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          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Miller pushed on the navigation stalk, driving the caterpillar-wheeled mining rover forward, heading towards the destination coordinates he was given back at Control base.

      He drew another slurp from the integrated long straw of the protein-enhanced fluid bag that was part of the standard ration kit for miners. He’d tried every flavor of them now, and the orange was by far his favorite — did a real planet-grown orange taste this good? One day he hoped he’d have the money to pay for such a luxury and find out.

      The odometer in the primary smartglass screen continued incrementing its range count as the map continually displayed the local terrain in isometric format.

      Music streamed through Miller’s alek, filling the small cabin with a cacophony of noise. It was one of the cheaper budget versions that blue-collar workers like him could afford, and he’d bought it the last time he’d been in the city. The wrist-bound personal computing device had become Miller’s saving grace over the past few weeks; it’s ability to store and stream media across the galactic mesh network had helped keep him sane while he performed his solitary daily ritual of taking soil and rock samples from the lifeless rock called Pallas IV and driving them back to the temporary bubble outpost that he and the other crews worked from.

      Within another few months, the planet would have a basic atmosphere thanks to the giant atmosphere engine at New Macedon. As long as it didn't blow up, like the one at Regala II decades ago. Mere months after that and Miller and everyone could walk on the surface of the planet without an environment suit, though he had no idea why he’d want to do that. Until they deployed the biome engines, the entire planet would still be a giant rock, with its primary inhabitants being trillions of single-celled animals and about a thousand panhumans.

      Until then, people like Miller still had to find the most viable mining areas on the planet and mark them for future excavation, supported by advanced computer topography mapping by the company’s local VI representative. It was scary how accurate VIs were at finding good sites. Then again, they were just advanced computer programs.

      Miller had met the VI once at a company event, just after he’d arrived on Pallas IV. It had been using a holographic interface so it could interact with all the guests at the event. Even though it was just a series of ones and zeroes made to look like a real person, it was still damned good looking. That’s how you could tell a VI was in the room, though; it didn’t have any scars or blemishes on its skin. Beautiful, but too beautiful. Uncanny valley stuff.

      After an hour of trundling in the rover and a switch of music playlists, Miller arrived at the destination, or as close as he could get with the rover. He would have to go on foot the rest of the way to reach the final coordinates. Eventually the incline in his way would end up disappearing if this area proved viable for mining. He quickly checked the weather readings. There wasn’t due to be another ion storm in the region in the next day or so. Terraforming a planet often had side effects. In Pallas IV’s case, as the atmosphere changed, something had triggered radioactive storms that ebbed and flowed over the planet along its new weather system. Too much time in these storms was deadly, and more than one miner had lost their lives to them. Miller didn’t intend to join them.

      He powered down the rover, but left the low power secondary lights on. That was a little wasteful and against company policy, but he’d be back in the rover within a few hours and they recharged as the rover moved. He took his alek off and placed it on the conduction charger on the vehicle’s dashboard. It’d fit under his suit, but he’d not be able to activate or use it, so best to leave it here.

      Miller considered opening another protein drink before suiting up, but the company only supplied two per rover run, and he wanted to keep the other for the drive back. It’d help wash the taste of his own recycled urine from his mouth. Even though the purifier cleansed it, Miller always felt as though the water was never pure enough.

      It took him twenty minutes to suit up in his mining suit, mostly because of the bulk of it and running through its system checks. A miner who put on his suit too fast was courting disaster, so even though the company bitched about miners wasting time getting them on and off, they also allowed enough time for them to do so safely. Well, these days they did, at least. He pulled the half fishbowl helmet on and locked it into place, conscious of the lack of circulating air. A quick press of a button on the chest controls and the air from the mix tanks began circulating, the metallic smell of the lines clearing after about thirty seconds. He picked up the bulky mobile arm computer and strapped it to his left forearm. It powered up, showing telemetry from the mining suit, a map of the local area, and the final target coordinates. He activated the forward facing headlamps and the camera that would record his brief expedition. The company liked to record everything. Data was money, as they often said.

      Now fully suited up, Miller activated the rover rear door release, which activated with a popping hiss as the internal atmosphere of the rover vented into the weaker atmosphere of the planet. He pushed the door open, helped by its hydraulics and stepped down and out from the rover. Underneath him, the dark red dust that covered the planet’s surface clung to his boots as he did. The damn dust got everywhere. That’d change soon enough.

      He closed the rover entry door, sealed it, then walked around to the front of the rover.

      Miller tapped the chest controls again, activating the voice channel that would route through the rover back to the outpost base. “Control, this is Miller. Do you copy?”

      “Copy, Miller. This is Control.”

      “I’ve exited the rover and am heading towards the final destination now. I’ll keep this channel open as I go. Over.”

      Even though the company heavily used drones, they still had to send out a panhuman to do the actual site verification. The corporations were huge and powerful, but they still had to make concessions to the unions. Your union dues at work, though Miller as he started up the escarpment.

      “Rough going here,” he said to whoever was listening back at the base. “Lots of loose rock. Looks newly unsettled.”

      He paused and looked at the long slope leading up, identifying a series of zigzagging lines in the escarpment. Was that a path?

      “Found a path up. Taking it.”

      Miller shuffled sideways, bringing one leg towards the other before moving that, making sure he had plenty of traction before moving on. He reached the path which was wide enough for two people to walk up side by side.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      This was no naturally occurring path. Someone had made this, either by design or by years of walking the same ground over and over again. Panhumans had only been on the planet for over six months, so how could that be? Perhaps it was some long-dead indigenous creature that had done it, stomping its way to a feeding ground. The planet here had been fertile once, according to the mining reports, but that had been many tens of thousands of years ago.

      Miller followed the path up the escarpment which followed an easy slope that didn’t make him breathless. He crested it.

      About thirty meters ahead, there was a large opening in the ground, about three times his size. He moved towards it, carefully checking each footstep to make sure that the ground underneath didn’t give way. When he reached the hole, he peered down into it.

      “Control, there’s an entrance here in the ground. Can you see this?”

      There were steps inside the entrance, leading down.

      What the hell?

      The steps were large and wide and long, and the center of each was worn down as if from years of use. Miller counted at least fifty steps leading down deeper into the ground.

      “Roger, Miller. We’re seeing it. Can you proceed?”

      Miller considered making some excuse, but the steps intrigued him. Where did they lead, and what did they lead to?

      “Roger that,” he replied. “Proceeding.”

      The top few steps were covered by the planet’s persistent red dust, but there was little of it as the steps descended. The hole was exposed recently. That excited Miller, knowing that he’d be the first to go down into it in, well, how long? Who knew?

      “Entrance looks recent.”

      He took the steps down, one by one, light from his headlamp washing over the steps and walls as he did. Everything looked polished and somewhat glassy. The light from his headlamp reflected and refracted at the same time.

      “Steps aren’t natural. Neither are the walls.”

      What had made these steps? It had to be something with intelligence. And it couldn’t have been panhuman, as panhumanity had only been in this system for the past ten years. Goosebumps raised on his skin under his mining suit. Did he really want to continue going down?

      You can do it, Miller. This is the first really exciting thing you’ve experienced in years.

      Miller kept moving.

      The steps continued onwards until they merged into a tunnel, just as tall and wide as the one for the steps.

      “Control, got a tunnel here at the end of the steps.”

      Miller continued on, making his way along the tunnel. Within a few minutes, he saw he was coming up on an exit into a room.

      He reached the tunnel exit and peered in.

      “Control,” said Miller, the light from his headlamp scattering along the tunnel exit and into the adjoining room. “Do you see what I’m seeing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 Graduation

        

      

    

    
      “As you can see in this footage, captured from surveillance satellites over Pallas IV, the Shiveen arrived in force. New Macedon, the Pallas atmosphere engine, and the other research colonies on the planet had absolutely no defense against the alien fleet. Within an hour, all known panhuman life on the planet was eliminated. MilCom has announced they are sending a response group immediately, which includes one of the newest Excalibur-class dreadnoughts. The Shiveen’s actions against panhuman civilians — humans, uplifts, synthetics, and virtual intelligences all — escalate the now five-year hostilities into open war. The Panhumanic Sphere will respond with all the fire and fury it can muster. The Shiveen have made a grave mistake with their actions.”

      Jack touched a finger to the alek artificial intelligence device he wore on his wrist, deactivating the feed he had been watching almost non-stop since it had first played just after the shortened Officer Candidate School graduation ceremony. The interactive hologram that bobbed in his field of view atop the alek — alien warships raining their strange technobiologic warfare on Panhumanic assets — was forever seared into his memory.

      He kept replaying the vidcast over and over and over, not understanding exactly why he did.

      Perhaps to remind himself that the Shiveen had no redemption due them.

      They were alien, and they were the enemy.

      They broke the Terran Conventions by openly attacking civilians. It didn’t matter that they didn’t know them.

      No, not just attacking.

      Obliterating.

      Obliterating them off the face of the planet they were trying to return life to.

      The Shiveen weren’t just aliens.

      They were monsters.

      Monsters that needed hunted down and culled, starting with those that had attacked Pallas IV.

      The previous evening’s graduation ceremony was a blur of half-remembered moments for Jack. He briefly remembered standing next to the other future officers he’d spent the better part of six months training with, but even that was hazy.

      He remembered Admiral Kennedy standing on the podium addressing them, her uniform and hair immaculate, her composure stoic and solemn as she told them that everyone that graduated that day had just taken on a great mantle, protecting all life under Panhumanic Sphere dominion in times of peace, and in times of war.

      An aide interrupting her.

      Kennedy leaving.

      The Admiral turning and addressing the graduating class.

      Her last words to Jack and every other freshly minted officer had been an apology: “I apologize, but your graduation ceremony needs to be put on hold. You’re being called into service immediately. Do your duty and do it well. You are about to be tested.”

      And with that, the graduation ceremony devolved into chaos as everyone’s aleks, deactivated and silenced throughout the  ceremony, came to life with chirps and flashes of light. Jack’s own alek had awoken throwing up a message directly from MilCom: his official commission was being delayed temporarily and he was being assigned to the PSS Dauntless as a Private First Class. He was to make his way to Ariane Station’s main docking bay. Additional instructions would follow.

      Jack barely remembered the journey to the docking bay waiting area. Like everyone else he scrambled to gather news on what happened at Pallas IV on his alek, sifting through multiple news feeds as his spider programs crawled yottabytes of information across billions of information sources on PanNet. One newfound benefit of graduating — apart from the upgrade military-grade alek with holographic and cybernetic functionality — was that he now had access to previously restricted channels offered and controlled by MilCom itself. Those channels held nothing more than what civilian sources supplied. MilCom surely had more information on the attack than it was sharing, but Jack didn’t rank high enough to get access to that.

      Yet.

      He looked around the departure area. At least two dozen of his fellow graduates dressed in Marine blues, their hats tucked under their arms, all talked excitedly amongst themselves. Some were sitting, some standing. Many of them laughed and joked with each other.

      Had they even watched the same vidcasts he had? How could they be so jovial?

      Jack knew most of them fairly well, considering that OCS mandated spending as much time as a group, partly as a bonding experience, but also to allow them to develop respect for each other both on and off the battlefield. They trained together in the combat simulators, each of them playing the part of marine, officer, and Shiveen, so they could understand how best to defeat the enemy. They ate together, they trained together, they had liberty together.

      He had become close to Nathine Boston, an uplift felis. She was hard to miss in any room, even this one right now. The big hairy grey and white cat, reminiscent of a breed long ago known as Maine Coons, sat by herself on a bench, her two allowed duffels at her feet and her alek atop them, her tail wrapped around her waist as she licked one hand, using it to slick back the fur on the opposing forearm where she wore her alek.

      Jack had watched her do this several times before.

      She was nervous. Perhaps even scared a little.

      To be anything else was wrong.

      Jack himself was wobbling on that fine line between excitement and terror. This was everything he’d worked for over the past year. Six months of basic training, three months of OCS, then a final three months of intense simulation training here on Ariane Station to earn his commission.

      Now, here he was, ready for deployment. Admittedly without his commission yet.

      And not just deployment, but deployment to the new front line on the newest starship in the Panhumanic Navy: the Panhuman Sphere Starship Dauntless.

      He’d read up and become familiar with most of the ships of the fleet, wondering where he’d eventually be assigned. He’d hoped like a ship like the Dauntless.

      Almost a mile long, with a dedicated crew of just over a thousand souls, the Dauntless was essentially a cluster of massive artillery guns with engines strapped to them. Equipped with the latest iteration of the Bowers-Hanzan stardrive that allowed access to linkspace, the Dauntless could deploy almost anywhere in Sphere space within a few days, twice as fast as every other class of military starship. It also did all of this without a dedicated shipboard VI, a shift away from most other starships. Only four Excalibur-class dreadnoughts existed, and Jack was posted to the newest of them.

      Jack was either very lucky or very unlucky. Only time would tell him which.

      He picked up his bags and pushed through the throng of bodies to sit down next to the uplifted. She looked at him momentarily before returning to cleaning herself.

      “Hey,” he said, putting an arm around her. If anyone else had tried that, she would have clawed their face off.

      “Jack Conway,” she replied before licking the back of her hand one final time. “This is all very surreal, is it not?”

      Nathine’s diction, as always, was precise but difficult because of a mouth not originally evolved to speak. Jack had known several uplifts of different species and they all struggled to enunciate certain words.

      “This does not feel like the simulations at all, does it?”

      “No, Nat,” replied Jack. “It doesn’t.”

      “I must admit that I am a little worried as to what will happen.”

      “I’ll admit I’m a little terrified.”

      Jack thought back to the simulation that he and Nathine had bonded over. The Eres tactical battle simulation was one of the hardest he had encountered, and Jack had continued to fail it, again and again and again. Until Nathine clued him in on the simulation’s purpose.

      The simulation taught officers that not everyone could be saved; that there would always be casualties, and an officer’s job was to minimize those casualties. Jack had failed it because he kept trying to save everyone under his command. When he capitulated to the reality that he couldn’t save everyone, he completed it successfully. He attempted it several more times, trying different tactics each time and reducing the number of casualties, to get the number as close to zero as he could. He never did. No-one did. That was the point.

      That he had needed some help from another candidate to understand the simulation didn’t rankle him, though it would have before becoming a marine. Becoming a marine had introduced him to an egalitarian viewpoint that he’d encountered before but never understood. Serving as a marine, it wasn’t about being the best, but being your best. That was something that spoken deeply to him soon after basic training. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t the spoiled child of a successful businessman who wanted for little. He as part of something bigger, something important

      Nathine purred a little, and a smile appeared on her face, tilting her whiskers upwards a little. Her golden eyes with their black slit pupils sparkled.

      “It is exciting, though, is it not? I had dreamed of being assigned to perhaps a destroyer or a frigate, but being assigned to the Dauntless…”

      “Sorta surreal, right?” Jack smiled.

      “Very, Jack Conway. Very.”

      Nathine returned to cleaning herself while Jack looked around the room. According to military statistics, over fifty percent of the two dozen graduates wouldn’t survive longer than six months in the field. Another twenty percent would attrition by the end of a standard Terran year. Perhaps five percent of them would be alive after two years. And those numbers were optimistic, based on projections before the war with the Shiveen had escalated. In officer school, you learned to think like this. It was all a numbers game, with the odds usually stacked against you. You worked out the numbers and you lived by them. That’s what got you and your people home. You just hoped you were one number that got home too.

      “How bad do you think it is?” asked Jack.

      “On Pallas? I think it is bad. They interrupted the graduation ceremony and pulled Admiral Kennedy away. They graduated us en masse via our aleks. They are deploying us immediately to a combat arena before our commissions are granted. It is bad, Jack Conway.”

      “Jack. Just Jack. I’ve told you this a thousand times.”

