

      The room she’d be sharing with Anath was sparse, but it didn’t need to be more.

      It had two bunks set into the wall, with personal belongings lockers to one side and two drawers underneath. There was a small bathroom to one side, as well as a very small desk and chair.

      She noticed something else then, which she was pretty sure was not a standard quarters complement. There was a small shipping crate sitting on her desk. Very small, in fact, little bigger than what an old-fashioned letter might be in. Or a tablet.

      Frowning, she went to the desk and looked at the crate. The inset screen listed her name as the recipient, but the rank was major. Someone had sent this before she had been promoted, which made sense considering how recent that promotion was. There didn’t seem to be any information on the sender, which immediately made her wary…but then she reminded herself that it would have gone through multiple levels of security before reaching her desk.

      Andy pressed her thumb to the ID scanner. It buzzed, then beeped, and then the lock popped open.

      There was a small data tablet inside, which she pulled out. This also took her thumbprint to activate. Once it had, she read the ID header of a civilian law firm. This made her even more confused, until she read the letter and realized that they represented the remains and estate of…

      Her mother.

      That information was enough to send her into momentary shock, and she stepped back until her calves hit the edge of the bunk, and then sat down hard with the tablet still in her hand.

      It seemed like so long ago that her mother had died, but more than that, as far as she’d known, there really hadn’t been any business or estate to conclude. Her mother had died while in prison, and she’d been there for a while.

      At the end of the letter from the lawyer, it explained that there was a sealed message from her mother to her specifically. It was meant to be opened immediately. The legalese made its origins unclear—whether it was meant to be sent to her before her mother died but wasn’t, or if it was only meant to be sent to her when her mother died—but it didn’t really matter.

      It was here in her hands now.

      And she couldn’t open it.

      She must have sat like that for ten minutes before Anath came into the room and found her that way. He was next to her in an instant, immediately concerned. She held the tablet out to him. Once he’d read it, he frowned deeply. “What did she say?” he asked.

      “I haven’t read it yet,” she admitted.

      Anath just raised his snowy brows.

      She grunted and took the tablet back, bringing up the second letter. She had to unlock it for the third time, and then she reluctantly read her mother’s words:

      

      Andy,

      I hoped this day would never come. Your father didn’t know how much I knew about him. I knew he hated humans. After he and I… Well. I learned things late. I wasn’t exactly my best then, anyway. I knew he had thoughts…but I hoped he wouldn’t act on them.

      War is here, and it happened. You’re a Marine. You’ll be fighting him.

      I wasn’t a good mother. I never really wanted to be a mother, so I didn’t know what to do with you. I couldn’t take care of myself, let alone a kid.

      Maybe I can do one thing to help, however.

      During the short time your father and I were together, if you can even call it that, I learned something about him. There’s a substance, seemingly common on Earth, that his people are…allergic to, is the best comparison. I bet you could use this against him…

      

      The brother and sister sat and stared at the tablet.

      Before signing off, Andy’s mother had listed the substance and described the reaction she’d witnessed.

      “Can it be true?” Andy asked doubtfully, looking sidelong at Anath.

      “It’s not impossible,” he said, confused. “I’ve never encountered it myself, but if she saw what she saw… Maybe it’s something on Earth from after the Arkana broke away. If we haven’t encountered it since, we couldn’t create a resistance to it.”

      Andy frowned thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t he have done so after this happened?”

      Anath shook his head slowly, doubtfully. “Maybe, or maybe not… I don’t know. Your mother seems to think he didn’t fully understand what it was. It can’t hurt to look into it. I could… I mean, they could try it on me.”

      “No,” Andy snapped, punching him in the arm. “I’m not going to test a new weapon by trying to kill you.”

      “I didn’t say kill me,” he replied, rubbing where she’d hit. “A tiny bit might be enough to see if the reaction is true, though.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Isn’t it my body?”

      “No, it belongs to me. I’m your commander,” she said, even though she knew that wasn’t actually right. Still, she didn’t want to see him risk himself like that. “But, I mean, we can at least bring this to sickbay. Let the medical and science people handle it… Right?”

      “Right.”
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      The capital city gleamed on the horizon.

      Andy found herself standing in the field again, but it didn’t feel the same as before, though if pressed, she would not be able to articulate the difference.

      Beyond the city, the red-orange sun was setting. Apparently, Jade had found a way to influence her dreams. The thought made her smile as she saw the vibrant colors reflecting off the white buildings, just the way Anath had described. It was indeed a beautiful sight, and realizing that drew away the smile to be replaced with quiet sorrow.

      Soon, these streets would be filled with the red of blood rather than sunset.

      “Back for more already?” a smug voice said from behind her.

      “You know I never choose to come here,” she replied without turning around.

      There was a certain…perhaps it was irony to her statement, though she wasn’t sure if that was it. She just knew that she said she never chose to go there, and yet her body was on a ship purposefully headed there.

      But there was a difference between dreams and reality.

      “Maybe so,” he granted.

      Andy could hear his footsteps as he drew closer. She didn’t turn to look at him, just catalogued his nearness.

      “And yet, here you are. So what are we to do, Andrea Dolan?”

      “You could beat the crap out of me some more, Dad,” she drawled. The red-orange hues were glittering along the city streets now. “You seemed to enjoy that one a lot the last time I was here.”

      His footsteps came nearer, and his voice was louder. “I wouldn’t say that I enjoyed it,” he said, and he almost sounded sincere. “But you have made your stance very clear, as have I; thus, we are enemies, you and I. As such, what else are we to do?”

      She shrugged casually. Some of it was affected, but some of it was real. “It’s my dreams. You could just, you know, get out of them.”

      “Hmm,” he said with a soft grunt. “You seem to think I have any more power over this than you do.”

      Now that was new.

      Andy’s dark brows drew together as she finally turned to face him. She pursed her lips thoughtfully and let her dark eyes roam over his face. His skin, as pale as her brother’s, with the white hair and white brows and steely blue eyes. Everything that was exactly the opposite of her mocha skin, black hair, and black eyes. She looked like her mother, through and through, and could not see an ounce of her father in her.

      The only thing she seemed to have inherited thus far was the Arkana resistance to things, which had been a benefit, admittedly.

      “You look surprised, daughter,” he said with an arrogant smirk. “Did you think I was bringing you here to see me?”

      “I wasn’t giving you too much credit,” she replied easily, although that was what she had thought. She tried to think back to the dreams she’d been having over the long, torturous months of this war… Had he ever said that to her? Given her that impression? If he had, was he lying then, or now?

      The sad truth was, however, that she just couldn’t remember. There had been too much that had happened, and too many dreams to be lived through.

      Lacing his hands behind himself, he began to pace a slow circle around her. “You have a smart mouth, just like your mother did,” he commented, his lips pursed slightly with obvious disdain even as he no longer met her eyes. He seemed to be contemplating the grass under his feet as he trampled it with his meandering.

      Andy felt a strange sense of…defensiveness rise in her. She didn’t understand that at all, however, because she and her mother had never been…mother and daughter. She had no reason to defend her mother, and yet the impulse was there.

      Maybe that was just a sign of how much she hated her father.

      She bit her tongue.

      Once again, he stopped and faced her. It felt like those steel blue eyes were made of actual steel, piercing her body with their metal. She stood strong, however. Back straight. Head up. Eyes open.

      “You seem back to your old self,” he said.

      “I am more than I was,” she said. It was cryptic even to her own ears, but it felt right.

      “We are at war.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      He sighed. “We are enemies.”

      Andy inclined her head slightly. “Yes. We are.”

      Without another word, he lunged across the small distance between them. He had the speed of an attacking snake and was able to very nearly reach her before she had a chance to react, but he fell just short. When his fist flew toward her face, she sidestepped it easily and replicated part of her brother’s move against Dan by pushing his arm further off course. Instead of grabbing it, however, she let him go past her.

      She turned with every intention of kicking him in the kidneys, but he was too quick for that. He kept the momentum and let it carry him out of her range in a hurry.

      Colonel Dolan pulled her hands back up into a defensive posture just as he spun around, ready to come for her again. She glared at him with determination. He would not put her down again. She would not be in the dirt at his feet again. Never again.

      She kicked out with one foot, and he grabbed her by the ankle and twisted. Instead of letting him snap her bone, she threw her body weight with the twist. Her upper half bent forward as she lost her balance, but she caught herself on her hands. Putting her weight forward and using his grip on her leg to counterbalance, she brought her other foot off the ground and kicked back.

      She heard something crack, and then she fell to the ground. Not wanting to leave an opportunity open to him, she snap-rolled away and all but leaped back onto her feet. Jerking her head up, she saw him hobbling back. He was favoring his left leg. Knee, if she had to guess.

      Just as she was about to surge at him again, her ears were filled with noise. It sounded like a fight…like a battle.

      At first, there wasn’t anyone else around…but then she saw shadowy figures. They were familiar, and she realized that her squad-mates were fighting Arkana soldiers all around her, and yet not. They were here, and yet not.

      They were here.

      Smiling darkly, she leaped for her father again.

      The last thing she remembered before she woke was the feeling of her knuckles slamming into his jaw with a resounding crack.
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      Andy’s knuckles hurt when she woke up. She blinked slowly and turned her head, trying to recollect where she was.

      It came back to her in a moment.

      After they had read the letter from her mother, Andy and Anath had gone down to sickbay and called on the ship’s chief medical and science officers. Neither had been very happy, at first, to be woken from their sleep, but they perked up quickly enough when she presented them with the letter.

      In the past, she might have been embarrassed to let someone read the real nature of her relationship with her mother, but right then, she hadn’t cared. The information was too important to get wrong by her trying to conceal things that didn’t need to be concealed. Not now. Maybe never.

      Of course, after that she had been sent right back to bed to get some sleep while they worked on it. That was fine, though, because her work—for that moment—had been done.

      Groaning, she rolled over and checked the time. Just shy of oh-six-hundred, when she had set the computer to give her a wakeup call. Figuring she might as well get up, she turned off the call and rolled off her bunk. Standing and stretching, she saw that Anath wasn’t there. It didn’t look like his bunk had been slept in, either.

      She frowned, remembering him coming back to the room with her after the visit to sickbay…

      After a moment, she figured that he was probably in the mess hall, so she took a quick shower and got dressed for the day. She’d soon be headed to the mess hall herself, but her first stop was back at sickbay to see if they’d made any progress with the letter and the substance.

      The first thing she saw when she walked into sickbay, however, was Anath lying on one of the medical beds.

      Her eyes widened with near-panic and she hurried over to his side. He was awake, though, and smiled weakly at her.

      “I hoped I’d be up and about before you got here,” he said.

      “What did you do?!” she demanded.

      “What you told me not to,” he replied, pushing himself up to sitting with a faint grunt. He gripped the edge of the bed and leaned forward carefully. “We needed to know, Andy, okay? They had me all hooked up and monitored and such. It was all very carefully done.”

      She bit her tongue, literally, for a moment. “At least tell me it was worth it.”

      He smiled slightly again. “It was. I have an allergy.”

      “Your mother was very observant,” the ship’s chief medical officer said as she walked out of her office and joined them in the main bay. Dr. Gerard nodded in greeting at Andy. “The substance is called doncyclatyne. It was, actually, discovered as a pollution byproduct of industry that grew from the late twenty-second century, at least two decades after the Arkana left Earth. They were never exposed to it, but humanity was exposed slowly. We developed a certain tolerance for it, but the Arkana did not. A small amount causes a fairly unpleasant reaction.” She gestured at Anath. “A larger, concentrated dose would likely be lethal. Even if not, it would be debilitating.”

      Andy’s mind raced and struggled to figure out how her mother had even noticed this, had recognized it for what it was… She wished that her mother had put more of an explanation into the letter.

      “So…” she began slowly, tossing one more dagger-filled glance at her brother. “How do we use this?”

      Gerard smiled thinly. “Well, one of the weapon upgrades we’ve got in production are bullets that can contain something. What we’ve filled them with so far has not been as effective as we’d like…as effective as this could be. We will be putting concentrated amounts into these projectiles, so they can be fired from your usual weapons, but once they embed in an Arkana, it will release into their system.”

      She nodded slowly, taking that all in and wondering why she hadn’t heard about those already.

      “How much of this do you think you’ll be able to create?” she asked.

      “We’re working on figuring that out now,” the doctor said. “We’re still working on determining the best concentration. You know we’ll be working on it as much as we can, though. It’s in the hands of our science department now.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” the colonel said quietly. “When can I drag my brother out of here and yell at him?”

      “Please, Colonel, take it easy on him. He’s been of invaluable assistance, and I assure you that he is fine now,” Gerard said. “He just needs to get some food and rest a little, then he will be good as new.”