      “I apologize, Jack… just Jack. We felis find it easier to use both of your names when speaking to you. Also, there are altogether too many Jacks and Johns and Janes in the universe. We upliftslike precision. And we marines are taugh precision, after all.”

      “Can I ask you something?” Jack ventured.

      Nathine began licking the inside of her paw, using her tongue to clean between and around the long human-like fingers. Jack saw the tips of her claws resting just at the tip of each finger. All uplifted had undergone genetic modification to make them more human-like while still keeping as much of their core ancestry as possible. Felis uplifted, like Nathine, kept their litheness and agility, their claws, their tails, and their ability to see in low light. Although it had been over two hundred years since the uplifted were created, they had only been granted full recognition as sentient individuals at the turn of the twenty-fourth century through the Ascension Accords.

      “You may ask. I cannot guarantee an answer.”

      “Do you believe everything they told us about the Shiveen?”

      Nathine paused her cleaning for a moment.

      “I believe that it is mostly accurate. There are some things they are not sharing with us. As is proper. No need to panic the general population or the lower ranks.”

      “But do you really think they’re psychic?”

      “I am not sure. It seems to be the case. But perhaps there is more to it. Many animals and insects in the Panhumanic worlds communicate with each other via higher frequencies, scents, hormones, electrical fields. The Shiveen are the first true sentient aliens we have encountered. Who is to say they cannot be psychic?”

      “I heard a story that if multiple Shiveen stare at you in the right way, they can make your head explode.”

      Nathine laughed, a purring throaty laugh.

      “I have heard the same one myself. Along with ones that they can invade your dreams and turn you against your best friend. Stories. Nothing more.”

      “I hope you’re right, Nat. I really do. Because we’ll be meeting these bastards much sooner than we thought we were. And I’d hate for my best friend to turn against me.”

      Jack’s alek chirped at him, as did every other in the room. He touched his softly with a finger and looked at the information on the holographic display, floating a few inches above his forearm. The display was framed with his vital statistics, several email messages, and a scrolling feed of the information his spiders had found. In the center of it was large text in red letters. Jack read it twice.

      It was his embarkation orders along with instructions on who he was to report to when arriving aboard the Dauntless.

      “It seems,” said Nathine, “that it is time to meet to leave.”
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      As Jack and the other marines picked up their duffels, a short squat sergeant entered the waiting area, accompanied by two other marines. Just like Jack and his fellow graduates, they were in dress uniforms. All the graduates stood tall and saluted the sergeant.

      The sergeant remained quiet and made his way to every marine, checking uniforms with a critical eye, tsking here and there as he found something not to his liking.  Out of the corner of Jack’s eye, he could see him paying special attention to Nathine, looking her over, scrutinizing her in greater detail than he did anyone else. Satisfied, he moved on and finished his inspection before moving to the front of the room, scowling.

      “My name is Sergeant Taggart, and I run this boat,” he said in a strong Scottish brogue. “You nuggets are still waiting on your commissions, so I own you until that happens. You’ll get assigned to specific fireteams shortly, but until you do, you’ll bunk and eat and train bunk with the rest of your graduating class. Do you understand?”

      “Sir, yes, Sir,” responded Jack and the other marines as one, months of training kicking in.

      “Here’s the situation. Those crab bastards have taken out a bunch of colonists and scientists on Pallas IV with no warning. Our mission will be to assess the situation, push back against the Shiveen, and get anyone home that’s still alive. So, get ready to punch some crabs in the mouth-hole.”

      There was a chuckle from behind Jack. Taggart seemed to ignore it.

      “You’re about to board the PSS Dauntless, one of four Excalibur-class dreadnoughts. She’s fifteen hundred feet of beautiful metal death with a nuclear heart, armed to the teeth with mass drivers, missile batteries, and more firepower than any other dreadnought in the service. She’s lean. She’s fast. She’s dangerous. And she’s ready to take it to the crabbies. What about you, nuggets? Are you?”

      “Sir, yes, Sir!” came the response.

      “You’ll be under the command of Captain Evian Laroux, one of the most decorated and valorous captains in the fleet. He’s been in more skirmishes with the enemy than you’ve had hot dinners, and he’s the perfect man to captain this ship. The crabbies don’t stand a chance against us with him in charge.”

      Jack had heard of Laroux. Everyone had. He had been second in command of the PSS Resurgent during one of the first real battles with the Shiveen, taking command after massive damage took out some of the crew, including the ship’s captain. Laroux not only got the Resurgent and its crew back to safety but also handled a combat encounter with two Shiveen cruisers. That was three years ago. Jack was fascinated with his story, a young man who grew up on a backwater planet and mustered into the navy, rocketing through the ranks. Laroux was an inspiration to Jack among others. Although he started off in life better off than Laroux by growing up with a wealthy family and a life of ease, Jack had always wanted to serve something greater than himself. When the recruiter came to the university, it didn’t take long for Jack to sign up. His parents and sister were mortified and tried to talk him out of it, but the contract was signed and the only way out was to fail basic training. And Jack wasn’t about to do that.

      “Now,” continued Taggart. “It’ll take about two days to get to Pallas, so get your hearts and heads square. There’s a war on.”

      Taggart saluted once more. Everyone snapped a reply.

      “Marines, follow me.”

      Taggart didn’t need to repeat himself as everyone grabbed their gear and formed two orderly lines behind him, nut to butt.

      They followed him, Jack included, with the other two marines following at the rear towards the Dauntless.
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        * * *

      

      The corridor walls were opaque, and soft light on the ceiling and floors lit it up as Jack and his graduating class followed the sergeant. It was only a few hundred feet long, but each step felt more and more monumental as it got Jack closer to the opening at the front of it.

      Jack heard the gasps of his fellow graduates in front of him and wondered what had caused it. Then he was out of the corridor and standing on an open platform and he knew why.

      Directly in front of him, beyond the wide platform that stretched around the inside rim of the docking bay, was the Dauntless, her long rifle-shaped body disappearing into the darkness of the interior horizon at either end. Like most military combat boats she was much longer than she was wide, reducing her vulnerability as she bore down on enemy ships with her forward-facing weaponry. Atop her body, about two-thirds back, a tall, angular tower rose. That was where the command information center was and where Laroux and the command staff would most likely be.

      The sheen of her dark gray metal skin contrasted her name, stenciled on the side of her hull in giant white letters, just above the widening undercarriage that stretched two-thirds of her body. Many red, green, and yellow lights in a grid-like pattern all across her body switched on and off as a series of tests ran to ensure they were operational as part of secondary ship-to-ship communications.

      A long concourse led to the Dauntless from the platform Jack and the others stood on. Several others paralleled it, with mechs and trucks moved between the dreadnought and the base loading it with supplies. The sheer size of the dreadnought which was almost a quarter-mile tall without including the tower, made every humanoid on the platforms look like ants scurrying around. Even the staged for loading combat dropships, large enough to hold up to a two platoons along with an armored personnel carrier for each, looked minuscule compared to it.

      Taggart was right — the Dauntless was beautiful. Absolutely stunning, in fact.

      “Looks like a shark,” said one of the other graduates.

      Jack had to agree with that description. He’d seen plenty of pictures of the Dauntless before. The rear engines used for in-system travel sat in their own tower at the ship’s aft. Several other engines to the rear of the lower undercarriage supported these. At the fore of the dreadnought, multiple long antennas stretched out, placed around the perimeter of the three central openings of the ship’s mass driver tunnels. The mass drivers were part of the reason the Dauntless and other ships with her weaponry were so long; the longer the barrel of the mass driver cannon, the more powerful its shots were. In all, the Dauntless mass driver barrels ran almost a fifth of the length of her body. Several large caliber cannons supported the mass drivers at the base of the main tower and along her hull, along with several missile launchers, providing the dreadnought formidable offensive and defensive capabilities.

      As the small group of graduates hurried behind Taggart towards the looming dreadnought, they began whispering among themselves, although with all the noise of the docking bay they were talking at normal volume to be heard above it. If Taggart minded, he said nothing. Most of the chatter was about the dreadnought though there was some brave talk about what some graduates would do to the 'crabs’.

      Jack had never understood why that nickname had caught on for the Shiveen. To him, they looked more like uplifted lobsters than crabs. Also, crabs only ever ran sideways. Every piece of footage he’d seen of the Shiveen — with their long multiple legs and arms that ended in claws, their long whipping multiple tails, and their sleek opal shaped heads with multiple sets of eyes — had shown them moving in only one direction: forwards, ever forwards. They disregarded any damage to themselves as they attacked and fell. They were almost rabid, attacking in multiple small groups of threes, swarming ground infantry or firing their biologic weapons that spewed acid and other chemicals, always pressing forward. Shooting them only seemed to piss them off, and they could take a lot of shots. There were rumors that MilCom was performing research into their weapons and carapaces to not only find out how to get around them but also to recreate or integrate it into panhuman combat gear.

      The closer Jack got to the Dauntless, the more in awe of it he was. He sensed a low pulsing vibration, strong enough to be felt over the people and machines on the concourse.

      “Feel that?” he asked of Nathine. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “If you are thinking it is the repulsors, then I would say you are correct.”

      For Jack to feel the vibrations from the sonic repulsors keeping the Dauntless stationary in the space dock meant it had many, and they were powerful. Small transport ships like the one that had ferried Jack to Arianne Station from the starliner that had taken him off-planet had them, but they were smaller and weaker, so much that you barely felt them even at launch.

      “That will feel weird as hell when we get on board,” said Jack.

      “Indeed,” replied Nathine. “I have some nausea pills with me should you need them.”

      “Uh, thanks. Not your first big ship then?”

      “No, not my first big ship. My father serves on a cruiser. It is not as big as the Dauntless, though. Perhaps half the size. The Belarus.”

      Most people who signed up for military duty either came from a military family or were trying to get away from their family, like Jack. Few uplifted chose the military life, because they could rarely move higher than enlisted ranks because of lack of access to higher education. Nathine herself was an exception, an uplift that qualified for commissioned command rather than straight enlistment. That meant she also had a university education, or some other way in.

      Nathine had rarely talked about her own family. Neither had Jack. They were both okay with that decision. But now Jack curiosity was piqued. He hadn’t known Nathine’s father was military, though he should have guessed with her attention to military protocol.

      “Is your father an officer on the Belarus?”

      “He is a warrant officer. He was… not happy when I enlisted, although he respects my decision. I hope to be as fine an officer as him one day.”

      Nathine, always so cool and composed had let mask slip for just a moment. Like Jack she had gone against the wishes of her father, and like Jack she regretted it in some small way.

      Jack remained quiet as they walked to the boarding ramp leading into a dimly lit airlock that allowed two people to walk abreast.

      Excitement filled him. He was about to board the kind of starship he’d always dreamed about serving on.

      “Okay, nuggets!” shouted Taggart. “Your temporary berth assignments are listed in your alek. You’ve got one hour to get aboard, get out of blues, and stow your crap. You’ll get chow time after we shove off and are in linkspace. Wouldn’t want flipping into another reality to twist and turn your stomach and make you throw up on the floor of this beautiful starship now, would we?”

      He stared. “Well? What are you waiting for? Hustle!”

      Everyone hustled.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Evian Laroux stood at the holographic combat table in the center of the command information center of the PSS Dauntless. Around him the crew busied themselves with getting the dreadnought ready for departure from Arianne Station. He didn’t have to say anything to them beyond his initial order; this bridge crew had been working together for weeks, with some of them coming from his previous command on the PSS Resurgent. One benefit of a sideways promotion was being able to take senior crew with you.

      Crew like his trusted right-hand Executive Officer Bona Nambo, with his ability to stay cool under fire, who was right now making his way around each station on the bridge and checking that everything was good. Nambo was a stickler for getting things right. Even more so than Laroux.

      Nambo had been with Laroux ever since he’d taken over command of the Resurgent. Like Laroux, Nambo had been field promoted during a Shiveen attack. Both men understood what it was like to lose a member of command and be under fire by a Shiveen battle group, terrified that the end was upon you. Nambo had been offered the XO position on another ship, but Laroux had approached him and asked him to join the Resurgent. He had readily agreed.

      Too many bad memories.

      Too many friends lost.

      Laroux knew how that went.

      He looked down at the physical photo of Sophia in his hand. Years of holding it were beginning to take its toll on the archaic memento.

      I should print a new copy, Laroux said to himself, just as he did at every launch. But getting rid of this copy would feel as though he was betraying his dead wife. He’d carried this with him ever since he had mustered out after his wedding. It had been with him during his first encounter with the Shiveen and countless others after. It had been with him when he received news that her ship had been fired upon. The ship that was taking her back to her parents so she could give birth at her family home. It was with him when he attended her funeral. A double funeral, for her and their unborn child, Thierry, named for his paternal grandfather.

      “Captain,” said Nambo, drawing Laroux from his thoughts.

      “XO,” replied Laroux, putting the photo away into a pocket.

      “Everything is well. The bosun says that decks are loaded and stowed. All crew have checked in, including the new group from officer school.”

      “Poor bastards,” said Laroux, shifting in his chair and tapping his alek with two fingers. The device’s holographic interface sprang to life and Laroux found the shipboard reports. As always, Nambo had been thorough. “Good work, Mister Nambo. Looks like we’re ready to leave the nest.”

      Nambo nodded and sat in his own seat next to Laroux’s. Laroux tapped his alek again, activating the microphone on it and activating ship-wide communications, the 1MC.

      “All hands, this is the Captain,” he said. “We’re just about to leave Arianne Station. Our orders are to assess the situation at Pallas IV, offer aid if we can, and push back Shiveen forces. We’ll arrive before any other support ships in our battle group thanks to our upgraded jumpdrive. Once we’re in orbit, marine platoons will drop at multiple sites using our dropships.

      “Well be on our own, but I know that this boat and this crew can handle that. May God’s grace be with all of us.”

      Laroux had never been religious, even though he was raised Original Catholic. He wasn’t sure there was a God, not after what happened to Sophie and the baby. But, he prayed all the same, just in case. He figured that if there were a God, he’d know what was in Laroux’s heart and react accordingly when Laroux finally was judged.

      “Mister Nambo, let’s get under way.”

      “Aye, Sir. Getting under way,” replied Nambo. “Comms, please inform Arianne Station we’re ready to shove off.”

      "Informing Arianne Station, XO," said the comms officer. "Arianne Station acknowledges and bids us good hunting."

      Nambo tapped his own alek and transmitted to the 1MC too. “All crews, we are leaving Arianne Station. Set Condition Four throughout the boat. The ship is underway.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the bunk room where Jack and seven of his fellow graduates awaited, the ship condition status board on the wall issued a tone, changing the wall display to Condition Four. The nervous chatter and laughter in the room died down to a murmur.

      This was it.

      After months of training, they were all about to leave the safety and security of the Panhuman core systems, traveling to the boundaries of known space to go head-to-head with an alien force that nobody really understood.

      Around them, the pulsing from the repulsors slowed and shifted subtly, showing that the ship was ready to leave dock. Jack felt a subtle change in the vibration in the ships hull through his entire body. The repulsors were cycling.

      One graduate mentioned switching to watch the exterior cameras, but Jack was already ahead of him and had connected his alek to the bridge-activated public cameras. This was common naval practice, allowing those deep within starships to experience the view of leaving dock. Jack’s alek displayed a dozen camera viewpoints, each of them showing a slightly different view of the space dock around the Dauntless. He chose the one one at the fore of the ship to watch.

      The repulsors downshifted in frequency and Jack watched the cameras show the Dauntless move carefully and slowly away from its moorings, rotating on its aft axis to turn the nose towards the slowly opening doors on the exterior of Arianne Station that would allow the dreadnought to exit. The doors opened slowly, almost excruciatingly slowly, as the prow of the dreadnought swung towards the opening. The Dauntless’s length placed it on the upper end of ships that could fit into an interior space dock, unlike some line battleships that could only dock on the exterior of space stations. Even then, it was a tight fit. Whoever was piloting the dreadnought do so with a great deal of skill and a very light touch.