      Andy nodded. She wanted to box his ears, but she did understand the situation. It was just hard to not be protective of the only family she had left, and the only family she’d ever had that she actually loved.

      She let it all out in one long breath and met his eyes. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

      “Please.”

      “Alright,” she said with a nod, stepping back and holding out a hand to help him get down. He took it, even though he didn’t need it. He set his feet on the floor and stood up straight, pausing for a moment to assure himself of his balance before he nodded at the doctor, and then at Andy.

      “I’m fine,” he assured them. “I’m glad I could help, Doctor. Good luck with you guys getting all of that sorted out. I just hope it proves useful.”

      “So do we all, Master Sergeant,” Doctor Gerard said.

      “So do we all,” Andy echoed with a sigh.
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      Andy stayed with Anath through breakfast, and then walked with him back to their quarters so he could get some rest. It seemed that his little medical experimentation ordeal had taken quite a lot out of him. She was just grateful it was some energy that was taken rather than his life.

      It seemed like he practically fell asleep the moment he crawled into his bunk, so she headed right back out.

      This time, she went down to the flight deck. She had been given the name of the wing commander whose trio of fighter squadrons would be protecting her company’s dropships while they were flying through hostile space, hostile air, and landing on hostile ground.

      She asked around and was directed to where Commander Shawn Godfrey was speaking with a couple of his pilots. Waiting until they headed off, she approached him and asked, “Commander Godfrey?”

      The tall man turned around, and for the first time in a long time, Andy was actually struck by just how handsome his face was. Shawn Godfrey was tall and broad-shoulders, to the point she almost wondered how he fit in a cockpit, with strong, almost-chiseled features and skin darker than hers, but the same black eyes and hair. He flashed a dazzling smile.

      “Yes, Colonel?”

      “Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Dolan,” she introduced herself. “Commander of Second Company, First Battalion. I hear you’re going to be watching my people’s six while we head down to the planet.”

      The smile remained, and he laughed a little. “That’s right,” he said. He gestured toward a desk alongside several other desks lining the back wall. As they approached, his smile turned a little self-deprecating. “My spacious office. Like my decorating?”

      “It works,” she said with an almost teasing edge. She wasn’t sure where that came from, but she didn’t work too hard to stop it. “I mean, I’ve seen plenty of men who decorated worse.”

      “Hey,” he laughed. “I’m not going to take that affront to my entire gender.” He paused and looked at her sidelong. “Or I will, since you’re not wrong.”

      Godfrey stopped in front of one desk and spun around a large tablet on the center, tapping it a few times to bring something up. “So, your company has a hundred and fifty Marines. Your dropships are carrying roughly fifty per, so my squadron is guarding three of your ships.”

      “That’s correct, Commander,” she agreed, folding her arms across her chest and looking down at the information on the screen alongside him.

      “You’re going to have one squadron per dropship to, ah…watch that six of yours,” he said, sending her another sidelong glance that surprised her on some level.

      She swallowed hard and nodded a little slowly. “I don’t usually work so closely with the aerospace corps. How many planes are usually in a squadron?”

      “There’s twelve in each of my squadrons, so we’ll have a good perimeter around each of your ships,” he said with confidence that somehow didn’t verge into arrogance. “We will get your people on the ground.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she said with a smile. “Getting shot down at this point would feel like being tackled on the one-yard line.”

      His thick, dark brows both rose. “You know old Earth football?”

      Andy chuckled and nodded. “My foster dad was really into watching old Earth games.”

      “You were in foster care?”

      “I was.” The amusement faded as she watched him, wondering if he would be one of those with pre-conceived notions. Her defenses immediately went up, but they came right back down a moment later.

      “So was I,” he said.

      “Really?” She laughed again, a little relieved. “My mom was in prison when I was born, and…well…the entire ESS knows who my father was.”

      He nodded, then gestured for her to walk with him deeper into the deck. “It’s got to be hard going to war against your family.”

      Andy shook her head, speaking firmly. “It’s just biology. I don’t know that man. He isn’t a father.”

      They started walking around some of the big fighter jets that Godfrey and his pilots flew in. Their conversation derailed from the topic of paternity, which she was happy about, while he introduced her to the planes and discussed their offensive capabilities. It was more in-depth a lesson on these craft than she’d ever had, but she found it comforting to know the sort of firepower that would be guarding them.

      Or maybe she just enjoyed speaking with Commander Godfrey.

      “The ESS is lucky to have you, Colonel,” he said suddenly, stopping by a landing strut and pausing to look back at her.

      “Thank you, Commander,” she said quietly. “I just aim to serve well, and to make up for my ancestry.”

      They kept talking for a while about the planes and the defensive strategies that Godfrey and his wing would be using to keep her and her Marines safe once they left the Planet Breaker and headed for the surface of the Arkana home world. As she left, she felt a little more confident about their chances of making it down there…although it was still all on them once they hit the surface and had to storm their way through a city.

      That was another matter. At least they’d get the chance.

      On her walk away from the flight deck, though, she found herself for the first time truly beginning to think about life after the war…

      She thought maybe she wanted a life after the war.
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      The next day, down in the science labs, the science and medical staff were continuing their hard work to perfect and replicate their new part of the arsenal against the enemy.

      Corporal Anallin, as its squad’s sniper, had decided to spend the morning visiting with the scientists and getting better acquainted with the much-varied armaments that they would be given when they touched down.

      “We’ve been working on a variety of ammunition changes,” the female scientist was reporting, gesturing to the outlay of armaments on the table. “This one,” she continued, picking up a bullet with some liquid white substance inside it, “is the new one based off what Colonel Dolan and Master Sergeant Anath brought to us. It contains a substance that causes an immediate, violent, allergy-like reaction.”

      “That will be useful,” Anallin agreed, taking the bullet from her to turn it this way and that, examining it. “What about the others?”

      “These are, basically, a variety of poisons. They haven’t necessarily been proven against the Arkana yet, but they are deadly to humans. Since the Arkana were engineered from human DNA, there is a possibility that they will work. And if not, they are still a projectile. Get a kill shot, and it will be a kill shot.”

      “Understood,” the Hanaran replied. It put the bullet down and started to look over the other bullets. They were, as the scientist had said, still bullets. It could make them effective. It was all about the shot. After a moment, it added, “Will we have enough?”

      The scientist smiled wryly. “We aren’t sure how many of the upgraded bullets we’ll have, but you’ll have enough bullets. We’re making sure of that.”

      Anallin sighed heavily. “Such a terrible thing to be grateful for.”
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      On the firing range, Dan and Jade had taken up two booths, where they were working on simple target practice. There were several Marines from other squads and companies, and then some infantrymen from the army, and even a couple of pilots.

      “I don’t like feeling afraid,” Dan admitted in between shots. He timed his shot so that he could talk to her when they were both not shooting. He didn’t feel like saying this on top of the noise of bullets being fired.

      “No one does,” Jade said, but it wasn’t unkindly.

      Another round of shots.

      “This one is getting to me,” he went on. Sighing, he moved around the partition to stand behind her. She put the gun down and turned to face him. “Isn’t this insane?” he asked her quietly.

      She shook her head sadly. “It’s desperate,” she said. “They look similar, but are different.”

      He smiled a little. “You sound a little like Roxanna.”

      “I’ve learned a few things being in the Marines,” she returned wryly.

      “I guess we all have,” he agreed. He got that look like he wanted to kiss her, but they were on duty, so he restrained himself.
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      Andy and Anath spent their afternoon overseeing several different training sessions at the squad, and then the platoon level. There would be company level sessions in the coming days, but that would take over far more than a gymnasium or training room. That would cover an entire deck of the Planet Breaker, working to recreate the feeling of urban warfare as best they could.

      “All things considered, they’re doing well,” he said, referring to the fact that many of these squads and platoons had been somewhat rearranged from their original outlay. The entire corps had taken a lot of hits and a lot of losses, without enough recruitment and training to refill them fast enough. To form this force, many groups had been put together that hadn’t been together before—new commanders, new teammates, new organization.

      These things could take time to come together into a cohesive force, but apparently true need could accomplish much.

      “They are,” she agreed, “but is ‘doing well’ going to be ‘doing well enough’ to storm through the city and get to the palace?”

      “It will have to be,” he said. “But we have more time. We’ll work hard, and we’ll get better.”

      She wasn’t sure if he sounded quite as confident about that as she would have liked, but she would take what she could get. She had confidence in her Marines, but she knew that the odds were stacked against them.

      In the empty corridor, Anath put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed a little bit. She appreciated that he didn’t try to say anything else, however, because any words of reassurance beyond what had already been said would sound hollow. They both knew the reality of things.

      As they neared the mess hall, the ship-wide communications system opened up with an announcement from Admiral N’dar.

      “The advance fleet has encountered the first contacts with the Arkana. This is gonna be a hard journey, everyone.”
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      Twelve Days Later…

      

      It was almost time.

      They were almost there.

      Tension on the ship had grown so much that even a non-empath could feel it, and the empaths were dealing with nearly constant headaches. Everyone on board the Planet Breaker had been on ships heading into battles during this time of war, but this time it was different, and everyone knew it. Everyone felt it.

      Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Dolan stood at the podium of the small auditorium, getting ready to brief the platoon commanders of her company.

      Her company… Two weeks on, and she still hadn’t gotten used to that. Or the glimmering bird on her collar.

      Andy watched them all file in and find seats. She couldn’t say she had gotten to know them all “well” during the past two weeks, but she had gotten to know them enough that they didn’t give her a doubtful side-eye they thought she wouldn’t notice when they walked past her.

      “In approximately six hours,” she began once the last Marine had taken their seats, “we will be departing the Planet Breaker and heading to the surface of the Arkana home world.”

      Someone raised a hand, and she nodded at him. “This place really doesn’t have an actual name?”

      She arched a dark brow. “That’s not particularly important right now,” she drawled, “but no, apparently it doesn’t.” She paused, then continued. “The ride will start getting rough in approximately five hours, when we reach the first lines of their aerospace defense. Chances are slim that they don’t know we’re coming by now, so we may encounter trouble sooner than that, and once we do, it’s likely to be a pretty tough end of the journey.

      “You all know your jobs, and you all know your Marines now,” she went on. “This is it, people. It’s the fleet’s Hail Mary, as you put it, Henley.”

      The young human Marine smiled a little and nodded. “You got it, sir. It’s the one big throw that we hope upon hope gets us the win.”

      She nodded. “That’s it. A lot of it depends on us. We’ll have the fighter squadrons and the Army in support, but the Marines are taking lead here. We’ve been the ones most often with our boots on the ground, going toe-to-toe with the enemy. We know best and we know most how to fight them, how they fight, and what we’re likely to encounter.”

      For the next half-hour, she went over the plan again. They had been discussing it in various ways and through various training scenarios for the whole journey, but this was the last rehash before they would have to go down to the planet itself and put the plans into motion. There was really such a thing as reviewing too much.

      She wanted this to go as smoothly as possible. To be successful. To lose…well, as few lives as possible. Andy was a realist and knew she’d lose Marines—it was war, and that was inevitable—but she hoped it would not be many.

      After answering a few questions and offering whatever words of support she could, she stood back and watched them walk out.

      Several minutes later, the members of her own squad—those who’d become like family and friends in one—walked in for their own meeting. This briefing room was far too large for a squad-level gathering, but she didn’t really care. It didn’t seem like the time to worry about details like that.

      “So, we ready to go, boss?” Anath asked as he walked in. His expression attempted casual, but the look in his eyes ruined the effect.

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Andy replied, moving out from behind the podium and sitting on the table instead. “I have briefed as much as can be briefed, and I have planned as much as can be planned. Which means that—”

      “It’ll all go to hell the minute we come in contact with the enemy,” Roxanna supplied for her. “No plan survives first contact.”

      The colonel snorted by way of a laugh. “You got it. It’s nice to see you’ve been paying attention.”

      Dan dropped himself into a chair, his long legs stretching out in front of him. “Only occasionally. Don’t let her fool you,” he said with his trademark sardonic smile, although Andy noticed that smile hadn’t reached his eyes for months, except on rare occasions. Jade was usually involved in those moments, she had also noticed.

      “I pay attention more than he does, clearly, if he is able to know how often I’m paying attention,” Roxanna pointed out, ‘accidentally’ kicking his feet to one side as she passed him and sat in another chair.

      The levity of the moment rose and fell quickly, and everyone was suddenly somber again.

      It was the question lingering in the forefronts of all their minds: would they see each other again after this was over?

      Who would be dead before the day was over?

      Andy thought about it, and then tried not to think about it, and then thought about it specifically because she was trying so hard not to.

      “We are well trained,” Anallin offered in that flat-yet-sincere tone the Hanaran had managed to create over the months and more they had been together now. “We will do well, because we must.”