      The long antennas at the fore of the Dauntless missed the space station walls completely. The dreadnought continued turning, eventually positioning itself at the opening in the space station’s walls where the doors had been. Beyond the space station lay the dark of space, pinpoint lights of stars scattered across it.

      Jack swallowed and look towards Nathine and the rest of his bunkmates. They were all just as engrossed in the departure as he was, each of them viewing it via their own aleks.

      The repulsors shifted once more, all of them disengaging apart from those pointing aft, and the dreadnought began moving through the space station door opening. The dreadnought sped up gently, gaining momentum as it pushed itself out of Arianne Station. The fore cameras now showed Arianne below the horizon, its purple and blue and green gasses swirling around each other as the tempest storms the planet was known for raged on its surface. Arianne Station was strategically important because of its central location between linkspace nodes, making it an ideal location to place a military training facility. There was only one planet in the system, Arianne itself, meaning it was easy to patrol and defend.

      As the Dauntless exited the Arianne station, its external cameras showed many small cruisers splashed throughout the space around the station, along with an older battleship; training ships for those in the space wing of the Panhumanic space navy. Impossible to see with the naked eye were the dozens and dozens of starfighters bobbing and weaving around the training ships. Jack had originally wanted to join the space wing of MilCom, but his aptitude scores for piloting hadn’t been high enough. But for a couple of percentage points, Jack could have been in those fighters right now, flying between, above, and around the collection of ships he could see. He wondered if Terry, his childhood best friend, was out there right now. When they’d last spoke before Jack’s graduation, Terry had told him he was about to enter live training; he’d be piloting a live combat fighter in simulated combat situations, with enemy fighters and capital ships simulated on instrumentation and via the pilots’ aleks.

      The ship-wide communications system issued a tone from the speaker embedded in the wall, showing the main shipboard communication system, the 1MC, was now active. Months of training to respect the 1MC and be quiet when it activated made all the graduates instantly quieten.

      “All crew,” said the resonant disembodied voice of Commander Bona. “We have cleared Arianne Station. In the next few minutes we will be at the primary position over Arianne to jump into linkspace. Prep for linkspace jump. All hands prep for linkspace jump.”

      Jack’s only experience of traveling via linkspace were the three jumps he had taken to come to Arianne Station: one from his home planet to the sun in the solar system, then to Ariane’s sun, and then on to Arianne itself. The longest jump had been the one between both stars, but even then he had only been in linkspace for an hour. The trip to the Pallas system  would take a couple of days of transit time. During that entire time the Dauntless would be shunted into a parallel reality, traversing millions of light years every second. Without linkspace stardrives panhumanity would still be held back in the core Sol solar system. The drives had allowed panhumanity to reach out and grab the thousands of nearby solar systems they were now in control of.

      Control now under threat because of the appearance of the Shiveen. In almost two hundred years of space exploration and expansion, the Shiveen were the only other sentient life that panhumanity had encountered flying between the stars. There were rumors that the Panhumanic Sphere government was withholding the existence of other alien races, long extinct except for their artifacts and relics of their civilization left behind on planets recently colonized, but these were just rumors. Or conspiracies if you listened to certain people, or read particular sites on the PanNet.

      Around him, the other graduates, quiet during the initial undocking, became restless and started talking amongst themselves, all of them excited for their first jump in a military starship. Jack felt the same excitement, and some trepidation. They would be spending several days in linkspace, days during which if anything happened to the drive they would either be instantly disintegrated, thrown out into normal space, or potentially even becoming lost in linkspace forever. Admittedly, the chance of the last was infinitesimal, in the order of one in a trillion or greater, but it was still a possibility. Starships small and large had been lost sink linkspace travel had began. Jack hoped never to be on a ship that joined that list.

      Beside him, Nathine sat quietly. Her tail flicked rapidly around her, showing her increased nervousness.

      “Ready for this?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, “There is no choice. But I dislike entering linkspace.”

      “It’ll be fine,”

      “As long as we come out the other side, yes.”

      At least Jack wasn’t the only one worried about that.

      “All crew, all crew,” said the XO over the ship-wide system. “Prepare for linkspace jump in ten… nine… eight…”

      Jack followed countdown and closed his eyes. Entering linkspace always made him want to throw up. Luckily he didn’t have any food in his stomach to lose.

      Nathine grabbed his hands with her large hairy paw. Her own eyes were focused on the wall at the other side of the room. He said nothing.

      There was a moment where Jack felt his entire body stretch and thin, as did everything else in the room within his vision, his fellow marines included.  He tasted iron in his mouth and he felt like he was being torn apart and put back together again at the same time.

      And then the linkspace jump was complete, and the Dauntless was in linkspace.

      A wave of acute nausea washed over him and he dry heaved a little. Even the supplied medication supposed to keep the nausea away didn’t work. Two of the marines in the room did throw up, managing to containt it in bags provided for that express purpose.

      “Supposedly,” Jack said as he got his dry heaves under control, “You get used to this.”

      “I do not think anyone can ever get used to this,” replied Nathine, struggling to stop her own heaving. Her hand still held Jack’s. He said nothing but kept his hand there. A few moments later she removed it on her own.

      “Luckily now we’re in linkspace, things will be a lot smoother,” Jack said, trying to reassure her.

      There was an audible low-pitched whine that began building in volume and clarity over a few seconds. Jack cringed.

      “Coming up on the sun’s jump node,” said one of the other non-puking marines. “At least this won’t be as bad as the entry jump.”

      The whine increased in pitch until Jack could no longer hear it, although he still felt it. Nathine put her hands over her ears, still able to hear the whine as it increased in frequency. Her eyes were closed tight and she clenched her teeth.

      A quick pulse washed through the ship from bow to stern. The feeling of thinning and stretching returned but it was over just as quickly as it began. Neither of the two marines who had thrown up threw up this time. Nathine had taken her hands from her ears. She growled briefly before shaking her head rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” asked Jack.

      “Yes, Jack Conway. I will be in a moment.”

      One of the other marines, tall and thin with red hair and freckles took the used sick bags, tied them off, and dropped them into the biohazard trashcan built into the wall of the bunk room.

      “I’m starving,” he announced. “Who’s ready for some chow?”
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        * * *

      

      In the mess hall, Jack sat at a table with Nathine, the redheaded marine, Charlie Stanton, and one of the marines who had thrown up, Muhammad Khouri. Stanton quickly showed that he had an opinion on everything, and thought that his opinion mattered. Khouri sat quietly, his face ashen.

      “I think they’re probably overstating the threat,” said Stanton, wolfing down his food as he talked. Stanton liked to talk. Jack had discovered that during OCS and had avoided him as much as possible. “I mean, it’s a colony planet, not some important military installation.”

      “Then why are they sending the Dauntless?” asked Jack.

      Stanton pointed his fork at the barely touched food in front of Khouri. “You gonna eat that?”

      Khouri shook his head slowly and Stanton transferred several scoops of meat and vegetables from Khouri’s plate to his own.

      “Probably just the quickest ship that can get there,” he said. “Upgraded drive and all that.”

      “Pallas is only a few hours jump from an advance tactical station,” said Nathine. She touched her alek, transferring some data to everyone at the table’s aleks. Jack accepted the data transfer and a star map and some schematics appeared in his view. The schematics detailed a space station, much smaller than Arianne Station, but decked out with a broad selection of weaponry, including mass drivers. Like most advance tactical stations, this one had a compliment of three patrol cruisers attached to it that could be used for defense or reconnaissance to nearby star systems. “I think the situation is much worse than you understand.”

      “If there’s been Shiveen activity that close, they’d keep the cruisers near the ATS,” said Khouri. The loss of an ATS is more problematic than the loss of a civilian colony out on the edge systems.”

      “The crabbies aren’t that brave,” replied Stanton. “Colonists are easy targets. Targets of opportunity.”

      “I don’t know,” said Jack. “The way that Admiral Kennedy left the stage just before we got our shipping orders makes me think this is a big deal. Something’s hinkey.”

      “Hinkey?” asked Nathine. “I do not know this word.”

      “Means something strange or unusual,” said Stanton. “A lot of colonies use words like that. Some backwater planets too.”

      Jack couldn’t help but feel that Stanton was taking a sly shot at him. In the hour that Jack had been sitting with him, Jack had wanted to slug him at least three times. Stanton was arrogant and full of bluster, and had the kind of attitude that was not marine-worthy. Khouri, on the other hand, seemed meek but that could simply be because he was still feeling ill from the linkspace jump. Jack still hadn’t recovered himself.

      “The point I’m trying to make,” said Jack. “Is that something is off about this whole thing. Kennedy’s quick exit, the Dauntless already being in space dock, us getting mobilized without our commissions in place.”

      Khouri poked at the food on his plate with his fork but didn’t attempt to eat any of it.

      “I think Kennedy arrived in the Dauntless,” he said. “That explains why it was docked.”

      “That does make sense,” said Nathine, who had devoured all of the meat on her plate but left the vegetables alone. “Perhaps the Admiral is aboard right now?”

      “Doubt it,” said Stanton. “Why would anyone with stars be going out on a trip like this? They’ve earned the right to stay out of harm’s way.”

      The more Stanton talked, the more Jack found himself disliking him. He reminded Jack of a number of kids that he’d grown up with that had wealth and access to a far better life than many others. Jack enlisted because he wanted to serve. Why was Stanton here? What had he done to get himself in military school and to the front lines? Jack made a mental note to do some research on him after dinner.

      Stanton pointed to the vegetables on Nathine’s plate witexh his fork. She pushed her plate towards him and he scooped the ignored vegetables on it onto his own plate. He pointed at Jack’s plate with the fork. Jack pulled his plate a little closer to himself. He was going to eat everything on the plate, even if the jump had left him a little squeamish. Khouri took a tentative bite of the food on his plate and swallowed it. Satisfied that he could keep it down, he continued eating.

      “So, the big question, really…” said Stanton, once again talking with his mouth full, “is how this changes things between us and the Shiveen. We’ve been going toe-to-toe for five years, dancing around all-out war. Does this push us over the edge?”

      “I think yes,” said Nathine. “They have never attacked non-military vessels or outposts before.”

      “That we know of,” said Khouri, after successfully chewing and eating some of his food.

      “MilCom only tells people what it thinks they need to hear,” said Stanton. “Or what it wants them to know.”

      “That’s a bit of a jaded attitude for a new marine officer to have,” said Jack.

      “Jaded?” replied Stanton, shaking his head. “Realistic. Think about it. Let’s say you knew something about the Shiveen that was so mind-blowing that if the general population knew about it there would be panic throughout the core and outer worlds. Would you want that information to be exposed. Better to hide it in a few half-truths or even lies.”

      Jack saw the point that Stanton was trying to make, but he didn’t like it.

      “Oh,” continued Stanton, “and if you think that’s not already been done for the past several thousand years, and even before we all left Earth, well, you’re the kind of sucker that signs up for military service believing all the bull propaganda that they feed you.”

      “And you are no sucker, right?” asked Nathine.

      Stanton grinned at here.”Now that’s a truth.”

      “Why are you here then, Stanton?”

      Stanton glared at Nathine while shoveling the last of his food into his mouth then stood up and took his cutlery and his plate with him as he left the table.

      “Was it something I said?” asked Nathine of Jack and Khouri. Jack laughed loudly and Khouri joined him a moment after. A smile appeared on Nathine’s cat-like face, her short whiskers trembling as a throaty laugh came from her.

      Jack watched Stanton deposit his dirty utensils and plate and then storm towards the mess hall exit. On his way out, he almost stumbled into Taggart, but caught himself before he did. He sidestepped the smaller Sergeant, who entered the mess hall.

      The room quietened almost immediately. The stocky Scotsman made his way to the center of the room, surveying the room in silence as he did.

      “Looks like you all got your appetites back,” he said. “Good. Getting some food in your stomach and a decent night’s rest is what you need, because tomorrow’s going to be a busy one. But tonight you get some liberty, so enjoy it.

      “Welcome to the PSS Dauntless, nuggets. Do her proud.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 Meeting The Fireteam

        

      

    

    
      Jack ducked to the side, Anderson’s massive fist missing its mark. The previous two punches the huge marine had landed on Jack’s lower abdomen felt like fire, and Jack struggled not to show how hard the big man had hurt him. As Anderson’s path crossed his, Jack brought a knee up into Anderson’s abdomen, hearing a grunt of pain from the big man as Jack’s knee landed precisely where Jack had intended. Jack followed up with an elbow to Anderson’s back, which did nothing. Anderson grabbed Jack’s leg and straightened his, throwing Jack off-balance before depositing him onto his back on the floor mat.

      Corporal Pablo Stone and Tech Specialist Melinda Bandura stood at the edges of the mat, watching the newest member of their fire team get his ass handed to him by their heavy weapons specialist.

      “Conway,” said Stone. “You any good at medicine?”

      Lying on his back, his breath caught from being winded by the surprise move by Anderson, Jack wheezed out a reply.

      “Standard training,” he said, taking the huge hand that Anderson offered him to help him up off the training mat. Anderson wore a face-splitting grin and showed little exertion from the sparring session; he didn’t even seem to acknowledge the knee that Jack had landed.

      “Well, get better at it. Keep trying rookie moves like that against a Shiveen, and you’ll have to patch up all the holes they’ll put in your body. Assuming they leave you in one piece.”

      “Not really a fair comparison,” said Bandura. “Shiveen have four arms and six legs. Then again, they’re about as smart as Anderson…”

      The big marine pointed a meaty finger at Bandura.

      “You and me, on this mat. Right now, baby girl,” he said, pointing to the mat.  Bandura laughed.

      “Told you before, big guy,” she said. “Flowers and chocolates first if you want to get your hands on me.”

      “Working on it,” said Anderson, stepping off the mat onto the hard floor of the gym. Bandura jabbed a quick punch on one of Anderson’s upper arms. He responded by wrapping a meaty arm around her slender waist and picking her up off the ground. She burst into laughter.

      “Put me down, you big lunk!”

      “Not until you apologize.”

      “I’m sorry you’re as stupid as a Shiveen.”

      “Apology accepted,” he said, letting her go.

      Jack stood on the mat, hunched over, his hands on his thighs, catching his breath. He saw the easy camaraderie that these three marines had together. The fourth member of the fire team, Trent Stanislaw — who Jack had replaced — was meeting the other members of his temporary fire team elsewhere on the Dauntless.

      This was his second day with the fire team. His first was spent performing basic maneuvers together in the Dauntless’s simulation array, running through several combat encounters and allowing Stone to identify areas of concern with Jack’s performance and ability to integrate with the fire team.  That had been after physical training and their first meal together as a unit, during which Jack took time to take stock of his new fire team mates, and get to know them a little.

      Corporal Pablo Stone was a man of few words, most of them sharp and curt. It was obvious he was a career man through and through by how he carried himself and the way he issued commands. He also didn’t seem to like Jack, but whether that was because he had replaced a trusted member of his fire team, or because Jack would hold a higher rank when his commission came through, Jack didn’t know. What was obvious is that he cared very much about nobody on his team making mistakes and dying. Several failed simulations had shown that to Jack. Stone was just as hard as himself as Jack was when he had failed simulations, pushing the team through them again and again until he was happy with the outcome. When Jack had been in basic training, he was teamed with marines of more or less equal skill and experience. Working through the simulations, Jack realized how much he really didn’t know working with these three marines who had seen action in multiple engagements.

      Garth Anderson contrasted Stone. He was a mountain of muscle and quick laughter, literally taking up two seats at the mess table. Strong enough to carry the articulated heavy machine gun that was his weapon of choice, he was also surprisingly agile for someone of his size. He always had a glib comment or a joke, which sometimes caused Stone to break his mask of seriousness momentarily. The corporal not only tolerated Anderson, but liked him.

      Melinda Bandura was focused and deadly. During combat simulations, Jack watched her rapidly infiltrate complex computer systems and expertly use multiple types of combat drones to help the fire team achieve their objectives. She was curious, asking Jack multiple pointed questions about his background and his beliefs, but making no commentary on them at all. Her attention to detail made Jack consider if she was a synthetic. There was no way to tell with some of them.

      Jack had met Stanislaw, the marine he had replaced, briefly in the mess hall when Anderson and Bandura had introduced Jack to him. He had looked Jack up and down and only said one thing: “Don’t get my friends killed.”

      That was the problem.

      Jack was worried that he would do just that.

      It didn’t matter that he had a year of combat training under his belt, with half of that also being spent at OCS. These marines had all seen real action, and if Jack’s performance in the simulations they’d been running was any sign, Jack was a liability to them.

      What the hell were the people in charge thinking, putting green officer graduates into actual live fireteams? Was it because they were short on fireteam manpower, they wanted marines to see actual combat before leading, or was it to weed out those who were liabilities?

      Whatever the reason, Jack felt uncomfortable with the whole thing.

      “Hey, rookie,” said Anderson. “How about ‘Turtle’ seeing as you spend so much time on your back?”

      Anderson had come up with at least two dozen nicknames for Jack since they’d met, all of them poking fun at him and his performance. Jack had liked none of them, but he played along, understanding that this was the fireteam’s way of bonding. Also, you never gave yourself your own nickname.

      If he and they were going to survive, they’d have to work together.

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to get to choose or approve my nickname, Anderson,” said Jack. “If that’s how it worked yours would be ‘Pretty Boy’ instead of ‘Meathead’”

      Bandura laughed loudly at that, and even Stone cracked a slight smile.

      “How’d you know my high school nickname?” asked Anderson, before stuffing some cornbread into his mouth.

      Bandura lost it again and Stone laughed louder. Anderson himself began laughing his deep booming laughter. Jack joined in.

      “Ah, Rook,” Anderson said, slapping a huge hand on Jack’s shoulder. “You’ll do just fine.”

      “Okay, everyone,” said Stone, the smile still on his face. “A little personal time then lights out. We’re running through simulations again first thing in the morning. Conway, please stop dying during them.”
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        * * *

      

      Shiveen chemical rounds exploded where Jack had just been standing. If he had still been there, most of his face and his combat helmet would now be gone, either blown off from the explosive round or slagging off from the highly corrosive acid at the within it.

      “Shit, shit, SHIT!” he yelled as he dove behind the two-foot high remains of a building wall. All down the destroyed street the remnants of flyers and other buildings exploded in bright iridescent chemical light as Shiveen round after Shiveen round came hurtling towards Jack and his fire team from the entrenched Shiveen infantry just a few hundred meters away.

      “Watch out, Rook!” shouted Anderson over the noise of the articulated heavy machine gun he wielded with uncanny precision. Jack knew that a lot of Anderson’s almost-perfect shots were coming via his alek, feeding that information into his helmet-based Active Heads-Up Display, highlighting targeting information for each of the Shiveen warriors that the high velocity rounds were now shredding apart when they poked their heads outside of cover.

      Jack’s alek was doing the same for him, but the information overwhelmed him. This was nothing like the simulations he’d encountered in basic training or in OCS. Most simulations were based on actual telemetry gathered from actual encounters with Shiveen, some favorable to Sphere forces, others the exact opposite with aleks acting as black box recorders that saved and transmitted a dying marine’s last moments.

      The problem was there were just too many damn Shiveen!

      Shiveen fought in multiple teams of three — the standard Triad — with three teams to a squad but five squads to a platoon. Each platoon was lead by the Shiveen equivalent of a Lieutenant. Comparing apples to apples, the Shiveen always had better numbers in engagements, unless triads or individuals could be drawn awayand picked off with the help of drones tracking enemy units.

      That’s what Jack’s fire team had tried to do.

      It hadn’t turned out well.

      On the other side of the street, behind ruined and destroyed buildings of their own, Stone and Bandura were under barrage from a Shiveen heavy weapons team. They had worked out that Bandura was controlling the fist-sized drones  providing additional combat support information to the panhuman fireteam and were determined to take her out.

      “Conway,” said Stone over Jack’s AHUD comm line. “Take out those damn bombardiers. Anderson, provide cover.”

      Jack paused for a second. The bombardiers were behind several Shiveen infantry.

      “Corporal, how am I supposed to do that?” Jack asked, ducking again as another chemical round came too close to his face for comfort.

      “I don’t care. Just do it!”

      During each simulation, Stone had a habit of pushing Jack to take point as the fire team attempted to hold and reclaim ground. In several simulations, and even in several attempts during specific simulations, this had meant that Jack had become cannon fodder for Shiveen forces. He’d now ‘died’ multiple times during simulations, experiencing the pain and agony of multiple types of Shiveen chemical weapons, but also having Shiveen infantry literally rip him limb from limb.

      Knowing that this was just another simulation didn’t help with the very real fear that coursed through Jack right now. Simulations were fully immersive, using biofeedback sent through aleks and AHUDs into telemetry suits to simulate physical sensations. This meant the sensations that often accompanied those were realistic; the fear Jack was feeling was all too very real.

      Jack checked his rifle, pulling up ammunition and other data into his AHUD from it. He was down to half a mag of slivers but still had most of his explosive rounds left. He’d need both to take out the armored bombardiers. Luckily, he had another mag of each on his combat belt.

      “Anderson,” he said. “Covering fire. I’m moving up.”

      Anderson acknowledged Jack by firing a rapid burst of shots that ripped into a burning flyer in the middle of the street. As the shots struck the flyer, they discharged their explosive payload, causing the burning vehicle to be thrown up into the air several feet and then come back to the ground, scattering metal and ceramic shrapnel in all directions.

      Jack used that distraction to slip out from behind the wall and run the twenty feet between where he had been and the intact wall of the next building. He slammed himself up against it as Shiveen chemical rounds flashed past him and where he had moved from. Anderson had already moved behind cover.

      “Down to a half dozen drones,” yelled Bandura. “We’re getting our asses handed to us here!”

      “Conway!” shouted Stone. “MOVE! IT!”

      One of Bandura’s drones was zipping above the firefight, zigging and zagging as Shiveen shots tried to take it out. Jack wasn’t sure if it was doing so valiantly because of its AI or because Bandura was in direct control. The drone gave him a perfect view of the next few hundred feet ahead of him, including his next viable target.

      Jack kept his back to the building wall as he moved along its length, monitoring the drone’s vidcast. Just around the corner of the building Jack sheltered behind, a Shiveen infantry unit was being sneaky and trying to flank him and Anderson. The twelve-foot tall arthropod-like alien used its lower six pairs of legs to scurry over rubble as quickly as it could. Two of its clawed hands helped it climb while the other two held the Shiveen version of an assault rifle — the long and bulbous organic weapon’s central reservoir glowing softly, showing it was almost empty. The Shiveen’s face was hidden from view of the drone overhead, but Jack knew what that face looked like: six impassive black eyes of differing sizes paired on each side of its head, all around a lobster-like mouth with many parts all with different functions, including paralyzing biological lifeforms and eating them.

      Not this time, thought Jack. Once is enough.

      He held his position until the Shiveen was all the way over the rubble then flipped his ammo selection from flechette rounds to high explosive. Almost instantly the barrel and receiver reconfigured to accept the larger rounds.

      Jack performed a three-count then fired a shot perpendicular to the Shiveen’s path. As he hoped, it turned its head to watch the stray shot impact on some rubble.

      He ducked out from behind the wall edge, flipping the ammo back to the high velocity sliver rounds that could rip the Shiveen apart. Jack’s AHUD outlined the Shiveen, who realized now that it had been tricked and was spinning to face him; Jack’s AHUD rapidly highlighted several potential target locations on the creature’s body.

      He squeezed the trigger, releasing a short burst of long needle rounds that struck the Shiveen precisely where his AHUD had highlighted, shredding through the weaker chitin on the Shiveen’s underbody, splashing bright green fluorescent goop into the surrounding air. The creature shrieked as the metal slivers tumbled inside its body, ripping its delicate nervous system apart and destroying the ganglions that controlled its arms and legs. It collapsed, falling onto its front, bright green fluid pooling around its inert segmented and armored body.

      Squatting, Jack moved forward, keeping his rifle trained on the dying alien, looking down its sights. If he had missed the upper ganglion, the damn thing could still point its weapon at him and fire even as it died.

      That didn’t happen; the Shiveen remained unmoving.

      One down, even more to go.

      Still squatting, Jack moved past the dead alien and across the rubble it had traversed. According to the drone above, the next nearest Shiveen was on a few buildings away. The drone could be wrong though. Shiveen could be hidden from view of the drone, ready to strike at Jack as he made his way towards the bombardiers. He tried counting how many Shiveen they’d engaged and how many they’d put down. Jack had put down two, including the one he’d just taken out. Stone and Bandura had put down three. Anderson had five confirmed kills. Jack’s AHUD showed five remaining Shiveen in play, including the three bombardiers he was attempting to take out, all clustered together and lobbing their chemical payloads towards Stone and Bandura.

      Wait, something was wrong: that was only fifteen Shiveen.

      Where the hell was the alien platoon leader? It wasn’t showing up in the kill list or active combatants list in Jack’s AHUD. Hell, it wasn’t even showing up as being in the combat arena.

      “Bandura,” he whispered. “Where’s the leader?”

      “What?” she replied. “Dammit. It was tagged. Now it’s disappeared.”

      “What do you mean it disappeared?”

      “None of the drones see it. It’s not here or it’s hidden.”

      Jack felt his panic rising. The alien platoon leader could be anywhere.

      “Shit!” said Jack. “Look for it!”

      “What do you think I’m doing now?,” she retorted. “Making invitations to my next birthday party? Dammit. I can’t find it.”

      “Where was it last tagged?”

      In his AHUD, very near where Jack stood, a single marker pinged, showing where Bandura’s drones and tracking systems had last tracked the alien.

      “Sonofa…” cursed Jack. He slammed his back against a building wall and began scanning the area visually, hoping that his alek would pick up the missing enemy. On the other side of the building continued blasts and roars came as Anderson and the bombardiers traded shots with each other. The remaining two Shiveen infantry were occupied with moving towards Stone and Bandura.

      Knowing that he was leaving himself open to overwatch fire from the invisible platoon leader, Jack stood and bolted between two buildings, getting himself as close to the bombardiers as he could. According to the drones overhead, they were still concentrating on the rest of his fire team further down the street from Jack.

      Taking a few slow and deep breaths, he prepared himself to assault the bombardiers. A few well-placed explosive rounds to get their attention, a burst of sliver rounds in their direction. Repeat, repeat, repeat. If he’d only had more hand grenades, that would make things easier, but he’d used up the two he’d been carrying early in the combat. He made a mental note to himself to not be so wasteful of his hardware in the future.

      He flipped the ammo switch to high explosive, and his rifle rapidly changed the barrel and receiver. His AHUD showed targeting information for the bombardiers. While all Shiveen looked alike, there were subtle differences their carpaces relating on their combat role. Bombardiers were larger and much bulkier that infantry, with enhanced armor plating on their torsos and across their head and shoulders. Their weapons were about twice the size of normal Shiveen rifles, requiring all four of the bombardier’s hands to use, as they slung low under them between their legs, bracing them on the ground while they fired.

      Jack stepped out between the buildings, aiming down his rifle sights towards the bombardiers, and rapidly squeezed the trigger.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      Three high explosive rounds launched towards the bombardier’s flank, two of them exploding harmlessly on their armored carapaces. One found its mark and exploded, striking the ammo reservoir of one weapon, causing its chemical ammunition to splash all over the lower body of the bombardier holding it. The surprise attack caused that Shiveen to drop its weapon, opening up its underbody for Jack.

      He flipped the ammo selector to sliver rounds and fired a short burst at the Shiveen bombardier. One of the other bombardiers moved to put its back in the way of the oncoming shots, to shield its comrade The remaining bombardier turned its lobster head in Jack’s direction and rotated its body and weapon, readying it to fire.

      Jack moved, ducking out of the way before the first shot from the bombardier exploded on the ground next to him. Not quick enough, though, as he felt something splatter onto the back of his armor. His AHUD showed a diagram of his armored body from a rear view, lighting up areas on his armor where the chemical weapon had landed. The splash damage was only superficial —  there was only a little damage to the top layers of his ceramic armor.

      Now that the bombardiers knew where he was, they split their fire between his team mates and Jack. The drone flying overhead reported that Jack’s attack on the bombardiers had taken one of them out. That evened the odds a little.

      “Anderson,” said Stone. “Move up.”

      In Jack’s AHUD, he saw Anderson do as Stone commanded, picking his way forward towards the bombardiers, stepping into the street now, firing his heavy weapon directly towards their position. Stone himself was moved towards the bombardiers, using cover as he found it. Bandura remained at the rear, providing covering fire for both of them, all under the watchful eye of her drones.

      The question now was where Jack should move to. His ability to flank the bombardiers was gone, as one of them was now lobbing rounds at him, and there was little cover between him and them. His surprise attack wouldn’t work again, with the bombardiers curling themselves and their heavy armor over the top of their weapon, giving Jack little chance to do any lasting damage to them.

      What he needed was to get to higher ground.

      The buildings surrounding him were multi-storied, though most had been leveled or reduced to rubble. The particular building he was using for cover right now had two mostly intact floors: the ground and the first. If there was enough rubble or even a stairwell remaining undamaged, he’d be able to potentially take out some of the remaining Shiveen infantry, or one or more of the remaining bombardiers if he could get onto that second floor.

      The trick was getting inside the building.

      Jack retraced his steps, moving backwards, keeping his rifle pointing forward as he did in case anything crossed his view. Like the Shiveen leader.

      He found what he was looking for: a small open window that opened into a basement level. It was just wide enough for Jack to climb through, though it meant holstering his weapon momentarily. Before doing that he eyeballed the basement then went legs first through the window, arhcing his back a little as he dropped onto the hard floor several feet below. He switched the AHUD to night-vision mode, superimposing a green and black overlay over his own vision, which was still adjusting to the raw darkness of the basement.

      The basement looked clear, although strewn with rubble and smashed containers. There were several holes in the ceiling, the synthcrete from the holes laying in chunks on the basement floor. The sounds of the battle raging outside the basement was muted now. In the corner of Jack’s view, in stark contrast to the green and black of the night vision, Bandura’s drone video continued to transmit in full color, highlighting enemy combatants and sharing combat data to everyone watching.

      Jack carefully stepped through the basement. He didn’t have the support of Bandura’s drones down here with him and was relying on the combat training he’d received and his many hours of simulation training.

      Find the exits. Sweep the room. Check corners and doorways, floors and ceilings. Move while scanning. Secure the immediate area.

      Stop. Breathe. Do it all again, move closer to the next objective.

      It only took a few moments to find the rubble-strewn steps leading up to the first floor. Jack flattened against the wall, aiming his gun up them, sweeping from left to right. The door at the top of the stairs was missing, lying in pieces. There was nothing else there.

      Step by cautious step, Jack ascended the basement stairs, breathing shallow and focused, ready to fire at anything that crossed his view. As he climbed, light from the firefight outside flashed through holes in walls, sending temporary bursts of bright green that spotted his vision. The sounds of comabat came into focus again.

      Near the top of the stairs, Jack prepared himself to exit the doorway. He squatted again, making himself as small a target as he could, and leaned into the large room in front of him, scanning it before pulling himself back into cover.