      “Yes, we must,” Andy agreed with a small smile.

      She wondered if it could really be that easy. Would it really come down to whoever wanted it the most, or felt the most drive to win?

      “Is the new ammunition ready?” Andy asked Anath. She hadn’t been down to that deck yet today. She’d planned to go after the briefing, but she had the feeling that her half-brother had already been there.

      She was right.

      “It is,” Anath replied, leaning against the table beside where she sat. “As much as they could make in the time we have. We’ll have a bunch of other stuff too, just to make sure we—what was the phrase she used—cover all bases?”

      Andy chuckled wryly. “Yes, that,” she said.

      They all just had to hope it would still be enough.
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      Six Hours Later…

      

      The ship jerked again, sending armored Marines back into walls and doorways to grip whatever they could to stay upright.

      It had been just over an hour and a half since the Planet Breaker first encountered Arkana defenses, but it was powering its way through them. Every fighter craft not slated to guard the troop ships to the surface was out there in space, fighting alongside the rest of the ESS craft that swarmed on every side of the massive ship of war.

      “No dawdling!” Andy shouted as she hurried down the corridor toward the flight deck.

      They had been in full armor the moment the ship detected enemy craft incoming, but then it had been a waiting game until they would head to the surface.

      Now, the word had gone out.

      Marines poured in a barely contained line of chaos into a barely contained mass of chaos, which were all the pilots getting to their planes and getting ready to launch. As Andy waved everyone to double-time it to their assigned dropships, she caught sight of Commander Godfrey moving across the deck, shouting orders to his pilots.

      “Colonel,” he called, catching her attention.

      “Get to the ship,” Andy told her squad, who ran on ahead while she stopped next to the wing commander. “Commander.”

      “Your people ready for a hell ride?” he asked with a grim smile as the ship shuddered underneath them and they instinctively grabbed each other to stay standing. “It’s gonna be rough.”

      Straightening up and letting go, she nodded once. “We’re ready. Are you? You get us on the ground. We’ll do the rest.”

      He returned the nod. “Spoken like a true Marine,” he said. “Get to your ship, Colonel, and I’ll get you down there.”

      The two parted ways quickly, because they each had a ship to get into. When Andy reached hers, she found all the Marines that were supposed to be there, already fastened into their seats. Most of them had that blank expression she had come to associate with “scared but damn well not going to show it,” which was something they taught you in basic training.

      “Hang on tight, boys and girls,” Andy shouted over the noise of the ship firing up as she walked in and found her seat. “I hear it’s going to be a bumpy one!”

      “Because our ride so far has been so smooth, sir?” Dan—of course, Dan—called out from a few seats away.

      “Shut up, Marine.” But she smirked.

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      In record time, Andy had her butt in the seat and every safety restraint fastened, knowing that the ship was going to take off with perhaps one or two less safety standards than usual to launch them out into the middle of a battle and try to not die on the way down.

      The dropship shuddered beneath them as they felt it lift from the deckplates.

      “Bay doors opening now,” their pilot announced from the cockpit, which they could hear through the open door. “Fighters are leaving the ship. We follow in three…two…one…”

      A split-second later, the ship lurched forward and flew out of the Planet Breaker faster than was usually permitted. They only had a few seconds of quiet flight before they were moving hard. There was only the bare minimum of systems to keep them from feeling the effects of the flight while the pilot tried to keep them from getting shot, or from colliding with another ship.

      “Remember, keep bandits away from the dropships,” came a voice not in the dropship. It took Andy a moment to realize that it was coming over the comms. There must have been a channel open between the fighters and the dropships.

      She recognized the voice of Commander Godfrey.

      “I’ve got contact,” another voice called, indicating the pilot had picked up something on her sensors. Seconds later, the female pilot clarified, “Bandits inbound! Angle off seventy-five, range twenty clicks.”

      “How many?” Godfrey asked, voice taut. There was silence for several long seconds before he repeated the question, “How many? Someone get me a count!”

      Another voice chimed in. “I’m reading. . .at least twenty. Sensors are having a hard time resolving the number of contacts, sir.”

      “Monitor them closely. Let the other squadrons do their jobs. We’re here to counter any that get through the first line of defense. Our job is the safety of the dropship.”

      “There’s more than twenty, and I’m picking up more bandits angle off two-eighty. Range, thirty clicks. The first group Ashes saw has been picked up by Phoenix Squadron, ten clicks out,” called another voice.

      “Four have broken away from Phoenix and are inbound. Angle off sixty-five, eight clicks… Seven,” the voice Andy now identified as “Ashes” said urgently.

      “Raptor One and Two flights, stay with the dropship. Raptor Three and Four flights, intercept our inbound bandits.” This was from Godfrey.

      Although the colonel had only met him once, and the rest not at all, she could still hear the edges to their voices. They were anxious, but they were steady. Professional. They sounded like her Marines, only they were flying jets in space while she was about to set her feet down on an entire planet that was hostile toward her and hers.

      “Roger,” came the call.

      A second later, however, the open channel became a cacophony of sound. The noise of battle seemed to be the same whether you were on the ground or in the air, and Andy could avidly picture that outside the Planet Breaker was a mess.

      “Twitch, you got one on your six!”

      “Well aware. A little help, Dusty?”

      “Working on it. Break left on my mark.”

      “Roger,” the voice of Twitch replied. A split-second later, Twitch called out, “They’re locked on me! Be quick!”

      “Break!”

      Several seconds went by. Even Andy felt her inner tension rising as she waited to her some sort of reply. “That was too close for comfort, Dusty.”

      “What can I say? I like to keep it exc—”

      There was static, followed by a panicked call from Twitch: “DUSTY!”

      “Twitch, Dusty’s gone. We got more incoming. Raptor One...Phoenix, we need backup.”

      “Focus, Red. We’re it right now.”

      “Twitch, we can scissor the trailing bandit. Bank right!”

      “On it.”

      Someone else broke through. “Four more have broken through! Ten clicks out.”

      “Dropship One, you might want to get a move on. We’re taking a pounding here.”

      Andy all but held her breath until she heard, “Dropship One, on the move. Let’s get through this as quick as we can.”

      Andy may even have held her breath after that, too.
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      By the time the battered dropship hit the ground, everyone looked a little green—except those who already were—but none hesitated. They unfastened themselves from their seats and took up their weapons, standing at the ready. A moment later, the hatch dropped open and they filed out like they had been trained to do.

      There were no hostiles in the immediate area, and soon the clearing was full of armed and armored Marines alongside a small number of ESS tanks.

      Andy and her squad, along with a second squad, took positions around one of the tanks while Anallin positioned itself atop with its specialized sniper rifle. Looking around, the colonel didn’t have to speak a word. They all knew their jobs and had already taken up their positions, either within or around the tanks.

      The ESS Marines began their slow march toward the city.
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      The Hanaran perched atop the slow-rolling tank felt its eyes clicking with its agitation, the inner set of clear eyelids snapping open and shut in a quick staccato rhythm to the rising emotions inside its head.

      It was a common misconception that its species was without emotions, simply because they did not display them in the same way as the majority of other races, but that was far from the truth. The Hanarans felt things quite strongly, but they did not display them outwardly nearly as much.

      Right now, Anallin could feel its anxiety rising high. They were deeper into enemy territory than they ever had been, and there was no easy way out. They were the boots on the ground to get from where they were, all the way into the heart of an opposing force that they were only “pretty sure” of the numbers of.

      It could be far worse than they realized to fight their way through it, or it could be far easier. While Anallin didn’t dwell on things like that as much as its human comrades did, it was still a concern that could not be ignored. The Hanaran was tasked with having to see everything and to remove threats as soon as possible, ideally before they became serious threats.

      They all knew that plan would only go so far, however, and depended on what they couldn’t be sure they would find…or not.
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      The tank moved slowly enough for Andy’s squad to walk around it. Everyone’s eyes were wide as they looked for any sign of the enemy. After their first five minutes of advance, Andy climbed on top of the tank and crouched near Anallin, so she could have her own birds-eye view as they advanced.

      All was quiet as they continued forward. Knowing things wouldn’t stay so quiet, Andy gave Anallin a faint smile before she climbed down and moved up to walk with Roxanna, who was on point. Anticipation was building, and with it, anxiety. It was the calm before the storm.

      And this storm would be a hurricane, a tornado, and an earthquake all in one.

      “I would make a comment about it being too quiet, but that seems to always jinx things,” Roxanna commented. Her voice was deceptively calm, but the opalescent swirling of her skin gave away her emotions.   

      Andy returned a wry half-smile. “Please don’t jinx us. We have enough stacked against us without you helping it.” She paused and sighed. “We both know this won’t last, and I’m not sure we want to think about how rough it’s going to get.” She’d already thought about all the ways this mission could go wrong. It didn’t help to dwell on such things, but it was almost impossible to avoid thinking about them.

      Any other thought Andy had dissipated when the path in front of her erupted in a cloud of dust, followed by the loud crack of the fired shot.

      Roxanna called out, “Sniper!”

      She, Andy, and the rest of the squad moved to take cover behind the tank.

      There was a metallic thonk as another shot ricocheted off the tank. Two more shots rang out. More than one sniper, Andy figured. There were at least two of them out there, and likely more than that. Andy peered around the tank. She could see the city walls and a couple of watchtowers. She’d bet money the snipers were in the watchtowers. “Anallin, can you see them?”

      “I’m looking, Colonel. I may.”

      Another shot landed uncomfortably close to Andy, who retreated behind the tank once more. Andy called out over the channel she had to the tank crew, “Any chance you can take out those watchtowers?”

      “Consider it done, Colonel.”

      “Anallin, tank turret will be turning. Watch yourself,” she called up next. She probably didn’t have to warn the Hanaran, but the last thing she wanted was for it to get injured by their own tank.

      A loud crack from atop the tank suggested Anallin had found one of the snipers. Another crack from Andy’s left came as another one of their snipers took a shot. There was a delay of a few seconds when Anallin called, “Got him.” There was a shout of success from the left.

      A split-second later, the tank Anallin was on rocked as it fired at one of the watchtowers. The Marines felt and heard the concussive force but held their stances. A second later, the targeted watchtower disintegrated.

      Andy kept scanning the strange, white Arkana buildings, looking for any remaining snipers.

      There was no more shooting for what felt like an eternity, but in reality could have been something like a minute. Andy had to wrestle with the fact that there was just no way to be sure, and they had to push forward.

      "Keep your eyes peeled. We're moving," Andy said into her comms, voice tight. She paused briefly, and then ordered, "Roll out." She watched as the tank got lumbering forward again.

      Andy walked more beside the tank now than behind it. Her Marines would be watching, and their colonel shouldn't be marching cowered behind cover. Quickly, everyone else also walked with less of that slight crouch of one who was cringing away from a potential hit.

      They moved slowly, warily, and with caution, but they still marched onward like Marines.

      Into the Arkana city.
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      As the dust of the crumbling tower dissipated, the ESS Marines of Second Company saw their opening into the city. Half was the opening that had been built there, and the other half was the crumbled remains of one edge of the wall.

      Just beyond that opening, however, they saw more of the enemy advancing toward them as they moved toward the city. This time, it wasn’t snipers in their towers but ground forces just like the ESS. Their gleaming white armor covering snow-white skin all but blended into the background of white-paved streets and white buildings.

      “Dad’s decorating sucks,” Andy murmured to Anath, who was on her other side. She said into her comms, “Incoming.”

      Soldiers moved back into cover just as the Arkana opened fire. Their energy pulses sizzled as they came into contact with the tank’s armor. They were streaks of colorful light against a pale backdrop that sliced through the dust still hanging in the air.

      In trained sequence, the Marines moved out to return fire. Meanwhile, the low rumble inside the tank built in the moments before it launched its own explosive volley into the enemy formation. A hole was opened, but enough Arkana soldiers remained on their feet to charge the ESS Marines before the tank got off its second shot.

      More shots were exchanged as the Marines used the tanks as cover, while the Arkana moved out in the open.

      Their numbers were drastically reduced by the time they reached the ESS lines, and those remaining were taken out swiftly.

      Andy didn’t like how easy that had seemed, and she knew deep down that there was much worse to come. Even so, she couldn’t do anything but order the Marine lines to continue their advance into the city.
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      The Marines pressed forward through a more open area beyond the walls and were now coming up on another circle of buildings. The streets and alleys that appeared to wind deeper into the Arkana city were small, reminding the humans present of old European city streets. Streets that were formed around pedestrian traffic, not around vehicles, and certainly not around an ESS tank. Their armored vehicles were not going any further. Oorah, Dan thought as he pressed himself against a wall and peered down a narrow alley.

      "Colonel, it presses close here," he said into his comms.

      Colonel Dolan walked up to the alley and took the wall opposite Dan. She leaned over and looked down the alley, as he had.

      "Hold up along this outer wall, and wait for my go," the colonel announced into her comms to all the Marines in the area under her command. Dan looked left and right. Stretched out along this section of the city were groups of Marines dismounting from tanks and other vehicles and lining up around entrances to the inner city.

      "On my word, I want you to move in. Keep an even pace. I don't want some group trying to race us in and end up alone," she said. "Don't dawdle, either. It looks like we have a lot of randomly winding streets and close buildings. It's urban combat, you all know the drill. Watch out for friendlies. Don't just shoot anything that moves," the colonel finished. Dan watched as she craned her neck and looked both ways down the line. Satisfied everyone was dismounted and ready, she gave her command.

      "Okay, Marines. Go," she said.

      Dan raised his weapon and walked into the alley.
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      After that initial wave and entering these streets that felt more like alleys than roads, things were noticeably...quiet.

      “Quiet” could have multiple meanings with an empath, of course, but the Arkana were notoriously hard to read, and they had been increasingly more difficult after every encounter. As they had learned, Arkana were able to amend their biology as well as manipulate their genetics, so they were clearly adding to their defenses against telepathy and empathy.

      It didn’t do much to make Roxanna’s tasks any easier. She often didn’t realize, or outright forgot, how much she relied on her Selerid senses in everything she did.

      As such, it was nearly impossible for her to be sure just how quiet this quiet was, but she knew she felt her commander’s attention on her, hoping for just that answer. The sergeant stretched her senses as far and as hard as she knew how to, but she just couldn’t be sure of what she was picking up on—or not, as the case may be.

      “It’s quiet,” the colonel said in a low voice. She was close enough to her sergeant to not have to use the comms.

      “Yes, it is,” Roxanna agreed, her purple eyes traveling everywhere at once. “If you’re hoping to have some sort of empathic insider information, I have to disappoint you. I sense...just noise. The tension of our own people is thick enough, but everything else is just...noise. Like white noise for the empathic senses.”

      “Fantastic,” she heard her colonel murmur.

      The feeling of oppressing tension only rose as they moved on, each squad or two taking to their own alleys to reconnoiter. It seemed that the longer they went without their lives coming under attack, the more fearful everyone became. Not that it stopped their advance, but to her, the feeling was impossible to miss.

      Suddenly, the colonel’s hand shot up with a fist in the silent ‘hold’ signal and everyone stopped. Dolan’s dark eyes flashed from side to side, and Roxanna knew that she had seen or heard something…

      Anath frowned, and the Selerid felt his recognition.

      “The drones!” he growled. “Find cover!”
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      Andy didn’t waste time giving the order, and then sending it over the comms, since it seemed unlikely they were the only ones about to come under automated fire.

      These narrow lanes were roughly three or four Marines wide, maybe five if they were slender, and the only cover to find were in the recessed doorways and the window alcoves along the otherwise smooth white buildings. There was barely enough for all of them, and sometimes it was a snug fit. Everyone settled themselves into opposing positions to be able to watch both directions, and they had barely made the move when the buzzing sound grew almost intolerably loud and the drones above opened fire.

      The energy weapons rapid-fired, sending a barrage of pulses that sounded a staccato rhythm against their own buildings. The initial fire came on so fast that they were hard-pressed to even return it.

      The colonel’s mind raced as she checked in with her various commanders, learning that almost everyone was pinned down the same way she and her immediate group was. It wasn’t that she hadn’t known about these drones. Anath had included their presence in his briefing about the city, so they knew they would encounter them at some point, but knowing in theory and planning was always a far different beast than actually dealing with it.

      “Does anyone have eyes on them?” Andy asked over her comms. “How many are we dealing with?”

      “I have spotted three so far,” Anallin reported back. “They’re fast.”

      “Can you get a shot on any of them?”

      “I’m working on it now, sir.”

      If anyone could do it, she knew it would be Anallin. The Hanaran had an uncanny ability, which made it so talented as a sniper in her squad. It had saved their butts with that skill on more than one occasion, and she couldn’t imagine having made it this far without it.

      And when the shots stopped impacting the building immediately to her left, she knew that Anallin had found a shot.

      That was, of course, when things got worse.
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      The Arkana drones reminded Anallin of the elaranan back home, which translated roughly to “viper bird.” They were flying creatures with multiple heads that would fly fast and spin in mid-air just as quickly, spitting out their venom like little bullets. These Arkana drones were much like that, with multiple “prong” structures sticking out around their circular bodies as they flew, spun, and spat.

      It was hard to see them, because they fired frequently. The firing pattern was not, however, an actual pattern—at least not one that Anallin was having any luck figuring out. It made observing it for more information hard and getting a shot at it even harder.

      “I think I’ve figured it out,” Jade said suddenly.

      With its surprise, Anallin’s eyes stopped clicking for several beats before picking up again.

      “Figured what out?”

      She turned her head briefly toward it, and the Hanaran saw her bright green eyes flash behind her combat visor. “The firing and movement pattern,” she replied plainly, with an edge that suggested she was surprised the question had even been asked.

      Anallin opened its mouth to ask how she had managed to do that when it had not, but then it remembered that she was the technological expert in the group. Perhaps there was something to that in how she had been able to find any sort of pattern recognition. So instead of asking what would likely be a stupid and possibly insulting question, it just nodded once.

      “Get ready,” she said, and Anallin nodded with an acknowledgement as she pointed in a specific direction.

      The Hanaran shifted its body to face that way.

      “Three… Two… One…” she counted down in between the shots.

      As she said “one,” the firing coming from the direction she’d pointed stopped. Anallin wasted no time in sliding out of cover, completely trusting her knowledge, and lifted the rifle. In a moment, it spotted the viper-bird-drone and took a swift shot.

      The dull white metal clinked, fizzled, and fell to the ground.

      Just as Anallin was preparing to swing back into the cover of the broad doorway they had sheltered in, Jade let out a short, truncated scream. The Hanaran turned back just in time to see her vanishing inside a rapidly closing door.
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      From all corners, Andy was getting reports of previously-thought empty doors and windows suddenly opening and snatching her Marines right off the bloody streets. They were trapped between the devil and the deep blue sea on this one, since they couldn’t move away from the potential traps without coming under fire from the drones circling in the air above these narrow city streets. And they couldn’t turn around and go into the buildings, guns blazing, lest they shoot their own comrades.

      Colonel Dolan, for a moment, felt like she was stuck between a rock and a gleaming white hard place.
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      The moment Jade felt hands on her, she let out a shout to alert the others, as well as just out of surprise. The buildings had all looked dark, and there hadn’t been any evidence that people were inside...but that was the chaotic nature of urban warfare.

      Not that she had time to wax philosophical.

      Her sound was cut short as she was hauled backwards into a darkened building, pushed back, and hit across the mouth. Her response was almost instantaneous, not even feeling the hit as she hauled back with her free hand to return the hit to her shadowy attacker. She couldn’t make out many details, even as her visor attempted to compensate for the dark, but she saw enough to know where the head was.

      She watched the silhouette stagger back just as she heard the shuffle of booted feet behind her. Gripping her rifle in both hands, she swung it back under her arm and jammed the butt of it into whoever was coming up from her flank. Her action was rewarded with a grunt and more feet-shuffling sounds that were clearly a stagger.

      Jade swung herself around to put her back toward where she remembered the door had been, at least so she hoped. She tried to put the two attackers she knew of in front of her, rather than at her back.

      By now, her eyes and visor were somewhat better adjusted to the incredibly low light level, so she was better able to make out the situation. It seemed that the two attackers she’d already hit were the only two around her, at least up close. If there were any others, they were buried far back in the truly impenetrable shadows ahead. If there were any there, she’d worry about them when they came at her.

      For now, she had two right in front of her at too close quarters for her gun.

      She wasted no time letting her gun hang from its sling around her shoulders and pulling her service knife. The one she’d punched in the face had recovered more quickly than the one she’d nailed in the middle, so that was the side that came at her first. The briefest, dimmest glint suggested to her that there was a weapon in her attacker’s hand too, but was it a blade or a gun?

      Either way, it was in the hand on the arm that she could just make out raising in attack.

      Her own hand shot up and caught the arm, managing to wrap her gloved fingers around his wrist—at least, she assumed it was a he. She held the arm up before it could reach her, but the battle of strength versus strength was notable. This Arkana was stronger than she was in sheer brute force, but she was quicker.

      While keeping his hand away, she reversed the knife in her hand and slashed out forward and up, aiming for whatever unarmed portion of the body she could find. A pained, strangled half-cry suggested her success as she turned her head and saw the other advancing on her.

      Still holding the one attacker’s arm, she shifted her weight back enough to kick the other in the gut and send (also presumed) him staggering back yet one more time. Turning back to the first one, she yanked his arm down and brought up her armored knee into his head. The spurt of blood from what she guessed was a broken nose was enough to make a sound against the floor.

      She pushed his groaning form away and heard him crash into the floor, and the groaning stopped in a way she could only think of as ominous...at least for him.

      Jade turned to see where the other one had gotten to, which was when she saw that he was upright again, because he came barreling into her. His momentum carried them both several steps backward and into the wall, which she hit first with a quiet thud and a grunt. Why his hands were empty enough to go for her throat, she didn’t know, but they were, and he did.

      Knowing that it would take a lot of effort for him to reach her throat with her armor and equipment on, she took that moment to jab forward with her knife. Unfortunately, this attempt hit a piece of armor and slid off. That was when his hands found her throat through and around everything, but she just gritted her teeth and focused.

      She brought her hands together and up through his arms, then turned. Her arm pressed against the joint of his elbow, breaking his stiff-armed hold enough for her to push into him and push him away. It was only a step, but it was enough to let her jam her boot into his knee and then aim for a better, more effective stab.

      This one scored, and he was down.
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      Outside the building, Colonel Dolan was doing everything in her power to contain the chaos.

      On the upside, it seemed that the yanking of Marines off the street seemed to have stopped, since there were no more angry shouts coming in across the comms. On the downside, there were still drones hovering above the alleys and shooting at them. The snipers were still working on taking them down, but there had been a long operation pause during the grabs.

      “We have got to get those drones down now!” Andy shouted into her comms, which was responded to by a chorus of snipers—at least those that were still out and about. “Those who are able, break off and try to retr—”

      Her words stopped in their tracks when she saw it: a line of Arkana soldiers marching down the street, surrounded but not hit by their own drones’ continuous hail of energy pulses.

      “Belay that. Snipers, concentrate on the drones. Everyone else, fire on those incoming hostiles!” she shouted over the noise.

      It didn’t take an empath to feel the tension rising beyond all previously-known levels while they all wondered, in the not-so-back of their minds, if they were about to be grabbed and drawn away. Wondering what happened to their comrades. Trying to figure out how to shoot out drones and soldiers while barely being able to come out from their various places of cover in these recessed doorways and windows.

      Andy noticed now that these soldiers were dressed like riot officers, with full-body shields held out by the front line as they advanced forward. The projectile bullets of the ESS primarily bounced off, drawing a long list of highly creative cursing to scroll through her mind.

      She held her firing for a moment as her eyes roved over the shield wall advancing on her and her soldiers. Her mind raced into the tactical as fiercely as it could, trying to piece out a weakness or…

      “Aim for the feet!” she called.

      “What, sir?” came one call. “Say again, Colonel.”

      “The shields don’t reach all the way to the ground. Try to hit their feet!”

      It was an order that balanced between the absurd and the obvious. The Arkana couldn’t have left their feet unprotected, could they?

      Andy wasn’t one to give an order she wouldn’t do herself, however, and was among the first to take the shot. She learned that the Arkana hadn’t left their feet unprotected, but they had overestimated their boots. Some shots were able to penetrate, while others didn’t, but all it took was a few to take down a couple of the shield-bearers, and thus open gaping holes in the wall.

      Holes that the ESS immediately took advantage of.
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      The sound of weapons fire outside nearly drew Jade back out to join her comrades, but she caught sight of something just beyond one of the bodies she had dropped.

      It looked like...a computer of some sort.

      Although all her training told her to go outside and fight, something else told her to look at this device. Her keen technical and analytical mind wanted to find out if she could use this to her advantage and fight with these skills as well, rather than just the gun and determination. When they had crashed on that miserable planet alongside that Arkana vessel, she’d had the chance to see how it worked…

      Maybe that information could help her now.

      Jade all but threw herself onto her knees in front of the small blinking light that she’d just barely caught sight of. She ran her gloved fingertips along the wall until she found what felt like a seam in the smooth metal. She took her knife and near-blindly guided the tip to the seam, wedging it in and carefully trying to pry the two apart.