      There was nothing in the main room except the remnants of furniture and housewares.

      Jack counted to three then leaned out of the stairwell, rotating so he could look at the area that had been behind him.

      Nothing there either. Half the wall in the far end was missing, and through it Jack saw Anderson moving up the street again, his heavy rifle spitting fire and metal slivers at the Shiveen, of which there were now only one bombardier and one infantry left.

      And the platoon leader, wherever the hell it was hiding.

      Jack scanned both rooms again, looking for a way to get up to the next floor. Any stairs had been obliterated. Perhaps there was a way to climb up using rubble? Sweeping the rooms as he moved through them, Jack found what he needed: part of the second floor had collapsed, turning the floor into a ramp, albeit a steep one. He moved up it, keeping his rifle tight to him and scanning around.

      The second floor of the building was almost gone, except for the rear walls and some roof above those walls. As Jack crested the ramp he saw there was little cover on the second floor. He dropped onto his stomach and crawled across the stable floor area, towards the front of the building, towards some rubble that provided minimal cover that he could get behind. He switched off the night vision mode.

      Via the drone high above, Jack saw that he had a clear line of fire to the bombardier unit, which was busy fending off Anderson’s barrage and flanking fire from Stone. Jack positioned himself and rested his rifle atop the rubble, stabilizing it.

      A flick of the ammo selector changed the rounds from slivers to radioactive-tipped sniper rounds. Jack saw the rifle barrel reconfigure itself, elongating and thinning to provide the additional length this weapon mode needed.

      Looking down the sights, he touched the viewscope button on the rifle and his AHUD changed to display an enhanced view from the sniper rifle atop his normal vision. A slide of a finger along the sensor on the length of the rifle magnified his view. He could see the moving mouth pieces of the panicked bombardier as it waged a losing fight against the marine fire team.

      His finger over the trigger, Jack breathed out, becoming one with his rifle.

      A single loud crack came from his rifle and the rail-accelerated sniper round found its mark, exploding through the bombardier’s face and sending the creature flying backwards from the shot’s impact.

      Jack tapped the viewscope button again and the sniper window switched back to normal view. He rolled onto his back,  refocusing himself for what came next.

      The alien platoon leader — almost half again the size of a normal Shiveen — stood above him, rearing up on its legs, four wicked blades made of the same chitin as its armor in its hands. Before he could react, the creature fell on him, all four blades descending at once towards Jack.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s hands grasped at the simulation suit he was wearing, trying to rip if off. The advanced biofeedback sensors that immersed the wearer in the simulation sent raw scarlet pain into Jack’s chest and lower abdomen; in the simulation Jack’s body was being ripped apart by the Shiveen’s blades. He pulled at the collar, clawing at the synthetic outfit before remembering that the suits sealed in the rear . He tapped the simulation helmet at the disconnect switch and he was ejected from the simulation.

      “Goddamnit,” he shouted. Around him in the low-lit simulation room, the others in his fire team stood or knelt in their own simulation suits, wearing the same helmet he wore, hands empty where their simulated weapons were. They would have been notified within the simulation that he had died and disconnected.

      Stone touched his own helmet and exited the simulation, blinking his eyes twice and looking around for Jack. His eyes narrowed.

      “What’s that now? Nine deaths?”

      Jack grimaced.

      “Yes, Corporal,” replied Jack. Bandura and Anderson also exited the simulation. As soon as they did, the lights gently brightened, highlighting the diamond-pattern of the walls, floor, and ceiling of the simulation room.

      “Just remember, Conway, that it only takes one in the real world. Door.”

      The faint outlines of a door appeared in one wall and Stone walked towards it. It slid open with a soft hiss for him to exit. Before he did, he turned back to Jack.

      “Nice shot at the end there,” he said, and left.

      “Damn straight that was a nice shot,” said Anderson, slapping a meaty hand onto Jack’s shoulder. “Except for the part where it got you killed.”

      “Yeah,” said Jack glumly. He should have suspected that the platoon leader had been up to hiding. The reason that the drones hadn’t seen it was because it had been using the building as cover.  He’d have to keep that in mind.

      “What the hell happened back in there?” he asked. Anderson laughed.

      “You got popped by one of Bandura’s tweaks,” the big man said. Bandura stood beside him, grinning.

      “I’ve been, ah, tweaking some of our simulations,” she said. “Adding in some modifications to make the Shiveen more unpredictable and dangerous. Think of it like New Game Plus Plus Plus. Last time it was Stone that got popped first.”

      Anderson laughed.

      “I’m sure he was secretly pleased it was the Rook this time that timed out first. I think you also upped their combat skills, Mel.”

      “Maybe,” said Bandura, a sly grin on her face. “Won’t tell.”

      “Hold on,” said Jack. “You’re changing our combat sims?”

      “Sure. It’s not hard. A little extra RNG, a little tweaking of the combat scripting, and BOOM: something more like what you can expect to see in the field. Never liked the combat sims they use in basic. Way too … basic.”

      “Too many booms,” said Anderson. “That was one of the hardest sims yet.”

      “Well, no point in them being easy. Defeats the purpose. In a real fight it comes down to kill or be killed. My Shiveen are just better than the average Shiveen on the field.”

      Jack understood Bandura’s thinking, and realized that he felt even less prepared now to face the Shiveen in the real world, especially if they were anything like those in Bandura’s tweaked sims.

      Anderson slapped his palms against his abdomen.

      “Who wants to get naked and eat?”

      “Anderson,” Bandura said. “No shirt, no shoes, no service in the mess hall.”

      “Pants optional. Got it.”

      As Anderson and Bandura walked away to the door leading out of the simulation room, Jack began wondering if he was cut out to be an officer.

      It only takes one in the real world, Stone had said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 Arrival At Pallas

        

      

    

    
      Jack awoke to massive shudder, a blaring alarm, and red combat lighting in the bunk room. Around him, the other graduates woke just as groggily as he. Nathine was already on her feet and pulling her uniform on.

      “Hurry, Jack,” she said. “It is time.”

      Over the intercom system came the deep voice of Commander Nambo.

      “All marines, report to the launch bay. We are now at Condition Two. All marines, report to the launch bay…”

      Jack checked the time on his alek. He had only been asleep for three hours.

      “I thought we were still several hours out from Pallas,” he muttered.

      “We are.” said Stanton, who looked like he had slept little too. “We just hit the Pallas sun node point. Something pulled us out.”

      Jack threw his legs over the side of his bunk and rubbed his face with his hands. Nathine leaned down, taking Jack’s hands, and pulling him up from his bunk. Nervous excitement shone in her eyes, and her whiskers were twitching quickly, just like her tail.

      “Jack!” she barked.

      “I’m up, I’m up!”

      He quickly grabbed his clothes, which he had neatly folded and lay aside the previous evening. Stanton finished dressing before anyone else and bolted out of the bunkroom saying nothing. In the corridor beyond the door there was a mad scramble of activity as other marines and Dauntless crew hustled. Jack finished dressing, tightening his belt. The other graduates, save for Nathine and Khouri, had already followed Stanton out of the room.

      Khouri extended a hand to Jack and Nathine. “For what it’s worth,” he said. “Be safe, marines.”

      Jack shook his hand, feeling Khouri’s nervousness as he did. “You too, Muhammad. See you back here when we’re done.”

      Nathine also took his hand. “Be safe,” she said to him.

      Khouri nodded then left, leaving Nathine and Jack alone. He extended a hand to her.

      “Nathine…”

      The uplift stepped up to Jack and embraced him, pulling her into him. He returned the hug. “I do not have many friends, Jack Conway. I count you among them.”

      “Same, Nathine.”

      “Be safe. If you die, I will be upset.”

      “You too, Nat.”
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        * * *

      

      Laroux looked at the scrolling feed of data showing up in his AHUD. There was a Shiveen ship, a heavy cruiser, ship laying in wait for them, casting a disruption at the primary node jump point, where they had planned to relay onto the primary jump point at Pallas IV.

      “Ship status, Mister Nambo,” barked Laroux, checking navigation and scanner data. Around Laroux, the CIC was a blur of activity as everyone prepped the dreadnought for combat; they were prepared for the possibility of their linkspace travel being disrupted.

      “Moving to readiness state, Captain,” said Nambo. “Mass drivers and defensive batteries online.”

      “Very good.”

      “There is another ship at the secondary point, Captain.”

      “I see it, XO. It’s too far away to bother us right now. Let’s focus on what’s in front of us.”

      Damn Shiveen.

      They had parked a ship at both major nodes of the Pallas sun, catching the Dauntless like a fly in a spider web. Without being able to jump back into linkspace, they would have to hard burn for Pallas I, which meant potentially running a gauntlet of enemy ships on the way

      “Lieutenant Shannon,” said Laroux to the navigation specialist. “Set an alternate route to Pallas I, slinging us out and around on a thirty degree arc on the heading three two four at maximum burn.”

      “Aye, Sir,” said Shannon. Laroux watched as she tapped on her screen and in the air as she used her AHUD. The heading would allow them to hit Pallas I and use it to get back into linkspace. They’d only lost a few hours at most, unless the Shiveen had dropped ships at every other planet in the system.

      Laroux didn’t put it past the sneaky bastards.

      “Course entered, Captain,” said Shannon.

      “Make it happen, Mister Shannon.”

      “Aye, Sir,” she replied, activating the new heading. Laroux heard the subtle shift in the Dauntless’ engines as it began the course correction maneuvers, secondary thrusters firing and turning the ship on its axis.

      Nambo approached Laroux.

      “They could have cruisers waiting on the way to the first planet. I would,” said Nambo.

      “They could. Depends how much they really want to keep us out.”

      “Or draw us in.”

      “We can handle it.”

      The Dauntless hadn’t officially been in any engagements yet. The trip to the officer graduate ceremony at Arianne Station had been its shakedown flight and a way to get Admiral Kennedy to the service quickly. His old friend had stayed behind to travel on a slower cruiser that had followed them to Arianne. One good thing about being an admiral is that you get to pull rank and get the fastest ship possible when you want or need to.

      “Captain,” said the sensors officer. “The Shiveen ship is following and accelerating.”

      Laroux smiled wryly at his XO.

      “Let’s show them what this girl can do.”
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        * * *

      

      The noise in the loading dock was almost deafening to Jack when he entered the docking bay with Nathine. He located his staging point and glanced at her, nodding his head in its direction. She nodded, and they both moved towards their assigned dropship, dodging through the mass of moving bodies in the area.

      In the main loading bay of the Dauntless, marines and vehicle support crews moved with purpose, swarming to their assigned staging area, flowing around each other like birds swarming in flight. Four large Raptor-class dropships filled most of the loading bay along with the APCs they carried; each of the wheeled Armored Personnel Carriers could carry up an entire squad of fully armed and prepared marines in standard combat load-out directly to the combat arena, two APCs per dropship. In addition, each dropship could carry one or more Mobile Combat Mech squads, smaller versions of the towering war machines that provided firepower and support in battlefield engagements. Jack had always wanted to pilot one of those, but his aptitude tests had placed him elsewhere. Three of the APCs were in load out position.

      Jack and Nathine were in different squads. Every graduate from Arianne Station had been allocated to a fireteam within onboard platoon, taking up the fourth position, the scouting one, within the fireteam.

      Nathine rested a hand on Jack’s arm.

      “See you soon, Jack Conway,” she said, before turning and walking towards her squad.

      Jack made his way towards his fireteam and squad, all assembled in front of the camouflage-gray vehicle with the name Stormbringer painted in white in cursive on the side of it. Two APCs sat just beyond the dropship loading ramp, waiting for their passengers to embark.

      As Jack approached, Stone looked up and acknowledged him. Jack’s AHUD lit up with information as Stone registered him being present. This updated Jack’s AHUD to show that his fireteam was designated Echo Team and assigned to the second APC along with the rest of its squad. The other two squads would in the other APC. The platoon was led by First Lieutenant Simon Hughes and Sergeant Lita McConnell. Jack had met the platoon leader and his right hand woman in the mess hall as Hughes had made the rounds. The lietenant was well-respected, and Jack’s searches on him had shown several meritorious awards during his years of service. That had also been when Jack had met his new squad leader, Liam Morales, who even Conway seemed to respect.

      “Got to work on that speed, Conway,” said Stone. “Lucky for you the Shiveen are just a little slower today.”

      “What’s the situation, Corporal?” asked Anderson, already kitted out in his heavy weapon harness and attaching the heavy machine gun to it. Seeing him set up that way in simulations was not quite as impressive as seeing him do it in person.

      “Shiveen are chasing our tail - we came out of linkspace early. LT will update us in the APC.”

      “How early?”

      “They jumped us as we hit the sun,” said Bandura. When Stone looked at her, she shrugged. “I’m the tech and communication specialist. You know I find this stuff out.”

      “So, how early?” repeated Anderson.

      “Probably about four hours.”

      “Fantastic. We get to be sardines for four hours. Whoopee!”

      “Stow that,” said Stone. “You know the routine. Gear up.”

      Jack did too. Textbook routine stated that as soon as there was an engagement, marine units were to assemble in vehicles immediately. This made sure that they were not only combat ready, but also gave them some additional protection if parts of their transport ship was exposed to the cold of space. While marines in MCMs or in some power armors had enclosed life support systems, the vast majority of combat armor didn’t, only having air filtration systems or a limited amount of oxygen in the neck-sealing helmets. Being in an APC or a dropship meant improving the odds of survival for anyone that could get inside it before the atmosphere blew. Hopefully rescue wasn’t too long away, but it rarely was according to the data Jack had read.

      In silence, everyone except Anderson who was already in his, put their combat armor harness on and began checking each piece of their modular ceramic combat armor before attaching it. Jack followed the sequence that had become almost second nature to him now: underframe first then the chest and back, shoulders, arms, and forearms. Finally, the thighs and lower legs. The modular nature of the armor made it easy to replace or discard parts damaged or made useless in the field. The underframe provided the power source for the armor diagnostics that connected via aleks and helmet AHUDs. As Jack attached each piece of his armor, he saw diagnostic information appear in the AHUD. Everything looked good, and he sent a confirmation to Stone that his armor was ready before helping Bandura put Anderson’s oversized and heavy armor pieces on him.

      “Okay, people, let’s do this,” said Stone, turning towards the single APC that was being loaded on the fireteam. The rest of the fireteam fell in behind him, following him up the short step into the APC. Before Jack entered, he saw a squad of thirteen MCMs moving up into the other dropship to where the second APC would have been.

      As the first fireteam inside the APC, they took the seats furthest from the rear deployment door. Anderson unhitched his heavy machine gun and placed it in the heavy weapon’s rack, next to the dozen regular rifles that were already there in their transportation configuration. The heavy rifle’s shortened and flattened a little, taking up slightly less space.

      Jack had been in a real APC only a few times before, although he’d ridden in them during simulations many times. What the simulation didn’t quite get right was the mixed smell of metal and oil; simulations were used for decades in one form or another, but the one sense that they couldn’t fool was smell. To fix this they overcompensated and made smells a little stronger, which played havoc with anyone that had allergies.

      He found a seat next to Bandura, who had already jacked in her alek to the APC’s relay systems, her fingers fluttering in the air in front of her as she ran through diagnostics.

      “You ready for this, Rook?” she asked, not even looking up at him.

      “No. Are you?” said Jack, pulling the safety harness straps around him.

      “Hell, no. You’re never ready for this stuff. And if you are, you’re either lying or lying.”

      Anderson sat down next to Jack, filling it and pushing his large frame against Jack.

      “Hope you brought some in-flight entertainment, amigo. This will take a while. Thankfully I bought a whole a book of dad jokes to read. Some of them are classic.”

      “Any kid that has you as a dad,” said Bandura as she finished her diagnostics, “needs to realize that they’re the adult in that relationship.”

      “You know it,” replied Anderson, pointing finger guns at her.

      Other marines stepped into the APC to take their seats. Their heavy weapon specialists followed the same routine as Anderson, stowing their weapons in the weapon rack. Jack counted them as they came in. One full squad, made up of three teams of four marines, including Echo Team.

      Last to enter the vehicle was Sergeant Morales, the squad leader, who locked the door behind him. The lighting brightened a little and Jack heard the air circulators activate, drawing air in from the loading bay.

      Morales stood at the head of the APC, in front of the sealed cabin door where the vehicle specialists pilots were now cycling the APC through its startup sequence.

      “A little over twenty minutes ago,” he began, “a Shiveen cruiser interrupted our linkspace travel, pulling the Dauntless back into normal space as we hit the zenith jump point of the Pallas sun.”

      Anderson made a big thumbs up at Bandura, who grinned back at him. The APC whirred into life, a high-pitched whine accompanying its nuclear reactor engine spinning up. It rumbled forward slowly, pulling itself up the loading ramp of the dropship.

      “We’re moving as fast as we can towards Pallas I to get back into linkspace,” continued Morales, “but it’s possible the enemy has not only got ships there are the jump points, but have seeded ships all along the path to that planet, and the others. If God is with us, then we’re only looking at a couple of hours delay arriving at our final destination. If not, we’re in for the long haul. So buckle up and stay frosty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 Space Combat

        

      

    

    
      The Dauntless bucked as another Shiveen missile impacted near its aft, the dreadnought’s point defenses destroying it before it hit its struck it.

      “That’s twelve now, Captain,”, said Nambo. “But we’re almost out of range.”

      Of the twelve shots that the Shiveen cruiser had fired over the past hour, only the first two had done any real damage to the Dauntless, and only because they were fired so close to the dreadnought. The Dauntless, with its superior realspace drives, was pulling away from the range of the Shiveen ship’s armaments.

      Laroux looked at the navigation data being fed to his AHUD. They were still about a quarter of an AU away from Pallas I. Another two hours, but hopefully a clean flight to the planet followed.

      This was one of the border star systems that Laroux hadn’t visited before today. Even though he had been in command of the Resurgent, the border systems he’d been patrolling were in a different spiral arm. It had been only two hundred years since panhumanity had stretched its legs beyond the home Terran star system, and even then they hadn’t visited even one percent of the two hundred billion star systems in the Milky Way. Most of the visited systems had uninhabitable worlds with precious resources that could be mined. Until the invention of the atmosphere engine over four decades ago, those worlds had stayed uninhabitable. Now any world could become viable with technology and enough time.

      Unless, like Pallas IV, they were designated official planets of interest.

      “Captain,” said Nambo. “I’ve got this. Why not take a break?”

      Laroux rubbed his eyes and shut off his AHUD.

      “Very good, Mister Nambo. I’ll be in the ready room. Set Condition Two.”
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        * * *

      

      Laroux awoke to a soft pinging alarm from his alek, letting him know the Dauntless was almost at its destination. He stretched in his well-worn leather chair, an artifact of his first command that he’d taken with him everywhere he went, and enjoyed the feeling of his body waking up along with his mind. These days short naps were becoming more effective than several hours of scheduled sleep. Laroux’s let his legs fall off his desk and stood up from his chair. He poured himself a drink of the fruit-infused water from the magnetic flask on the desk into his ever present magnetic mug next to it. Ensign Bowers was doing a good job keeping it filled.

      He looked around the ready room. Not every military starship had one of these, but they’d become more common in the most recent designs, including the Excalibur class. They were never large, only a few dozen feet square and attached to the main CIC, but they gave captains and their seconds a place away from the crew to have important discussions. Every ready room had a privacy mode that dampened noise and disconnected it from the ship’s computer networks. Like most captains, Laroux had his own portable VI that could penetrate the privacy mode and still keep him informed of what was going on in the ship.

      Sophia’s hologram sat in another chair, facing towards Laroux, watching him as he stretched his legs and arms, a soft smile on her face, her recreation almost perfect apart from the slight haziness and the glow from her projection mandatory of all VIs. VI engineers were experts at recreating emulations of individuals and they had nailed Sophia’s look, mannerisms, and personality from the thousands of hours of vidcasts they’d had access to. The likeness was uncanny, from her long brunette hair to her piercing green eyes.

      Sophia wasn’t Laroux’s first VI assistant. In fact, when he’d had first request Sophia’s creation, something that he’d wrestled for years about doing, he still had Cecille in his service. Cecille was now Nambo’s assistant and had accepted the position, even though Nambo didn’t have his own command yet and wasn’t warranted one. Laroux knew Nambo would have his own command soon; the XO had proven his capability many times over being in charge of a starship.

      Laroux sipped from his cup.

      “Evian,” said Sophia in French, the VI perfectly capturing his dead wife’s speech pattern and pronunciation. “What’s worrying you?

      “You can always tell when I’m worried.”

      “You’re not that difficult a book to read.”

      Laroux supposed he wasn’t. As years went on you became stuck in your ways, had habits and certain ways of doing things. Which had all been fine until the Panhumanic Sphere ran into its first real sentient alien race and picked a fight with it.

      Laroux sighed and returned to his chair, using both hands to hold his mug as he drank from it.

      “It’s a damn trap,” he finally said. “And I don’t know how bad it is.”

      “And you hate that.”

      “Who doesn’t?” he said, taking another drink. Sophia got out of her chair and sat on the edge of the desk. The strapless summer dress, sun yellow with a pattern of chrysanthemums towards the hem, she wore flowed and settled on her. That was the dress she had been wearing when they had first met, and she had always been so beautiful in it, even as she had gotten older. Laroux had the VI engineers model Sophia’s look and use an aging algorithm. If Laroux couldn’t grow old with her for real, he could at least grow old with her this way.

      “I’m sending these new kids right into the dragon’s mouth. Everything we’re doing is backwards. This might fail.”

      “And yet, it may work.”

      “Yes, it may. But I have my doubts.”

      “Evian, you always have doubts. That’s why you’re so good at this. You’ll bring as many of those kids back home with you as you can, or do your best to do so.”

      “Bona is trying to reach you.”

      “Let him through.”

      Nambo’s voice spoke over Laroux’s alek.

      “We’ve arrived, and we have company.”
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        * * *

      

      “Another two, one at each jump point,” said Laroux, looking at the telemetry data.

      “Yes. I have a feeling that they did this at every planet on the way.”

      “Me too, Mister Nambo. The Shiveen are nothing if not cold and calculating bastards. That’s one thing we do know about them. Looks like we have two options.”

      “Flight or fight,” said Nambo.

      “Which ship is closer?”

      “The secondary one.”

      “Then that’s our target. Navigation, plot a course for the secondary of Pallas IV. Include combat solutions for engaging that ship. It’s in our way. Let’s change that.”

      Laroux felt a subtle shift in the positioning of the dreadnought as it changed its heading slightly, aiming now for the secondary point of Pallas I. The Dauntless didn’t need to be directly on top of it to use it to leap back into linkspace, just close enough to hook into the gravity well. The only thing complicating that was the alien starship guarding it. The other Shiveen cruiser could be a problem, but Laroux hoped that it’d stay at its location, guarding that.

      “How long, Mister Nambo?”

      “About fifteen minutes.”

      “Let’s warm the weapons up.”

      “Yes, sir. Set Condition One throughout the ship,” said Nambo as he sent authorizations through to the weapons systems via his alek.

      The CIC turned red as the combat lighting engaged.

      Laroux stood at the central holographic combat desktop, scanning it, looking at the positions of the two detected enemy ships at the planetary jump points.

      This was all a gamble, predicated on the Shiveen cruiser being told to make sure that the Dauntless couldn’t jump to linkspace. It had to do that either by keeping the dreadnought away from the jump point, or throwing up interference to stop the jump like the two ships guarding the sun jump points. Only larger Shiveen ships could create interference, and the two cruisers at Pallas I were smaller than those that the Dauntless had just outrun.

      There a chance that the Shiveen had planted multiple ships behind Pallas I that couldn’t be detected yet, luring the dreadnought in to then swarm over it before it even got near a jump point.

      “Mister Nambo,” said Laroux. “Make sure that the linkdrive is spun up and ready for when we hit minimum safety.”

      “Aye, Sir.”

      As Laroux surveyed the combat desk, he saw the second Shiveen ship at the primary jump point advance towards them. Dammit. This would be trickier than he wanted.

      “XO, are the mass drivers primed?”

      “Sir. All three are ready to go.”

      “Then lets force-feed these Shiveen cruisers a nuclear breakfast.”

      Nambo typed on his alek’s interface, then flicked his hand across it, sending a command to the combat desk. Above the combat desk a larger holographic display sprang to life showing what the exterior cameras were transmitting. Pinholes of light shone in the darkness around a small orb in the center of the display.

      Pallas I.

      This was the part that always made Laroux nervous: the wait until actual engagement. It would take at least ten minutes for both ships to get within firing distance of each other. Like the ships of old traversing the Terran high seas, how one approached an enemy was just as important as what you finally did when you got there. Opening your ship up to broadsides, even if you had powerful lateral weaponry and could attack back simultaneously, this was still a dangerous approach for a defending ship.

      Excalibur-class starships like the Dauntless broke from standard design by front-mounting their primary weapons instead of having them available within a firing arc. Any change to the firing arc was achieved by manipulating the ship’s relative position in space. The long rifle-like body of this starship class not only increased the power of the mass drivers it bore but also reduced its tactical footprint exposed to enemy fire. Secondary combat systems, in the form of short- and long-range missiles improved the firing arc, while the point defense across the length of the ship provided protection against oncoming attackers.

      The Dauntless was already proven in battle, handling several small skirmishes with Shiveen, and pirates and scavengers looting areas the Shiveen had been active in. The crew had become used to the new combat style that the dreadnought required and become familiar with the ships’ systems. For only being together for six months, the crew operated and any crew that had been together for longer. Much of that was thanks to Nambo and the other senior officers, who had taken Laroux’s request to have the most capable crew in MilCom navy operations to heart.

      “What do you think, XO?”

      Nambo pointed to the second Shiveen ship.

      “That worries me. We can punch through the first, but that second ship will hit us as on the broad.”

      “Good thing we have a ship and a crew that can handle it,” grinned Laroux. Nambo returned the smile.

      Over the next ten minutes, the Dauntless and the enemy ship approached each other, bow to bow, the external cameras continuously updating visuals of the Shiveen cruiser. Enhanced imaging that increased the quality of the image allowed Laroux to see that the ship was just a cruiser, rather than the heavy cruiser they had encountered at the sun’s primary jump point.

      The ship looked as alien as every Shiveen ship, or even Shiveen themselves, that Laroux had ever seen.

      Unlike the sleek metallic craft that the Panhumanic Sphere used, Shiveen ships were organic, looking grown rather than constructed. They always reminded Laroux of the wild mushrooms he and Sophia had stumbled upon during a visit to one of the official Old Earth Museums built to replicate the glory of what remained of the homeworld of panhumanity; the mushrooms had been growing in all directions and all colors, growing over and through themselves as they fed on the decaying matter on the forest floor. But the bioluminescence lights than covered the Shiveen ships and flickered in secret neon sequences made Laroux think of creatures of the deep ocean that lived in a world separated from the rest of the universe until intruded upon.

      And to be honest, perhaps that’s what they were. It had taken centuries and thousands of star systems for panhumanity to encounter sentient life among the stars, and on the first encounter, they picked a fight with it.

      Sometimes panhumanity annoyed Laroux.

      But it was always worth fighting for.

      “They’re charging weapons,” said Nambo. On the combat desk, Laroux saw the telltale bioluminescent markers along the fore and sides of the ship changing color and brightness. A single neon shot, with a glowing tail, streaked towards the Dauntless. Laroux watched it on the combat desk, a single camera tracking it as it got closer. It exploded harmlessly about three-quarters of the distance between both ships.

      “Helm,” shouted Laroux. “Begin rotational maneuvers.”

      As the next shot from the Shiveen careened towards them, the Dauntless began spinning on its central axis, rotating clockwise with slowly increasing speed. A sequence of randomized shifts would have the dreadnought do this at different speeds in both directions, constantly turning and reducing the exposure of the CIC tower. The crew of the Dauntless had become accustomed to this maneuver now.

      “Gunnery, when that ship is in range, send three shots down its throat.”

      Tense seconds ticked by as the crew prepped their return volley on the Shiveen, which was now firing multiple rounds that streaked towards the Dauntless. The trick was timing things so that the first volley interrupted the enemy firing sequence so that the Dauntless rode the space opened, continually firing its mass drivers in the direction it was traveling in, clearing its own path.

      “Fire now!” cried Laroux. He watched on the combat desk as combat computers showed the launch of three high velocity shells towards the Shiveen ship. Each of the long triangular rounds carried a nuclear payload, fired at a marginally different angle; a difference of a few percentage points on the angle of attack would allow each of those shells to strike the target at different trajectories, increasing the odds of striking an enemy ship and doing damage. Additional spin added during the shell firing, and the rotational spin of the dreadnought, would ensure difficulty in defending against their shots.

      “They’re not turning or changing course,” said Nambo.

      “I guess news of our existence hasn’t quite made it to this ship yet.”

      “Oops,” said Nambo, smiling.

      The Dauntless’ battle computers tracked each of the three nuclear shells as it neared the Shiveen cruiser, which had realized its danger and turned some of its weaponry onto the oncoming warheads. Defensive shots rained down across the three shells, cloaking them in a blaze of neon explosions that began to fill the view of the external cameras focused on the incoming enemy ship. One of the shell’s transponders went offline, revealing its destruction before impact, but the two others showed successful strikes. Their transponders disappeared as their nuclear payloads exploded inside of the enemy ship.

      “Fire again,” said Laroux. Three more shells fired from the mass drivers, careening along similar paths as the previous rounds

      The Shiveen ship passed through the chemical cloud it had created, pieces of its hull peeling off and falling aside from the two large holes that appeared on the top and port side. The Dauntless’ first volley had taken out some enemy ship’s armaments, but they could still fire on the Dauntless. Point defense cannons at the fore of the dreadnought began firing swiftly at the incoming enemy shells, splashing their path and intercepting them. The neon explosions from the chemical weapons would dissipate or thin before the Dauntless passed through them.

      The next three shots struck true, ripping through the front of the Shiveen cruiser. There were bright flashes as they exploded and then the Shiveen ship broke apart, its own engines contributing to its destruction, huge chunks of the alien ship flying out in all directions.

      Roars and cheers of success came from the crew in the CIC. Nambo gave a thumbs-up to Laroux, who returned it.

      Without slowing, the Dauntless barreled through the space where the enemy ship had been, trailing chemical wisps of the Shiveen ship in its wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6 Deployment to Pallas IV

        

      

    

    
      Strapped into the APC, Jack and the others felt every one of the maneuvers the Dauntless performed, along with the effects of exploding enemy fire. At one point Jack felt his stomach twist as the Dauntless suddenly pivoted and spun along one of its other axes before swinging back to its original position a few seconds later. He heard sounds of mild laughter and retching as one of his fellow graduates in another fireteam threw up into the bag one of his fireteam had magically produced.

      “Makes you feel alive, right?” laughed Anderson, punching Jack softly on the arm.

      “You know that you’re broken in the head, right?”

      “Not the first time that’s been said. Won’t be the last.”

      While wrapped in multiple layers of protection in the form of his armor, his seat harness, the APC’s body, the infrastructure of the Dauntless and its hull, Jack couldn’t help but feel nervous and impotent. It wouldn’t be long though until he was  on the planet.

      That thought scared Jack more than he had realized.

      Soon everything he’d been practicing and simulating for the past year would become altogether too real.