      After a few minutes of cautious effort, the thin metal panel popped off and thunked into her chest armor. She was nearly blinded by the sudden wash of technological lights as they blinked and flashed, and she couldn’t help but think that all technology looked the same in the end. Then again, Arkana technology had been developed from human origins.

      She pulled one of her tools—a scanner—out of the cargo pocket of her pants, starting to scan the wires and chips and circuits. Although the ESS database in her scanner didn’t know what it was looking at, the image it built for her and the information that it did recognize was enough to give away a few secrets.

      This was some sort of communication device. What were the odds?

      If this was built for communication, then it was built to connect with things… The drones firing on her brothers and sisters-in-arms were technologically based as well, things that could be connected with.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she racked her memory for everything she had seen when she was inside that Arkana shuttle, and then later inside the captured Arkana ship that they had brought back to the service. She hadn’t spent as much time in the mechanical guts of that ship, but between the two of them, her experiences built a rudimentary foundation for hacking into this thing.

      “Please work,” she whispered as she started poking and pulling at wires.
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      Anath wished that he could understand how something could be so familiar and so alien, all at the same time.

      The city streets that were gleaming white and running with red were lanes that he had walked many times as he grew up, and then also moved through during his training. He knew exactly what street they were on now, and he knew all the buildings that lined it. It was a “business” district, but that didn’t mean much on this planet.

      Most of the businesses were run by former soldiers who would rather be out there fighting but had finally aged out.

      Now here he was, walking through those old warhorses’ businesses, firing on the young ones still in the soldier side of society. He had once been one of them, but now he was shooting them down. Killing many, but he’d already killed so many...even those he hadn’t pulled the trigger on. If they’d been captured, then they had killed themselves.

      Even as he rolled out of cover and took a shot before moving back out of the line of sight of one of the drones, he wondered in the deepest parts of his mind why he was doing this… Why was he on this side of the line, rather than that one?

      The answer remained so simple as to be painful: his father was wrong, and the universe did not need a wash of snow to bury it all out of its diversity. He had seen the power of that diversity inside the ESS, inside his own sister. He believed as she did, and deep down, he knew now that he always had.

      This was the final sweep. The war would end here, one way or the other. If they were victorious, they could build a better future.

      He just had to believe in that.

      And keep firing.
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      The sound of the colonel shouting orders outside the building was enough to nearly make Jade drop everything she was doing and rush outside, but she forced herself to hold. She knew that what she was doing here would be more help, if it worked… So it had to work. She’d make it work.

      She wasn’t sure she could have imagined that this was her destiny when she signed up for the Marines, but she’d make the most of it.

      Jade’s toolkit was small, given it had to fit in the pocket of her pants, but it had just enough to get the job done. Sometimes, she just had to use her fingers. Her gloves protected her from most of the little shocks that came from wires she spliced through, although an occasional sting managed to find its way through the very tip of the fingers where the fabric was a little thinner.

      Even when this happened, she ignored it and focused on the task.

      Every so often, she would have to stop and scan things again to check on the power flow and the coding. The Arkana had Earth origins. but they had developed their own technological and linguistic paths. Still, she’d now seen enough of it to figure out...just barely enough.

      Three blinking blue lights changed to green as she wired in yet one more spliced connection before swapping one circuit board for another, which set off another trio of lights from blue to green.

      Was green good for the Arkana? She hoped so. She seemed to remember it being so in the vessels she’d been in.

      The relentless sound of drone fire outside, which she could pretty easily distinguish from the weapons fire of the soldiers on the ground, told her that while she thought she was making progress, she wasn’t there yet. Blowing out a harsh, frustrated breath, she pulled the scanner out again and started running it while it was in one hand, while she used her other to shift over another circuit board. Staring at the bright little screen, she watched as the energy readouts changed with yet one more change in the color of the lights.

      Where did they have time to wage war, when they were arranging all these light colors, she wondered.

      She took another spliced wire and pressed it into the newly-moved circuit board. There was a faint fizzing sound, and for an instant, her heart fell into her stomach as she worried that she’d done the wrong one and ruined the whole thing. Her bright green eyes widened behind her visor as she stared at the circuit and wire she’d just manipulated, and she held her breath as she waited…

      ...and waited.

      Just when she was about to give up hope, the lights flashed twice and then came on steadily.

      The new streams of code she could read on her scanner showed that she had managed to connect the two, using her scanner device like a remote control.

      A few commands and several seconds later, she heard the drone fire stop.
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      Things changed very suddenly.

      The ESS Marines were still being fired at by the encroaching Arkana shield wall, although the wall had more than a few holes in it now, but there was a sudden layer of silence to the battle that hadn’t happened since the drones had appeared. Their buzzing and their rapid-fire shots were quite abruptly gone.

      After a half-second, Jade’s voice appeared in Andy’s ear.

      “Colonel!” the younger Marine exclaimed. “Private Martin reporting. I’ve disabled the drones. I can’t swear that it will last, but it should buy us some time.”

      “Good work, Private!” Andy replied with both surprise and relief. “Return to the line. We’re about to move.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Her platoon leaders began reporting in that their Marines were recovered, at least most of them. Either the abducted had fought off their attackers like Jade had, or their comrades had gone after them and retrieved them amid the chaos. There were two, however, reported dead. Andy didn’t have the time to mourn, though.

      They had to get moving. To stay here would mean more deaths and no steps closer to achieving their reason for being here.

      It was easier to fight their way ahead through the already weakened wave of Arkana without the drones overhead, and Andy didn’t want her people to waste any time in doing just that—just in case the drones “woke up” again.

      Once having overcome the enemy soldiers, the Marines continued forward toward their objectives. As they did, the streets grew a little more winding and complex. The map that Anath had provided was enough to keep each group on track, but the colonel noticed that they were increasingly spread out.

      That wasn’t an ultimate issue, since different groups had different objectives. Hers—which consisted of her own squad and platoon as well as three others—was the march onward toward the palace, where others including the Army would meet them to converge on their final objective.

      The ‘subduing’ of her father.

      Although she knew what they were really doing here.

      For several minutes, which paradoxically passed in the blink of an eye and the length of an eternity, there were no attacks. Although fully prepared and guns up, the Marines all proceeded forward along their streets and paths without any impediment.

      Naturally, this made Colonel Dolan ever tenser.

      She wondered where they were going to come from next. Tactically, she could see four options: either they’d come through the windows and doors again, or from above like the drones had, or from forward or behind.

      So…basically, from anywhere. Underground seemed unlikely, but with these guys, she wouldn’t rule it out.

      Andy and her squad reached an intersection of streets, and she called the group to a halt, hearing the echo of the command behind her in the squads trailing hers. With everyone at a stop, Andy nodded at Jade, who pulled out her scanner to check the map and their path. After a few moments, which was several moments too long, Jade nodded straight ahead. “Keep on straight,” she said.

      “You heard the woman,” Andy said, gesturing for them to continue.

      It was only a few moments before they all came to a halt again, this time when Dan’s head snapped to one side. “Do you hear that?”

      Andy stopped them, and they listened for a moment. She expected to hear the buzzing of the drones again, but that wasn’t what she heard. After a split-second, she could make out...a hissing sound. As if air was escaping from something. They all started looking around until Roxanna pointed to a knee-high cylinder—made out of white metal, of course—that sat at the edge of a building, looking like it was meant to be there.

      But suddenly, the colonel was pretty sure it wasn’t.

      She was about to order a quick retreat, but the canister beat her to it. The hissing stopped, and then there was a very loud popping sound before gray smoke began pouring out of it at an alarming rate.

      For a moment, Andy suffered the utterly inane thought of: Apparently, the Arkana can make something that’s not white or blue… Although they didn’t have time to scan it, she didn’t need scans to know what they were dealing with.

      “NBC! Mask up!” she called, following her own order quickly before following up with, “Retreat!”

      She had no idea just what kind of terrible surprise the Arkana had left for them. Andy couldn’t imagine that it was anything that would break apart their buildings, but it could well melt through one of her Marines if they got caught by it. The masks would likely only go so far.

      The squads of now-masked Marines made a hasty retreat to where had been safe just moments ago, though not without checking both directions the whole way. Once they reached the intersection, they continued the way they had come—

      —only to discover that another canister had been set off, and very close to the intersection itself.

      Everything happened even more quickly then.

      They began to move to one of the side streets.

      A canister rolled into the intersection itself.

      The squads had to split in what directions they could, and just hope that the side streets weren’t similarly set with traps.

      Shortly after retreating into the left-side street, Andy looked and didn’t see any new plumes of gray smoke, but she also didn’t see all the members of her squad. She called them to a cautious halt when she was able to see that the smoke wasn’t flowing into their street, even though it was still visible in the middle of the intersection.

      The wind wasn’t blowing toward them, so she took the time to make contact.

      “We are in the right-hand street, Colonel,” Anallin reported after a moment. “The intersection appears still thick with the smoke and we can’t cross.”

      ‘We’ in this case was Anallin and Jade. Andy saw Dan and Roxanna with her.

      Of course not. “Proceed forward with extreme caution. Watch for any more of those canisters. All of these streets intersect again, so we’ll reconnect there.”

      “Understood, sir.”
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      The street continued roughly straight, and everyone was hyper-vigilant and on the lookout for any more of those canisters. For whatever reason, though, they didn’t see any more. That didn’t stop any of them from expecting one to come rolling toward them or flying out of a window at any moment, of course.

      Roxanna assumed the role of checking the scanner, which they were all equipped with, but didn’t all need to be referencing. She had located where their street would intersect with the one the rest of their group walked along, and the information had been conveyed. For Andy’s half, they had what appeared to be a courtyard or city square to cross.

      This knowledge had Andy even more unnerved, which was really a remarkable feat when you thought about it.

      These narrow streets were not ideal, but they had been as adapted to as they could, whereas a wide-open courtyard was introducing a new element. Her tactical mind raced to accommodate every possibility, even though she knew there were dozens that she couldn’t conceive of until she saw them right in front of her.

      The colonel stopped herself from going too far down that mental path. It wouldn’t help her or her people.

      All too soon, the large, open square framed by tall, glistening buildings came into sight, and they were moving toward where the street emerged into it. Andy could see at least a dozen places where snipers could position themselves, although no one had taken any shots at them yet. There didn’t seem to be any ideal cover, but at least they could keep from crossing the middle.

      Cold comfort, that.

      Andy directed everyone by hand gestures to stay near the buildings as they made their way to the road they needed, moving as quickly and carefully as possible. Up ahead, another squad was moving into the same courtyard as they made their way onward toward the palace as well. Andy and the squad leader acknowledged each other before following similar Marine protocol to try to get through this wide-open space alive.
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      The wear and tear on Roxanna’s empathic senses and her ability to shield herself against the greatest excess of others’ emotions was being put to the test even more than she’d anticipated during this little...stroll through the Arkana capital city. There was nothing like seeing the sights of a new planet with one’s friends, right?

      “Ahead,” Roxanna suddenly announced as a small, moving bit of white against white caught her eye. It was closer to the second squad emerging in the area, and they announced their spotting of it over the comms at the same time as the Selerid.

      “Report,” Andy ordered, since they couldn’t see it as clearly just yet between the blending of all the non-color and the light reflecting off it all.

      After a moment, the report came in over the open channel. “It’s an Arkana woman, Colonel. She’s dressed as a civilian and is walking toward us with her hands up. She appears to be unarmed.”

      “Do not allow her to approach,” Andy ordered quickly.

      Over the comms and across the square, they heard the other squad leader call out ‘halt’ in a loud, commanding voice. They waited tensely to see if the moving white figure would stop, but she didn’t.

      The squad leader repeated the command, even more forcefully, and held up a hand to try a gesture as well as a word. They had never before run into an Arkana who couldn’t understand their language, but they had also never been on the Arkana home world.

      Visor-covered eyes and gunsights watched tensely to see if the Arkana woman would obey the command and stop her advance. Roxanna was almost choked with the feeling, but she focused on the woman and on her duty, their surroundings, lest this be a distraction. She could make out the woman better now, and she was clearly not dressed as a soldier.

      Her hair was long and loose, hanging over an equally long and loose pale gown. The wind was low, so the fabric of the dress hung still and heavy.

      The more noticeable thing, however, was that she didn’t stop walking.

      “She’s not stopping, Colonel,” came the tense voice of the squad leader in closer proximity to the woman. “She hasn’t acknowledged anything I’ve said or done.”

      Roxanna almost heard the colonel’s back teeth crunch together. The woman was getting close to the other squad, far too close, and still proceeding forward. There was a hard, harsh decision to be made, and it rested on Dolan’s shoulders. She had a few heartbeats to make it before buying a bigger risk for all of them.