      “We’re about to jump again,” said Morales, sitting at the head of the APC. He smacked the knee of a dozing marine next to him, who woke up sharply looking around confused, which caused the others to laugh.

      How could anyone sleep as they were about to head into combat? Jack didn’t think he ever be able to do that.

      The Dauntless jumped into linkspace once more.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, the dreadnought arrived at Pallas IV, announced by a sharp lurch back into realspace.

      The graduate officer was now dry heaving. Someone gave him another empty bag and told him to use it to breathe deeply.

      “You ready, Rook?” asked Anderson.

      “No,” replied Jack.

      “Right answer. You’ll love the next part.”

      “I’m won’t, will I?”

      “You’re really won’t. But you should.”

      “Anderson only enjoys it because they dropped him on his head as a baby,” said Bandura. “Multiple times.”

      “Sticks and stones, Bandura. Sticks and stones.”

      As before, Jack felt the dreadnought turn but instead of it being on a single axis, it was on multiple. It reminded Jack of a fair ride he’d taken once where he and girlfriend sat in a large box full of seats on an arm that swung and spun, using gravity to provide a simulated form of weightlessness and screw with the body’s internal directional sense.

      He hadn’t liked it then and liked it less now. He turned to Anderson, seeing him smiling, eyes closed.

      “You like this?”

      Anderson opened one eye and winked at Jack. Bandura tapped Jack’s arm.

      “Multiple times.”

      “That explains so much,” said Jack.

      The random shifting and spinning on axes continued for another few minutes before a soft klaxon began sounding repeatedly inside the APC. By now, Jack was feeling a little disoriented.

      “Prepare for drop…” said Morales.

      “This is the best part,” said a grinning Anderson.

      “Broken,” said Jack. “Completely and hopelessly broken.”

      Jack’s insides lurched as the dropship fell out of the loading bay of the Dauntless, accelerating as Pallas IV’s gravity took hold of it. Inside the APC, everyone and everything shook as the dropship fell freely into the low decades-new atmosphere of the planet, juddering from the drag applying to the dropship’s belly from even such a weak atmosphere. Jack could feel his teeth chattering together as he bounced this way and that, his harness barely feeling functional. Anderson let out of a whoop of joy. Jack felt like he wanted to throw up. At the front of the APC the marine who had been dozing off was asleep again, or possibly unconscious.

      The shuddering stopped, presumably because the dropship had changed its angle of descent and was now penetrating the atmosphere; dropships were designed for continual entry/re-entry like the old Terran space shuttles of the 20th century, although unlike them they could break atmosphere without help of a secondary launch system. They also carried offensive and defensive armaments those old shuttles didn’t.

      Morales checked his alek and pushed different data loads to each of the fireteam leaders.

      “These are our orders, including individual team orders” he said. Jack followed along with the visual representation showing up in his helmet AHUD as Morales spoke.

      “First and fourth squad in Dropship One will head towards New Macedon. Second and third squad are to recon the smaller settlements further out. Squad three will drop first in their APC, then us. We’re tasked with checking out some mining operations and a research station. Delta and Fox, you’ll both work in tandem as we hit each of the mining operations in the APC. Echo, we’ll drop you at the research station and pick you back up on return.

      “Our immediate orders are to secure the locations, recover data, and rescue any survivors we find; we’re not expecting to find many. We’ll all be meshed in to the Dauntless, but communications will be spotty. It seems Pallas IV is home to some nasty ion storms that can last anywhere from a few minutes to a few weeks, running though alpha to gamma. Do not stay outside in a radiation hard vehicle or building longer than an hour if you can help it. Check your rads level often and shoot up radsol as needed.

      “This also means we have no idea where the Shiveen are on the surface.

      “Atmosphere is nominal, if a little weak. Enough oxygen for us to work with, but the dust on the planet surface means using breathers. Thank god they used an atmo engine, because I hate fighting in a vacuum.

      “Get ready, boys and girls. Shit’s about to get real real.”
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        * * *

      

      The science station that Jack and his fireteam were to scout and secure was the first stop the APC would make after its delivery on-planet by the dropship. The dropship had delivered the APC about five klicks distance from it, right in the eye of an ion storm, and had promptly dusted off and began moving to its next destination before the storm could play havoc with its flight controls.

      As the APC moved with velocity towards its own destination, bumping and rattling over the bumpy ground of the planet, Jack and the others prepped themselves for deployment, pulling rifles from the weapon locker and synchronizing their aleks.

      “This storm will probably come right over you once we leave,” said Morales to Jack and the others. “Don’t expect immediate support if you get into trouble.”

      “It’s a science station,” said Anderson. “There’s not likely to be any.”

      “This is Shiveen country now, Anderson,” replied Morales. “Watch for the enemy and don’t be yourself and be stupid.”

      Anderson mock-saluted Morales, who shook his head at the heavy weapons a specialist.

      “Anderson,” Morales said, “That big mouth of yours will get you in trouble some day.”

      “Most likely, LT. That’s what my momma keeps telling me.”

      “And yet you keep saying things.”

      “Everyone has a talent, Sir.”

      Morales laughed and shook his head again. “Okay, we’re coming up on the station. Prep time.”

      Anderson took up point at the rear door to the APC, his heavy rifle pulled into his body, ready to draw down as soon as he exited the APC. Jack’s role in the fireteam was the “ready” position and he should take point, but exiting a vehicle on an alien-controlled planet meant putting out a strong defense first just in case things got ugly fast. Jack and Bandura stood behind Anderson, their rifles engaged, ready to step beside Anderson and provide him covering fire if needed. Stone and Morales spoke to each other in private, their faces close together, Jack unable to make out what they were saying as they whispered to each other. They shook hands then saluted to each other.

      “Okay, kids,” said Stone. “Let’s go secure something.”

      The APC halted smoothly and the bottom-hinged rear door slowly opened, its hydraulics letting it fall slow and evenly. Wind whipped around the opening, red and brown dust from the planet’s surface being thrown into the APC, causing all the marines inside to pull down the goggles and breathers in their helmets. Bandura grabbed a drone from her belt and threw it up into the air, where it struggled against the wind momentarily before rising into the sky.

      Jack’s combat AHUD showed up in front of the transparent metal shield of his goggles, providing him planetary condition information, and outlining the few sparse buildings of the science station in bright orange. Information from Bandura’s drone came through to him and a direct vidcast feed.

      The station was a bubble station, a large central multi-story structure surrounded by a number of smaller buildings in the shape of a bubble, all made from high tensile synthetic metals. The bubbles were connected to the central building with short tunnels making the whole station like the classic moonbases of the 21st century. Most of the bubbles would be for hydroponics or sleeping quarters, with the central building providing daily operations. That was where the fireteam should go first.

      Anderson stepped out of the APC, sweeping his heavy rifle around in a long arc, scanning the environment for any potential threat.

      “Clear!” he yelled then started walking towards the science station.

      Bandura looked at Jack.

      “After you, Rook,” she said, gesturing to the outside of the APC. Jack stepped down the metal ramp until one foot was on the planet’s surface, then the other.

      This was the only other planet he’d ever stood on apart from his home planet, and it was wildly different from that constantly artificially temperate world with its regular patterns of rainfall used to irrigate and maintain the high-yield crops that were the planet’s mainstay product. Pallas IV was arid, the atmosphere thin, but the atmosphere engine that had been working its magic on the planet was still ramping up. It wasn’t unknown of some planets to take up to ten years to develop a fully breathable atmosphere. Pallas IV had been at least two years away from that from what Jack had read.

      “Dinny dilly, dinny dally,” Bandura said in her best attempt at a Scottish accent as he pushed Jack forward with the butt of her rifle.

      “That is horrible,” said Jack, turning to follow Anderson, who was outpacing the rest of the fireteam. For such a large man, he was fast.

      “Weapons hot,” said Stone from behind him. Jack realized that he had forgotten to power up his rifle before stepping out of the APC. He cursed. Such a rookie thing to do. He knew better.

      The whine from APCs engine rose about the wind whipping around Jack and the rest of the team. He saw the rear door ramp raise as it moved to its next destination.

      “Transponder set,” said Bandura. “Though with this storm, not sure how much good it will do.”

      “Just keep the lights on,” said Stone. “Let’s catch up to Anderson before he does something stupid.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s another,” said Jack, looking at the strange chemical scoring on the floor of the science station vehicle bay. A long triangle of pitted metal ran along the floor ending in front of some metal storage units. Well, most of some metal storage units. The acid from Shiveen weapons had eaten away a large hole in the top and sides of the boxes. Jack had seen vidcasts of what that acid did to non-metal too, although it never seemed to affect the Shiveen themselves.

      The vehicle bay was huge, and in the center sat a single unpowered standard wheeled planetary rover painted with white anti-reflective paint. A logo showed that it belonged to the First Frontier Mining Company. The six-wheeled vehicle looked big enough to carry perhaps at least a half dozen passengers.

      “Definite firefight  here,” said Anderson, pushing the goggles and breathing mask of his helmet up. He swept his weapon around on its harness. “Looks like a standard triad got in from the battle spray.”

      “Not reading any life signs in the station at all,” Bandura said. She had already tapped into the top layer of the station’s internal systems and was streaming data from it directly to the fireteam’s AHUD.  The rest of the fireteam disconnected their goggles and breathing masks.

      “What’s the count supposed to be?” asked Stone.

      “Total count is twenty. Headed up by a Caroline Tao,” she replied.

      “If there were twenty souls here when the Shiveen got in, they’re all probably dead now,” said Anderson.

      “Maybe,” said Stone. “Looks like they put up a helluva fight though.”

      He pointed to score marks along metal casing and shelving on the wall and holes punched in support struts.

      “Scientists with weapons?” said Bandura.

      Anderson inspected the holes.

      “Scientists with bolt throwers and nail guns,” he said. “Nice. Someone had their heads on.”

      Stone pointed to the planetary rover.

      “How many of those are in inventory?”

      “Looks like five,” said Bandura, checking records.

      “Maybe they escaped in the rovers?” said Jack. “Could get about five people into each of four rovers.”

      “Doubt it,” said Stone. “Main bay door is closed. You don’t escape an alien terror and close the garage door behind you on the way out. Those rovers are probably out in the field somewhere.”

      “With Shiveen swarming around,” added Bandura.

      The loading bay had multiple doors leading off it, each of the doors open and leading to one of the hub bubbles on the outside of the station. A large elevator cage sat off to one side of the room, the actual elevator up in one of the higher levels.

      “Main mess and research rooms are above this,” said Bandura. “Top level is operations and communications.”

      “We need eyes, Bandura,” said Stone.

      Bandura pulled three drones from her backpack, powering them up. The fist-sized machines extended four small rotors from inside their bodies as soon as she activated them. They floated like a small swarm of hummingbirds in front of her before following her commands and dispersing throughout the science station, following her programming and feeding information back to her. She pushed the feeds to the rest of the fireteam. They watched as drones passed through doorways and headed to the outer buildings, and found a series of stairwells leading upstairs.

      Jack stepped forward, about to follow the drones up the stairwells. Stone grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

      “We sweep and clear first. Bandura’s drones are cheap and replaceable. We’re not.”

      The fireteam continued to watch the vidcasts being sent back to them. Stone tagged various things of interest, including two closed doors and more acid scorch marks on the floor of the second level. One drone made it up to the third level and offered a panoramic view of the operations room. Desks and tables were strewn everywhere, metal scorched and punctured.

      Most of a human body lay over a communications console.

      “Now we go up,” he said. “Conway with me to the top. Bandura and Anderson, check out those things I tagged on the second floor.”

      Jack moved forward, taking point. He pulled his gun in tight to his body and activated combat scanning via his AHUD. His alek began marking off angles and items of interest as he made his way up the stairwell as it also fed him information from Bandura’s drones. Stone following closely behind him, his own weapon at the ready. Bandura tapped away on her alek, accessing remote computer systems, while Anderson followed at the rear, walking backwards, his rifle sweeping the vehicle bay as they ascended.

      “The station AI is gone,” whispered Bandura.

      “Did the systems get damaged?” asked Stone.

      “No, it’s gone. Looks like it got yanked out of the core.”

      “Where’s that at?”

      “Under the vehicle bay with the rest of the power system. There’s an access hatch to get to it.”

      “We check it after we secure the building.”

      Jack neared the middle of the stairwell, rounding it and arriving at the second level, his weapon centered and pointing into the main room there. The room looked exactly as the drone had shown them. He continued ascending, as Bandura and Anderson peeled off to examine this floor.

      He smelled the body in the upper level before he stepped into it. It was a sweet smell, one he’d been trained to recognize in basic training when the instructors had wheeled in various bodies in different stages of decomposition. Simulations were good for many things, but the raw viscerality of seeing, smelling, and touching a dead body was something that wasn’t left to a digital recreation. Marines would experience death and needed to be prepared physically and emotionally to handle it.

      Jack’s alek scanned the room as he looked around it. The drone hovered in the center of the room, continuing to provide its feed, including that of the body draped across the comm station.

      Stone stepped past him and went to the body to check it out.

      Most of the upper half of the body was still intact, although there was a gaping hole in the right side of the body with the telltale chemical burns of Shiveen weaponry around the border, internal organs starting to liquefy and drip over the edge. The arm on that side was missing, a small stump remaining descending from the shoulder joint. On the other side, the other arm was intact, hanging limply down the line of her body, a small light on the inactive alek she wore on her wrist blinking softly.

      She had been pretty, and still was in some morose way. Her blond hair splayed all over the control station, her head turned to the right, a look of regret on her face. The pain from a Shiveen rifle shot was extreme, a neurotoxin in the shot lighting the human nervous system on fire. Often it wasn’t the shot itself that killed, but the overload of the nervous system.

      Stone stood in front of her, scanning her into his alek, recording her death.

      “Turn her over for me, Conway,” he said.

      Jack slung his rifle over his shoulder and approached the body.

      Recently this young woman had been vibrant and alive, and now she was nothing more than a decomposing piece of meat, all of her hopes and dreams gone, the only memories remaining of her what she had recorded via her alek or other means. This was what would happen to every panhuman if the Shiveen weren’t stopped. With as much respect as he could, alek turned the young woman’s body over, trying to ignore the smell coming from the huge wound in the side of her body.

      The zippered top she wore had a nametag stitched onto the breast area.

      “Rest in peace, Erica,” said Jack.

      “Looks like she was trying to send a distress signal,” Stone said. “Storm most likely blocked it. Bandura, see if you can tap into the archives here.”

      “It may take a bit with the AI gone. Also, we found the rest of the scientists. Well, parts of them, anyway.”

      She sent a vidcast to Jack and Stone’s AHUDs. One of the sealed doors on the second level was now open, inside it the remains of several bodies in various states of disintegration, all of them lying in a pile atop each other.

      “Crabbies dropped a grenade then closed the door behind them. There’s not much left.”

      “Get a count and see if we’re missing anyone.”

      “Roger that.”

      Stone took in a deep breath then sighed.

      “Okay, Rook,” he said. “Read the situation.”

      “The Shiveen most likley got in through a bubble. Either cleared those out first or came right into the station. Those people defended themselves with what they could find but were overwhelmed. They made it upstairs to the second floor. One of them tried to make a distress call. The others hid in a side room, hoping to wait out the Shiveen. That didn’t happen.”

      Jack looked down at Erica. She had given her life to save the others. There was no place to hide on this upper level. She was dead as soon as she made it up here.

      “Not bad. What do we do now?”

      “Finish securing the building. Assess and confirm Shiveen entry point. Find the missing AI. Gather information from the archives here.”

      “Ah, but this is a private corporate science station,” said Stone. “We can’t just go snooping around in it. There are laws against that.”

      “Laws superseded by the fact the Shiveen attacked the station. Military reconnaissance laws overrule corporate privacy laws in situations like this.”