      “Take the shot, Sergeant,” Andy ordered tightly. “If she won’t stop, she’s to be considered a hostile.”

      There was a pause of a heartbeat. “Repeat, sir?” the squad leader said.

      The colonel hissed with a sharp intake of the breath.

      The woman was still walking toward them. Hands up.

      “Take the shot, Sergeant. That’s an order, Marine,” Andy replied quickly. “She is behaving as a hostile.”

      And yet the hesitation continued, and the shot wasn’t fired.

      “Thomas!” Andy snapped at Dan.

      Without Anallin, the team didn’t have its usual sniper, but Dan was a decent marksman and had a good chance of making the shot at this distance. The lance corporal shifted his position in line and lifted his rifle, sighting quickly and then pulling the trigger.

      The shot was true, and it proved the point.

      Under that long, large dress, there must have been explosives. The Arkana woman exploded in a barrage of metal and smoke that no human or Arkana body could do without some sort of incendiary assistance. The fireball that followed rushed outward, consuming the nearest Marines and sending the others dodging fast to get out of the way.

      Roxanna heard the colonel’s venomous curse as they all instinctively turned their heads enough to shield their eyes from the burning light just ahead of them.

      “Colonel,” came the shaky voice of a corporal in the other squad. “They didn’t make it, sir.”

      She didn’t have to elaborate.

      Andy’s teeth gritted again for a moment before she lowered her head slightly, eyes straight and determined. Her words were wrapped in steel. “Hold position until we group with you, and then we’ll move forward together. Keep your eyes open. We can’t trust anyone, or anything, here.”
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      Nerves were running higher than high as Anallin, Anath, and Jade, isolated as a Marine unit of three, made their way forward through the Arkana city streets following Anath’s memory. So far on their quest to rejoin the rest of their squad, they had managed to avoid any more canisters of gas spewing at them.

      “I get dragged away into a dark building and fight my way out to reunite with my squad, just to get separated again?” Jade groused quietly as they made their way forward, cautious but as quick as they could.

      “You’re not alone this time,” Anallin pointed out pragmatically.

      “For which I’m grateful,” Jade said sincerely.

      Anath listened to the short-lived banter but didn’t join in, as he normally would have been inclined to do. The deeper into the city they got, the more unsettled he became, which he would not have thought even possible before that moment. It was hard, at times, to keep his mind focused on the task immediately before him.

      Instead, he kept wondering what would happen once they reached the palace. What would happen when they reached his father?

      The sound of weapons fire—the ping of ricocheting projectiles—ahead cut into his thoughts.

      Their comms filled with Marine chatter about encountering enemy soldiers ahead, and replies from nearby ESS to lend assistance. Anallin and this little group was among them, and the three hurried on forward toward the sound of the fighting.

      Between the map and the auditory clues, they moved around the corner of a building, but then cut through a small alley between two others in the hopes of flanking the enemy attacking their fellow Marines. Threads of concern wound around his mind that his memory, and thus his directions now, as well as the map he’d given them, was faulty and they weren’t heading where they needed to go…

      Anath in the lead, they came around another corner to be greeted with a half-panicked shout of “Arkana!” and all spinning to take a shot.

      A pair of bullets ricocheted off the building just to his left before Anath realized that this new group had, in the heat of the moment, thought him one of the enemy.

      “Cease fire!” This is from Anallin, whose voice was more commanding than Anath had ever heard it be as it called to the others to not kill their ally.

      There was one more bullet, but the trajectory showed that the shooter pulled up just enough at the very last second.

      “Dammit!” one of the other Marines shouts. “We were responding to the call and then saw the flash of a white face, and—”

      Anath held up a hand. “It’s okay. Let’s just...go help now.”

      Truth be told, his heart felt like it was about to jump right out of his chest to have narrowly avoided dying amid the chaos.

      But he had to keep moving. Forward. They had to keep moving forward.
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      Every corner of the city was in turmoil.

      The ESS Marines, as well as the infantrymen of the Army, marched through the capital like a wave of color against a sea of nothingness, although there were a lot of guns and many enemies inside that white void. Both sides, though, bled red.

      And both sides did plenty of bleeding.

      Every group of righteous invaders marched their way slowly, laboriously, tragically onward to their destinations. Many things had to happen to make this successful, and they were all acutely aware of the fact that they didn’t have all the time in the world to do them. With every shot fired, that time whittled down even further.

      Clocks ticked loudly in every soldier’s head.

      Their targets constantly seemed to move further away the more resistance that the enemy put up…
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      As an Arkana soldier rushed at Andy from a side street, she wasted no time acting on reflex to slam the butt of her rifle straight into her enemy’s throat. The soldier—in the melee, she couldn’t tell if it was male or female—stumbled back with a gurgling noise. The colonel just watched for a moment through her cracked visor-plate before turning back to the fray.

      The palace was in sight up ahead, built into the pale green hillside. When blood wasn’t dripping in front of her eyes, she could see it.

      But, as expected, there was a veritable horde of Arkana soldiers between them and it.

      She knew her strength was finite and could already feel it flagging, and yet that contrasted with the constant flow of adrenaline that still pumped through her veins. She might collapse from exhaustion when this was all said and done, but she was going to make it to the end. She would have said ‘even if it killed her’ but she was all too painfully aware that it just might.

      Shouting orders, she kicked another Arkana soldier in the mid-section as she swung her rifle back around for a shot. He was on her again too quickly and knocked the weapon back on its sling and out of her hands, leaving her to grapple with him. They exchanged blows, and she knocked his own weapon away from her before pulling her sidearm and firing into his helmet.

      “Thomas!” she shouted over the comms as she turned and saw a soldier starting to emerge from the alley across from her, coming in behind Dan. “On your right!”

      She had just a moment to see him turn and fire into the soldier about to flank him.

      That was when they all got flanked, or at least caught off-guard.

      With the palace so much in view, they ended up in view of the small towers lining the entrance to the now-visible palace road. Apparently, these towers had snipers in them as well, and they chose this moment to open fire. The energy bolts burned bright and hot as they hit one Marine, center mass, or burned into the white paved street.

      “Snipers!” Roxanna shouted in her ‘sergeant’ voice. “Find cover!”

      The Marines dove behind the edges of buildings and back into the recessed doorways around them, although not without some inward trepidation about ambushes lying in wait just behind those windows and doors. Still, it wasn’t like any of them had any choice. If they avoided these places, they would stay out in the open too long and would get caught by the sniper fire.

      There was already one of her Marines clutching a scorched shoulder while his squad-mate used their field med-kit to tend to it in their narrow confines.

      Just as Andy was setting her mind on fire to figure out the best strategy out of this, her comms erupted with chatter. She couldn’t parse it out and was about to snap at everyone to shut up and take turns, but then something happened that helped her figure out just what had happened.

      A pair of fighters swooped low over the city and shot out the guard towers, with the snipers inside them.

      The team had gotten through and disabled the city shield! The fighters were now free to aid the fight within the capital, and in turn free up some of the Marines to continue on to their objectives.

      There were still soldiers guarding the roads to break through, but suddenly, the palace seemed a lot closer.
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      The fury of every deity of every and any race known to man, and some not, could not compare to the wrath of the ESS as it descended upon the Arkana capital city. Be it army infantryman, Marine, or fighter pilot, they pressed forward through the glistening white walls like a tidal wave. Breaking around the occasional obstacle before coming back together and flowing onward.

      Always onward.

      Andy led her people like an avenging angel with a rifle. She felt the dried blood, stinging bruises, and possibly damaged ribs as she fought, but she knew she couldn't afford to stop now. The palace, their goal and target, was in sight. Enemy soldiers stood between her and that building, but they were all that was left to remove before they were inside. It was all that was left in their way, and this knowledge bolstered her strength and fortitude.

      There were no snipers firing on them from here, nor any strange canisters rolling toward them. It was point and shoot, moving from limited cover to firing stances with almost mechanical precision, gained from long hours of drills and repetition. Here, the Arkana soldiers seemed to throw themselves into their defense with something near to desperation. It was an almost visible aura to their movements, which only got worse the further forward the Marines managed to press.

      Over her earpiece, Andy heard reports of their similar assaults at the only other entrance into the palace. Their mission was to prevent escape, especially of their target. The fighters covered the sky and any aerial attempt, and the streets were increasingly filled with the ESS.

      Anath assured them that there was no other point of escape, there was nowhere for anyone inside—nowhere for their father—to go.

      They crested the top of the low rise of the road to the palace, watching as a fresh group of guards began to spill free. One was shot down before even breaching the door, the body falling over the threshold as the large white door began to slide shut again. It balked as it neared the body, however, some failsafe sending it back into the wall for a moment before trying again, to the same effect. The door was effectively unlocked, just waiting for the force heading its way.

      “Keep the pressure on ’em, Marines!” Andy shouted loud enough to be heard over the chaos even without the comms. “The door!”

      Andy’s rifle bucked with familiarity against her shoulder armor as she took a shot at an Arkana soldier nearer to the door, before swinging around and cracking the faceplate of another soldier who’d had the audacity to sneak up too close on her left. Why he, or she, hadn’t shot her, she had no idea, but she didn’t care.

      Something splattered against her visor, and her head snapped around just in time to see the falling body of another Arkana with Anath standing just behind them, sidearm in hand.

      “Thanks,” she said with a half-smile.

      That was as much of a moment she afforded them both as they turned and rushed ahead again. That door was like a portal onto the final step of this whole, bloody mess of a war, of what their lives had become, and there was no way she wasn’t getting them all to it.

      From that moment, it passed in a blur.

      Guns fired and ricocheted.

      Energy pulses sizzled.

      The world became shades of white, red, and gray.

      Everything was noise.

      Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Dolan’s squad was the first to breach the door of the Arkana palace.

      Two guards were subdued immediately, and more Marines followed them in.

      “This way,” Anath said, hugging the wall as he began moving.

      The area they had entered was something of a T-junction, with a wall directly ahead of them and halls going to either side. These curved as they went on, preventing any great distance for line of sight. Anath was leading them down the right-hand side, but Andy knew from their pre-mission briefings that either direction could lead them to the throne room eventually. The palace was made up of many circles.

      Andy ordered specific squad leaders to follow her, while directing others to head the other way.

      She was determined that it would be her and her squad to initially confront her father, but she was still a Marine. Still a leader. So long as the Marines found him, it didn’t really matter who it was.

      At least, that’s what she had been reminding herself of ever since the planning for this mission started in earnest.

      Leading from the front, Andy covered one side of the hall while Anath covered the other, with the rest of the Marines behind them. Anallin stood in between to pick off anyone coming out ahead of them the moment there was a shot.

      Once they began moving after the initial two guards, the hallway was frighteningly empty and quiet.

      “Watch the rear,” Andy ordered, struggling to pitch her voice low after shouting for the whole time they’d been fighting their way through the streets. The last thing they all needed was to finally break through into the palace but be so focused on their goal that they got shot down from behind.

      As she felt her adrenaline rise higher—breath feeling more and more shallow as her heart beat even harder—she had a moment where she was absurdly drawn into the surprised thought that she didn’t think she could have had any adrenaline left.

      “Three-way junction coming up,” Anath announced tightly. “We’re going left.”

      “Copy that,” Andy replied, voice just as taut.

      From where they stood, she couldn’t yet see the junction coming up, but there was a pronounced curve to the corridor that they were heading toward. All these blind curves and corners were unnerving, but knowing her father—even as little as she actually did—it was a plan of his in some way.

      They came around the curve, and the strange quiet that had been with them now dispersed as Arkana soldiers came from all three entries of the junction. Two fell from shots from behind Andy, as the Marines reacted faster. Some energy pulses flew past her head, but she didn’t hesitate to return fire.

      Noise and light and smoke. The close confines of the corridor just added to the chaos of the moment, but none of them stopped until the shots stopped flying toward them.

      “Keep moving,” Andy ordered. “We’re almost there.”
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      “Door ahead,” Anath said.

      Jade hadn’t kept even an idea of the time and turns that had passed since they entered the palace, but she knew that her future memories—if she survived this day—would be overwhelmingly of white. The interior and exterior of the building was all the same, just like the city and just like its people. Occasionally a hint of blue, and of course plenty of red, but it was otherwise all white.

      It was like being trapped in an arctic hell that wasn’t cold.

      “It’s always locked,” Anath said, “but I should be able to get through it.”

      “It must have changed since you were here,” Jade heard the colonel say, even though she kept her tone low.

      The colonel’s half-brother nodded. “I know a few tricks, though. I wasn’t the most well-behaved adolescent child of our august leader.”

      Dolan snorted at that.

      They came around another curve—too sloped to be a corner and too sharp to see around. The whole place seemed to be made of them. The architect must have gone insane.

      As the new section of corridor opened before them, it widened drastically into a huge, rather ostentatious hangar bay-like door. Then again, everything about this place seemed that way, given it was called a palace in the first place.

      “Cover,” Anath said, slinging his rifle back and kneeling beside the huge door. As Dolan directed them all into a position to cover his back, he typed into a small panel in the wall. Nothing happened, and he tried again. Still nothing. “Figures,” Jade could hear him mutter before he knelt beside the door and pulled a panel off. He began fussing around inside it.

      A few sparks and curses later, and they seemed no closer to getting through that door than they had been minutes earlier. Tension was rising for how long they would have before they were swamped and trapped here.

      “With your permission, Colonel?” Jade ventured.

      “Granted,” Andy said quickly. Jade was no empath, like the sergeant, but she could hear the tension as clearly in their leader’s voice as she felt it in herself.

      Jade moved back with precision, keeping her gun up until another Marine covered the gap, then she slung it back and moved beside Anath. “Sir?”

      “It seems they’ve changed more than just the code,” he admitted to her ears.

      “The enemy knows very well that you’re on our side now, sir,” Jade said, almost embarrassed to speak too freely in such circumstances. “But I worked on that fallen craft on the planet, and in the building here in the city. I think I can do it. Sir?”

      “Go for it,” he said, seeming almost embarrassed as well for not being able to open the door when he’d been sure he could.

      Jade nodded once and then said nothing else, grabbing her toolkit from the leg pocket of her uniform pants and getting right to work. Her eyes moved quickly, identifying the familiar circuits and wires while simultaneously making mental markers of the ones that she didn’t recognize. This should be easier than having to hack those drones, she thought, since it was just hijacking a door opening mechanism.

      She sliced through a wire, disconnecting it from one glowing circuit to bring it over to another. She examined the set just below it.

      “Don’t touch that one,” Anath said suddenly, pointing to one circuit and wire bundle. “They haven’t changed everything on me, and that one is a failsafe against doing something like this.”

      “Understood,” Jade said. “Thanks.”

      She probably would’ve done that one next, since it seemed logical, and relief flushed through her at his timely interruption. Leaving that one alone, she moved onto the next. Knowing Arkana technology as much as she did, which was probably more than anyone outside of ESS R and D, she figured two more would do the trick.

      “We’ve got company,” she heard Dan announce behind her.

      A moment later, the shooting started up again. There was nothing like a soundtrack to one’s work, right?

      Jade tried to drown out the sounds of combat behind her and just focus on getting through these next two bundles. She wouldn’t let it be on her head that they were stuck like fish in a barrel to be shot down.

      “One more,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Another moment more and she finished the last one. As predicted, the large door split open, with one part rising into the ceiling and the other into the floor.

      “Move!” Dolan ordered.
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      With enemy soldiers close behind them, Anallin was moved to cover the front and take out any that came up at a distance as they all worked their way through the door. The Hanaran sighted forward through the opening, seeing no one at first, but it knew that wouldn’t last long.

      The doorway was only a little narrower than the previous halls had been, so they began pushing through in much the same way they’d been moving since entering the palace. There was a slight crush to it, but they pushed through. Anallin was there with the colonel while Anath and Jade prepared to bring up the rear.

      “Martin,” Dolan said. “Can you shut it after us? Lock it and buy some time?”

      “I think so, Colonel,” Jade called back in between the sounds of bullets and pulses.

      The room they moved into after the door was something large and wide open. Anallin could see immediately that it was higher than a single story, with balconies lining the several sections of the second floor. From up there, it would be a sniper’s dream, but from the ground, it was closer to a nightmare.

      “Stay right,” Dolan ordered, with most of the balconies so far being on the right side. It would make a harder shot for anyone above, but Anallin took out Arkana soldiers that it saw coming out into these openings as quickly as it could.

      Less guns above would be the best defense against snipers.

      “We need to get to the other side,” Anath said.

      “Move fast,” Dolan ordered immediately after. “Martin, get that door shut when the last Marine is through. Try to take out the soldiers behind us before she does.”

      They did their best, shooting back through the opening of the doorway while Anallin tried to make sure no others shot their heads. Once the last Marine was through, Jade all but launched herself at the panel beside the door, ripping out wire bundles with far less grace than she’d shown in opening the door.

      Perhaps closing it was an easier task.

      After a moment, the door slammed shut. Just as it did, Anallin saw more Arkana rushing for it and shooting wildly, but to no avail.

      “Move it!” the colonel yelled.

      And they did.
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      They hurried through the wide-open hall as best they could, and Roxanna by now could taste everyone’s tension on her tongue. She had heard humans, and others with adrenal systems, describe the feeling as sometimes tasting metal in their mouths. This was like that, and she almost wondered if it was her own system causing that feeling, or if she was absorbing some new level of sensations from the people around her, who were primarily human.

      She felt it when two Marines were taken out during their rush, and she knew that it was too late to do anything about either of them.

      Forcing their way ahead, there was another doorway that Anath was leading them toward. This one, however, was simply an open frame. There didn’t seem to be any inner panels shut against them that had to be manually wired into permitting their passage. Of course, the Selerid could only just hope that they wouldn’t wait until Marines were on their way through before doing just that and crunching one of them.

      Roxanna stopped that thought before it got too far. Negativity would serve her nothing by dwelling too long on the possibilities. She just had to focus, identify a problem, and do the best she could with it.

      While their own snipers and marksman kept their watch against those above, and the leaders kept to the front and brought them along, Roxanna and the others watched the side and the wide-open space that was to their left. It looked like some sort of grand ballroom, the sergeant thought, although there was no party being held now.

      Anath and Dolan made their way through the opening first, Anath moving against the wall and indicating that they were going right. The colonel conveyed this order to the rest of the Marines.

      “Move fast through the door,” she ordered, and Roxanna knew that Dolan had had the same thought she’d had.

      Despite how tired and weary and scared and tense everyone was, they still moved with the speed, determination, and well-trained precision that was expected of an ESS Marine. That was expected by Colonel Dolan. Grief for those they had to leave behind. Concern for those pulled aside by medics. Still, they moved forward.

      This next corridor was narrower than the last, like it wasn’t expected to conduct as much traffic as the corridors closer to the outside of the building. Everything felt a little more austere, as well, with the wall paneling and floors being not quite so glistening and bright. It gave the Selerid the feeling that they were moving into a more “behind the scenes” area of the palace.

      Dolan’s squad pulled a little ahead, taking point to watch for incoming enemy soldiers and for Anath to keep leading the way toward the throne room. Even the name of that was ridiculous, Roxanna thought. Selerid was not a planet with a monarchy. She’d never even heard of such a thing until joining the ESS and meeting other races, learning Earth history.

      The narrower corridor made for a more compact walking pattern, which would help as much as it would hurt the Marines. It made fewer enemies able to cluster together to attack, but it also made it harder to amass a broader defense.

      “T-junction. Left,” Anath said. Dolan relayed the order down through the squad leaders.

      Roxanna felt that they would never make it back out of here on their own. If their mission was successful, however, it likely would not be as hard on the way out as the way in…

      Something shifted.

      It was subtle, and in the heat of their present moment, she almost didn’t notice it. She did catch it, though, and frowned as she tried to split her attention just to understand where it was coming from. She saw the T-junction ahead, with a low bank of consoles. She realized that what she sensed change was from Anath. While it was true she couldn’t read most Arkana, she knew him, and that made a difference.

      What was it, though? Surprise? Concern?

      “Those weren’t—” he began as they made their way forward slowly, turning to the left. Roxanna saw him frown but walk on, until stopping and looking back.

      It happened quickly, then.

      And yet in slow motion.

      The Marines of the colonel’s squad made a curve around the turn, with Anallin on the “outside” of it. It put the Hanaran nearest to the consoles, or whatever they were. It was these that had caught Anath’s attention. There was a sense of dawning awareness, of realization, as the Arkana-turned-ESS-Marine turned back around.

      “Anallin, move—”

      It was too late.

      One of the small boxes exploded. It wasn’t a big explosion, considering, but the Hanaran Marine was directly beside it when it did. It took the full brunt of it, effectively shielding the others in the process.

      The body was thrown back, catching Roxanna almost full-on and sending her into the wall with a bloody, charring squad-mate against her.

      The Selerid stared down at its body, shuddering as she sensed the body—the corpse. The light, the life, was all gone. It had happened in an instant and was thorough. Dolan was suddenly in front of her, though no one else seemed able to move.

      “Is…”

      “Anallin is gone,” Roxanna said numbly, overwhelmed by the sudden absence in the being that was so physically close to her at that moment.

      “I— I tried,” Anath stammered.

      “It was too fast,” Dolan said. “Help move the body off the sergeant. We can’t—” Her voice cracked, but she recovered quickly. “We can’t afford to stop now. Anallin would understand that.”

      Anath and Dan came forward to help move Anallin’s body, the shell that had once been their fellow soldier and friend. Roxanna scrambled up, feeling emotion and utter discomfiture rise to the surface, not only at the loss but at having the corpse land on her.

      “Lay it down,” Dolan ordered quietly. “We have to keep going. We...have to keep moving, Marines. We have a war to end.”
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      No one in the squad wanted to move on, but they did.

      Of course, Marines around them had been lost before. This was war. But none of those lost had ever been in their squad. The five of them—Colonel Dolan, Sergeant Roxanna, Corporal Anallin, Lance Corporal Thomas, and Private First Class Martin—had been together since before the war began. Anath had been with them for a long time now too, it felt.

      This was the first loss to that group, and so close to the end… There seemed a particular cruelty in that.

      War was unkind to everyone, but Dan had felt especially affected as time went on. It was harder and harder to find the man that was “him” these days, he thought, as it was buried under the fear and the pain and the anger that came with all of this. His salvation lay in the end of it all, which they all assured themselves was just ahead.

      He had envisioned that salvation, however, being between him and all his friends. And now that wouldn’t happen.

      Dan swallowed hard and kept moving, following his leader. Who would be next? The idea that it might be Jade… Well, it wasn’t like that thought hadn’t haunted him every single moment since his feelings for her had developed and deepened. But they had a war to fight, and she was a dedicated soldier. It was a fear that he’d just have to live with.

      The only thing now was to end this.

      As the second-best shot in the squad, it fell to Dan to fill the place that Anallin had just occupied. The weight was not missed by the human, but he bore it. It wasn’t like they had any choice in the matter.

      “We’re getting close,” Anath said.

      “Other squads report they’re meeting heavy resistance, but are holding,” Andy let them know.

      Dan wondered about that, and he imagined the others were too. They had encountered “resistance” themselves, but compared to previous engagements with the Arkana, he would not have called it “heavy.” Did that have any meaning, or was he making assumptions over nothing because he was weary and wrung out?

      He wondered what the others thought, but he didn’t ask.

      Another T-junction, but no more explosions. Then they came to another curve they couldn’t see beyond, and he brought them to a halt.

      “This next hallway is straight, and it leads to the throne room,” Anath said. “There will be guards at the door. We’ll have to move quickly to get inside once we’re seen, so the doors can’t be triggered or he can’t get away, but he conducts all operations from that room. He’s in there.”

      Dan saw the siblings look at each other for a long, silent moment, then nod once.

      “Be ready,” the colonel said. “Go.”

      They moved around this curve with more speed and force than they had any other. There was no time now to be cautious. As soon as each Marine came around that bend, they had their rifles up and were aiming down the corridor.

      At the other end was another large door, with four Arkana guards standing in front of it. The four brought up their guns but weren’t fast enough. One shot went off but flew wide. The Marines made short work of the resistance, and then double-timed it down the hall and into the large room at the end.

      As they burst through that doorway, they moved into a standard defensive formation—

      —but there was only one man in this room.

      “Welcome to Arkana,” said the man.

      Roxanna and Jade covered the door while the rest faced him. “You are hereby apprehended by the—”

      The man rolled his eyes and pressed something on his console.

      In the several seconds it had taken the second Marine squad to catch up, it was proven to be too long. Whatever the man had done caused the door to slam shut. A moment later, Dan heard a hissing sound overhead.

      He looked up to see something white streaming down, and then the world suddenly went black.
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      It happened so fast, but Anath instantly realized that he and Andy were still standing.

      Anath brought his rifle up in rage that they were so suddenly dead and fired, but it ricocheted off something in front of his father’s seat. This was technology even Anath hadn’t known they had…

      “They aren’t dead yet,” Father commented. “I was unsure if it would also knock Andrea out, given she is half-human, so I kept it mild. It’ll kill them eventually, but by then, I don’t imagine you’ll be in a position, or a condition, to care.”

      “So why not kill us right away?” Andy demanded, still holding her gun on him.

      Anath’s mind was still stuck on the tech. It must have been untested…otherwise they would have run into it all over the palace, and maybe even the city.

      “Call it ego, I suppose.” Father waved his hand at Anath. “Something your brother very often accused me of, before…defecting. I believe that is the appropriate Earth word. Before turning traitor to the cause. Before betraying his blood.”

      “I’m his blood too,” Andy replied defiantly.

      Father narrowed his eyes at her. “Only because of me.”

      Without missing a beat, his colonel sister returned, “I can’t imagine why he said you have an ego problem.”

      That actually drew a snort from the elder Arkana. It was only half-derisive. One had to admire her gumption, as Anath had heard the term once. It was an edgy humor that he could remember his father once possessing. It seemed like another lifetime now, and his father had always been…an insane egomaniac, really.

      Why hadn’t he done something to stop him sooner?

      Anath realized the thought that he’d spent the whole war ignoring. He could have prevented this entire thing.

      Couldn’t he have?

      “Again,” Andy was going on, entirely unaware of Anath’s dawning self-remonstrations in the middle of their trauma. “Why not just kill us?”

      “Again,” Father said mockingly. “Call it an ego problem. I wanted you to be aware of me and my victory when I kill you.”

      There was a gun in his hand that Anath hadn’t seen before.

      “No!” Andy shouted, just as Father pulled the trigger.

      In a haze of red, Anath lost sight of the world around him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            85

          

        

      

    

    
      “You bastard!” Andy screamed, firing her rifle even though she knew it was useless. The bullet ricocheted off the energy shield that the Arkana had somehow invented, and she heard the round clink harmlessly against the floor.

      Was this really how it was going to end? All the lives lost and all the blood shed, and she was going to get shot down like a dog in the middle of a freaking throne room.

      Anallin’s body lay in that corridor, left behind. Anath was shot, bleeding on the ground, although she could hear his haggard breathing. Her training kept her eyes on the enemy, though she wanted to check on him. The rest of her squad—the people she’d fought for, with, and beside for the entire war—lay dying slowly on the ground around her. Taken down in an instant by these special weapons her father had kept for the last line…

      “Fine. Shoot me. Get it over with!” she shouted.

      “No, my dear daughter,” he said with a disturbing smile, tossing the gun aside and standing from his throne, though without leaving it yet. “I want to feel my hands around your throat when you die. I want you to have time to think about all the mistakes you’ve made, all the wrongs committed against your father.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “You are just a horrible creature,” she said before she could stop her own inanity.

      He shrugged. She could see the features he had passed on to Anath, but not to her. She looked like her mother. “I am the Ruler of the Arkana People, and I have an…ordained quest to lead them on. A holy war, if you will, with less holy to it.”

      “Why?” she asked. Even though she knew the reasons she had been told, there was nothing in her that allowed her to understand.

      “Children are made to replace their parents,” her father replied. “We were the children of humanity, and now we come to bring our parents back to the right way of things.”

      “Children are made to replace their parents,” she said quietly. “Truer words were never spoken. Dad. It’s why I’m here.”

      He smiled again, and she felt shaken to her core. She refused to let it show.

      “Toss away the gun, and I’ll give you fair crack at me,” he said. “Hand to hand. One on one. Who knows, if you win, you might be able to save your brother and your friends.” His smile deepened, which only made it more disturbing as his blue eyes glinted. “Not that you’ll win. I’m older, stronger, smarter, and faster than you. I know more. I’ve seen more. I’ve done more.”

      “Maybe,” Andy granted, and that was as far as she would take it. “But I have no intention of letting you win.”

      The clock ticked along in her head.

      If she tossed away her rifle, he might just shoot her. He might do something else to take her down when she was defenseless. He might cheat. But what other choice did she have now? It was down to the wire, and he could be right. If she won and defeated him, she could try to save the others in the room. Somehow.

      At the door, she could hear the rest of her Marines trying to break in—but how long would that take, if it was possible at all?

      Resignedly, she threw her gun aside. She pulled off her helmet and visor, because she wanted to see. That went away too.

      “Come on, then,” she said simply.

      “That’s my girl,” he said as there was a shimmer before him, and he stepped down from his dais.

      “I’m not your girl,” she drawled, bringing up her fists.

      Her nightmares all flashed through her mind, showing her all the times and all the ways that she had come up against him. Had they really just been dreams, or had he somehow found a way into her mind? She supposed she wouldn’t ever know. If he had been there, he would know how she fought…

      It didn’t matter now. She could only fight, and that was what she’d do.

      He lunged at her with a right hook, which she managed to sidestep. She returned the favor, but it was met in kind. The next few swings were equally unsuccessful on both parts as they felt each other out and learned each other’s moves. His were familiar to the dreams she’d had, so she had to imagine that hers were to him. It seemed unlikely to be otherwise now.

      When he came for her again, she didn’t move away as far as before or return with another hit of her own. She shifted her weight back and caught him in the midsection with a heavy, booted foot.

      Doubling over, he hacked a few times, and she moved in to drive her clenched hands down onto the back of his neck. Her blow never landed, however, because he drove himself forward and tackled her around the midsection. It sent them flying back several steps, landing her on her back. As he rose to hit her, she threw her weight and caught him off-balance. They flipped over so she was on top and she instantly sent her fist into his face, although it was so quickly done that it didn’t have the impact she wanted.

      She tried again, but suddenly his fist was in her side. Despite her body armor, he managed to connect with what she was sure were her bruised ribs, and she choked on a scream as she fell to one side. Just barely rolling back to her knees, and then her feet, to protect herself from his next strike.

      Unfortunately, she was only partially successful.

      His fist still connected with her face, and she heard something crack in her mouth. She spit out what she imagined to be part of a tooth before she managed to retreat far enough to avoid the follow-up hit.

      As he lunged for her again, she caught him by his shirtfront, and they outright wrestled for a moment. She threw her head forward, driving her forehead into his and sending him blinking, reeling back. She could only hope that there was a whole galaxy of stars floating in his eyes from the impact.

      They both managed to get to their feet.

      “Cursed child,” he growled, blood leaking from a busted eyebrow.

      “I am as you made me,” she sneered.

      Shouting his anger, he lunged at her again. Blow for blow, they pummeled one another with less and less care for defense. It was just a matter of who won. Inflicting punishment on the other. Seeing who could hit hardest. When they fell, they kicked. When they rose, they punched.

      She’d banged his head against the floor at one point, and he’d nearly broken her kneecap at another.

      The world was starting to swim as she felt blood sliding from various cuts to her face, and the aching of her ribs in more than once place. Not to mention other places. She wondered if something was bleeding internally.

      He looked worse for wear as well, so now it was just who outlasted who. His desperation was growing. She could feel it.

      Another clumsy lunge, but her leg buckled in her attempt to avoid him. The knee he’d nearly taken out. He was on her as she fell.

      The two tumbled back to the floor with his hands around her neck, squeezing tight. In an instant, the air grew stagnant in her body and there was a faint shadow around the edges of her vision. Clenching her teeth, she focused despite the darkness closing in and brought her hands up between his arms. Twisting her body, she pressed her arms against the inside of his elbow, and then down. It loosened his hold just enough for her to gasp and push him back. Bringing up a knee, she leveraged against his abdomen and flung him off.

      He stumbled back several steps before righting himself and grabbing something off the ground. She saw in an instant that he had a gun.

      “I never meant to lose,” he said.

      She rolled away just in time for his energy pulse to drive into the floor where she’d been. As she came around, she saw her rifle lying there, and she grabbed it. Clutched it to her body as she kept rolling away from another pulse into the floor.

      Once on her back, she brought the rifle up and pulled the trigger with barely any time to aim.

      The bullet—filled with the substance her mother had given her the secret to—flew across the space between them and slammed into his stomach. He didn’t fire off another shot, standing and looking shocked that she had managed to shoot him at all.

      The effect was quick. He dropped the gun as he grabbed at his throat, gasping and falling to the floor in violent convulsions.

      Andy pushed herself to her feet, watching. She wished she could have felt nothing at the sight, but some part of her was saddened. Why did it have to be this way? Why did it have to come to this? When all was said and done, she had no regrets. This had to happen. It was never going to end any other way…but he was still her father.

      “It’s over,” she said as his body went still, the head of snake lying on the white tile floor.
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      “To the fallen,” Andy said wearily, holding up a glass.

      “To the fallen,” the others echoed.

      It had been several hours since Andy had killed her father. His body had been cleared out and the rest of the Arkana soldiers subdued. Many surrendered when they learned that their leader was dead. It was all just as they had expected.

      The Marines had managed to break down the door and clear out the gas, being warned of it by Colonel Dolan. Anath had been treated by a field medic. It turned out that the wound wasn’t as bad as they thought. It was just enough to render him unconscious for a bit. Now Andy’s squad, minus one, sat in the emptied throne room. It was all rather morbid, she knew, but somehow, it still seemed right.

      She didn’t want to watch the goings-on, the cleanup, outside of the palace. There was much to do now, but the Marines were given a break.

      There were casualties to tally, and there would be reports to write. But now, there was only liquor to drink in a victory that ultimately still felt somehow hollow.

      “The war is over,” Andy said wearily. “I know we all joined up before it began, but it’s consumed everything for so long. Now it’s over. Just…cleaning up to do. Make sure all the Arkana soldiers and ships out there know that their leader is…dead.”

      “What do we do with ourselves now?” Roxanna asked with a faint smile, finishing off what was in her glass, and then holding it out for more. Dan obliged.

      “Jade and I are getting married,” he declared. He smiled, and the warmth was genuine, if marred by his weariness.

      “Congratulations,” Andy said with a similar smile. “They won’t let you serve together anymore, though.”

      He shook his head ruefully. “It won’t matter. My tour is up in a couple of months, and I’m out of the service,” he said. “I am… I don’t know what I am. Proud, I guess, but somehow that doesn’t sound right. I’m not glad. I’m something for the work I did with you, Colonel, and everyone. I’m…whatever I am, that I helped however I did, but this isn’t the career for me.”

      Andy wasn’t actually surprised. She hoped a civilian life would bring his smile and humor back to him. She looked at the younger blonde woman. “You retiring too?”

      “No, actually,” Jade said, to everyone’s surprise. “This… This is right for me. I’m following it with a technical specialty. And I plan to apply for officer’s school. I’m a lifer.” She leaned against Dan, putting her head on his shoulder now that they didn’t have to be discrete. Not in this room, after this day, with this news. “He said that if I just give birth to our children, he’ll stay home and take care of them.”

      “Selerid fathers do that all the time,” Roxanna said easily. “Congratulations to you both.” She toasted them with her glass, finishing this one off in similar record time. “I’m leaving the service too, I’ll admit. I still have six months, but I think I’m going to go home. Pursue a more peaceful path and let my Selerid nature…heal after this. Maybe I’ll reenlist, if Seler gets too boring.” She chuckled and just laid down against the pale floor.

      “I’m staying here,” Anath said with a heavy sigh. “The Arkana cannot be allowed to become a power vacuum, and I am the full-blood son of my father. They will accept me as leader, despite my time with the ESS. When I bring them a life without constant war, it will be alright.” He smiled faintly as he looked at all of them. “You’ll all be welcome to visit, and I hope you will.”

      “Hey, so long as y’all aren’t trying to kill me, I’d be happy to stop by. I’ll bring the kids.”

      Jade elbowed him lightly in the thigh. “Let’s not rush the plans that much, huh?”

      Everyone laughed, if tiredly.

      Anath turned his head to look at Andy. “And what about you, sis?” he said. “Gonna stay in or step out? What’s next for Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Dolan?”

      She smiled back at him, taking a moment to look each of them in the face before she stared at the ceiling. She thought about her mother, and her father, and about the war and her life that had led up to all of this. She thought about that handsome Commander Godfrey, or at least the feelings he’d caused in her that made her actually think about a life after the war.

      She thought about life, and then she started laughing as she replied, “You know, I have no idea.”
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Planet Breaker. I hope you enjoyed the entire ESS Space Marines series. If you could take a minute to leave a review for me, that would be very much appreciated.

      There aren’t any more stories featuring Andy and her Marines right now, but we think you would like Mercury Blade, the first book in the Valyien Far Future Space Opera series. It features a crew that many have compared to the crew of the sci-fi classic Firefly.

      

      And if you’re looking for another great sci-fi adventure, we’d love to share another story with you. For free. Check out all the details on the next page.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        In the near future, Earth is populated by humans, aliens, and genetically engineered hybrids. One alien-human hybrid will be the only thing that stands in the way of Earth’s total annihilation.
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        Download the story for free at:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/
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