      “You might be worth that upcoming promised commission you graduated with, Conway.”

      “Corporal, can I ask you something?”

      Stone nodded.

      “Is it always this bad? When the Shiveen attack?”

      “Sometimes it’s worse. Sometimes those up against the wall take the end into their own hands, choosing how they go.”

      Stone put a hand on Jack’s shoulder. Jack could see pain in his eyes.

      “I hope you never have to see some things I have. But knowing the Shiveen and the way this war may go, I think you may even see worse.”

      “Can I ask something else?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why am I here in this fireteam? Why are any of us in these fireteams? We graduated as officers.”

      “Too many officers, not enough grunts? Honestly, I’m not sure,” said Stone. “We got restructuring orders just as we found out the Shiveen had attacked Pallas IV. Every one of our squads was rebuilt to include one of you OCS in them.”

      “That’s odd, right?”

      “A little. But it also helps spread out the manpower and give us more teams. The Dauntless’ marine platoon is a tight group, smaller than most ships. You all coming on board doubled our ranks in one go.”

      “Corporal,” said Bandura over the comms mesh. “Found where the Shiveen got in. They melted away a hole in the bubbles.”

      A drone searching the bubbles was relaying a closed door at one of the bubbles. Through the plasteel window, a huge rip in the opposing wall was visible, and the inside of the room was covered in a layer of the red-gray dust the covered the planet’s surface.

      The door opened and the drone’s vidcast ended.

      “I think we found the Shiveen,” said Anderson.
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        * * *

      

      Jack and the rest of the fireteam prepared for the Shiveen assault as best they could.

      They had pulled back into the top level of the science station, which gave them the most defensible position. There was only one way into the top level — the stairwell — which was now partially blocked off by furniture tossed down itto make it difficult for the Shiveen to ascend. That also made getting out of the operations room a little challenging.

      Anderson was in cover just behind a desk that had been overturned, his heavy rifle laying across the edge of it pointing down the stairwell. Shiveen that tried to make it up the stairs would find themselves cut apart by the big man’s weapon.

      This was Jack’s first true engagement with the Shiveen, and he was terrified. He ran through the results of the many simulations he’d attempted over the years that included direct engagement and considered what he knew of Shiveen battle tactics.  The furniture on the stairwell would only hold them for a little while; they’d either use their weapons to destroy it or just barrel over it. Being over ten-foot tall and having multiple legs and arms made traversing difficult ground a little easier.

      He and Stone stood near the stairwell, flanking Anderson to provide him fire support when he needed it. Over by the comms console, Bandura fiddled with her alek, trying to find what environmental controls from the station she could access and use. Stone had told her not to waste any more drones; none of those she’d sent out were still functional, the Shiveen having picked them all off. She still had plenty in reserve, but better not to waste them.

      Jack could feel his heart slamming into his chest, the loudness of his pulse in his ears. His palms were sweaty, and he had a little difficulty holding onto his rifle.

      He wasn’t ready for this, but he had no choice.

      Jack flipped the ammo selector to sliver rounds and switched the fire mode to short burst.

      And waited.

      The first Shiveen tried climbing over and around the furniture on the stairs, using its long crab-like legs to climb them. All the while it held its chemical rifle pointed up.

      It almost made it to the top before Anderson opened fire, noise filling the operations room as the heavy rifle sent shot after shot into the underbody of the Shiveen, making it dance as each shot struck it and splashing its blood behind it as the shots ripped through it. One shot struck the ammo reservoir on its weapon and the acid inside it splashed everywhere, coating the walls, stairs, and furniture in it.

      “Come on, crabbies!” yelled Anderson. “Get some!”

      What remained of the Shiveen body slumped and rolled down the stairwell, coming to rest a little above the bottom, trapped by a piece of furniture.

      “Well,” said Stone. “One down, two to go.”

      There was a soft chuft and a glowing ball ascended the stairwell in an arc, flying towards but over Anderson’s head.

      “Grenade!” he yelled, following its path, watching as it landed in the center of the room. Bandura and Jack watched as Stone threw himself on top of it.

      Stone was looking right at Jack as the grenade exploded, his face contorting in pain as the chemical grenade sent acid flying into his abdomen and legs. If he hadn’t done that, everyone in the room would have been struck.

      “NOOOOO!” yelled Anderson. He stood up and switched the ammo selector on his heavy rifle. Multiple microgrenades spat out of his heavy weapon, firing directly down to where the two remaining Shiveen were. A few seconds later, they all exploded, and everyone heard the Shiveen screech as karma visited them.

      Jack rushed to Stone, who was trying to turn himself over. The amount of pain he was in must be unbearable, thought Jack. He’d only encountered simulated pain from similar wounds, and even then it was dampened.

      “Rook,” said Stone through clenched teeth. Jack and Bandura helped him roll over. The wound was grievous. One half of his hips were gone, as was half of his abdomen. His entrails began sloughing out, being eaten away by the acid from the Shiveen grenade.

      “Don’t have long,” he said. “Hurts. Rook, you’re in charge now. Keep them safe.”

      Anderson knelt next to Stone.

      “Goddammit, Corporal,” he said. “You still owe me for that last round of drinks.”

      Stone chuckled, blood coming out of his mouth as he did.

      “Way to be an asshole, Anderson. Stay frosty.”

      Stone’s eyes rolled in his head and his head lay it back. As the Shiveen acid slowed and stopped eating into Stone’s armor and body, the rest of Echo Team watched him die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7 Caroline

        

      

    

    
      Caroline rubbed her eyes to will away her full-body tiredness. She was sure that the ion storm that had raged for the past few days was contributing to her pain, even through the shielded rover.

      The soft sounds of Nowak’s light snoring came from the other side of the rover. The rover had with two pull-out beds, and Caroline was tempted to pull the other out and use it. She couldn’t though, not until Nowak awoke or Shirazi and Jeffs returned from the ruins they’d discovered deep within the mountainside.

      She looked at the information being sent to her alek by the six-inch square metal box sitting on the table that contained Silas, the research virtual intelligence that she’d been partners with for over twenty years. Silas’ favorite avatar, a small green frog,  projected above the metal box that contained his complex circuitry.

      “Silas,” she said, pushing away several stray silver hairs from her eyes. “Have you been able to find any cross-references with the new data?”

      “No, Doctor Tao,” replied Silas, his soft melodic voice coming from the small frog’s mouth. “The composition is organic, but nothing matches in the academic databases.”

      “What about non-academic ones?” she asked, stifling a yawn. She could feel the tiredness deep in her bones. She was getting more and more tired these days. Of course, the fact that this planet’s gravity was a little over a quarter the standard contributed to her fatigue.

      “Public databases have no matches. But there may be something in private or military databases that I cannot presently access.”

      Caroline sighed. She should have taken that military contract when she had the chance all those years ago. That would have given her access rights that she could still use today.

      “Okay, Silas. Table that and let’s look at the next sample.”

      In Caroline’s holographic interface, information on the last sample was discarded and a new sample was displayed in its place. In the center of her view now was a three-dimensional rendering of the object, bordered all around with information on it, including its physical dimensions and initial materials composition. Caroline gestured with her hands and the rendered object rotated on its axes, following her hand movements.

      “Same composition as the previous sample,” she said.

      “Not exactly,” replied Silas. “There is an additional material include in this sample.”

      “I don’t see it, Silas.”

      “Pardon me,” replied Silas, rotating the image in Caroline’s view until it a highlighted area was directly in front of her. “The material is small, and it does not appear to be part of the original object’s design.”

      Caroline zoomed in on the sample, magnifying it as she did. The material that Silas highlighted was visible now. It was tiny, less than a centimeter in length, and conical with the tip of it facing towards the center of the sample.

      “That’s strange. It’s almost as if it’s sealed in there. Is there any way to get a closer look at that?”

      “Not without drilling into the sample to remove it, I’m afraid.”

      “And you’re sure that it’s not meant to be part of the sample?”

      “Absolutely, Doctor. All the other samples are organic. This material is metallic. No other samples contain anything like it.”

      Caroline lifted her mug of cold coffee from the desk and sipped from it. The initial excitement of finding the ruins and the samples was still with her. The research team had stumbled on them as they descended into the series of caverns they were surveying. They had been looking for underground mineral deposits, anything that was valuable and could be mined by their corporate sponsor. Sizable deposits of various metals and minerals had been found all over Pallas IV by small teams like hers, but hers was the only to find the strange organic samples that Caroline was now examining.

      Only one yet, Caroline thought to herself.

      “Okay, Silas. Let’s go through the samples again. This time we’ll run a different sequence on them.”

      “As you wish, Doctor Tao.”
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        * * *

      

      Gentle shaking brought Caroline to wakefulness, but only marginally. She felt groggy and had a slight headache.

      It was Nowak who was shaking her.

      “You awake?” he asked.

      “Getting there,” she replied.

      “You fell asleep at the table. Again. That’s not good for you. You should have woke me.”

      Nowak was a tall bear of a man with a gentleness to him. Despite his large build and long hair and beard making him look like a throwback Neanderthal, he had the manual dexterity that Caroline had always been jealous of. His ability to wield microscalpels was the best of any member of her twenty-one person expedition. Such deftness for a man that took up double the space in the rover of any other team member.

      “Are you hungry?” asked Nowak. “I was about to make some breakfast.”

      Calling the rations the rover was stocked with ‘breakfast’ or any other meal was a kindness they didn’t deserve. This was the fourth terran day they’d away from the base colony and already Caroline was sick of them. She couldn’t wait to get back to the base and have some real food instead of the flash-sealed rations she’d endured.

      “Can I hope that breakfast is going to something that tastes wonderful?”

      “You can hope,” said Nowak. “I wouldn’t hope too hard.”

      Nowak placed two of the plate-sized rations into the food preparer, which blasted them with microwave energy. Within a minute both rations, containing a  mixture of carbs, fats, and proteins, were ready to eat.

      “They may taste horrible,” said Nowak. “But at least they cook quickly.”

      Nowak took both meals out of the food preparer and place both on the table, placing one in front of Caroline, along with a fork and knife. She opened the ration’s covering, releasing the excess steam from the meal into the air.

      “Ugh,” she said. “Salisbury steak again.”

      Nowak swapped her rations with her own. His meal was ravioli with some broccoli on the side. They both gulped their meals, washing them down with drinks from their personal hydration flasks. Caroline’s flask had a green tea infuser added to it, which helped with the off taste that came with reprocessed water.

      “Anything from Shirazi or Jeffs while I was sleeping?” Caroline asked.

      “Just a quick message. They found more samples like the ones they already brought back.”

      “Any like the big one?”

      “Yes. They found another two of those.”

      Would those two samples be like the sample that had the extra metal material in them? No matter if they did or didn’t. Caroline could now drill down into the sample she had to get that strange metal out of it.

      “Did they say when they’re coming back?”

      “They mentioned that they should be finished with this pass in a day or two and are trying to bring as much back with them as possible. They’ve only got a few containers, though.”

      When the team had first found the opening into the ground, they followed standard research protocol and split into two groups; the first team would survey the area while the second team would stay in the rover and analyze anything found or brought back. Caroline, being the chief scientist and the team lead opted to stay in the rover and to lead the second team consisting of her and Nowak; her days of doing a lot of physical toil were far behind her. She was no longer the young and vibrant graduate student that loved digging at excavation sites. This she left to much younger people.

      If Caroline were to tell the truth, she was feeling too old to even do surveying work any more. She’d much rather be sitting in an office, perhaps a home office, and doing analysis and research that way. But the sponsor had said they needed her out in the field to supervise all the digs. That had meant working at the research outpost and monitoring multiple teams as they worked remotely. At least, that was the plan. When Erica Luisina came down sick, Caroline had to take her place on the survey team.

      It had been several days since the rover crew had communicated with the main outpost or made dumped any data, all because of the damn ion storm. Now the storm was over and hopefully Erica was feeling better and Caroline could trade places with her.

      “Silas,” said Caroline. “Open up a voice channel to the outpost.”

      In her alek, Caroline saw the outgoing voice request icon cycling through its active use animation. A moment later the voice channel connection was completed. There was a moment of silent then a strange male voice spoke up.

      “Who is this?” it demanded.

      “Never mind who I am,” said Caroline. “Who the hell are you?”
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        * * *

      

      The voice on the other end of the call incoming to the outposts communication’s system sounded older but authoritative.

      “Private First Class Jack Conway, acting Echo Team leader, from the PSS Dauntless,” he said. “Now, your turn.”

      “Doctor Caroline Tao, in charge of the outpost. Why are you in my outpost, Private Conway?”

      Jack wondered how much he could, or should, share over the open line. It was possible that the Shiveen may be listening. They’d been known to be able to hack into open mesh communications, but s far as he knew, they’d never been able to access the quantum tunneling between two alek AIs.

      “Hold on, Doctor. I’m transferring your call to my alek. Please do the same.”

      A moment later in his AHUD, Jack saw the connection to Caroline complete.

      “Now, Private, what’s the hell is going on?”

      Jack figured it was probably better to be honest with her.

      “Doctor, several days ago the Shiveen attacked Pallas IV, completely destroying New Macedon and the other outposts on the planet. Since then, they’ve been scouring the surface looking for smaller outposts like yours and taking them out too. It looks like they were here a few days ago. We just fought off several Shiveen infantry who remained behind.”

      There was a pause.

      “Are there any survivors at the outpost?” asked Caroline.

      “None. We found at least a half dozen dead here. I’m so sorry.”

      There was another pause.

      “How many rovers?”

      “Just one.”

      “That means none of the other rover teams made it back to the outpost. We had another three. They could still be out there, out of communication because of the ion storm.”

      “If they are, the other fire teams from the Dauntless will find them.”

      Jack didn’t add that that they’d probably be found dead, if found at all.

      Another pause.

      “There are four of us here,” said Tao. “Two of my team are at a secondary base just beyond the escarpment.”

      “Ma’am,” said Jack. “We’re also here to determine why the Shiveen attacked.”

      “That may have something to do with what we’ve found.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did you find?” asked the marine.

      Caroline paused. How much should she share with this marine? All the information that she and her people had collected was proprietary and corporate-owned. She’d signed a non-disclosure agreement with the sponsoring company, as had everyone else in her research team. Sharing that information was setting her up for too many legal headaches.

      Nowak sat motionless at the table. He had only been hearing Caroline’s side of the conversation and had probably put together what had happened.

      “Erica,” he asked. “Is Erica okay?”

      Caroline took the big man’s hand in her own and tried her best to remain calm.

      “There was an attack on the science station. Shiveen. I’m afraid everyone’s dead.”

      Nowak’s eyes filled with tears. He and Erica had been a couple for several months now, after years of dancing around their feelings for each other.

      She wasn’t supposed to be back at the science station. She was supposed to be here with Nowak.

      Not Caroline.

      As Nowak sobbed softly, Caroline continued holding his hand.

      “Doctor Tao,” said the voice of the marine via her alek. “What did you find?”

      “It’s hard to explain. It’s easier if you see it.”

      “There’s an operational rover still here. Send us your location and we’ll be there shortly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8 Moving Out

        

      

    

    
      Jack’s alek received the research team’s location from Caroline and spat up a map into his AHUD. The team was about ninety klicks north east from the science station.

      “Bandura, what’s the speed and range of those rovers?”

      “Over the ground out there? Probably about thirty klicks an hour. Range is pretty far. It has a microfusion engine, not solar.”

      From Jack’s brief view of the interior of the rover, he saw that it could comfortably transport four people, eight at a push. If they took this rover out to the science team, everyone could return in one, with at least one marine in each rover.

      “Okay,” said Jack. “We’ll take that rover out to the science team.”

      “What about the Corporal?” asked Anderson. Anderson and Bandura had been with Stone for over a year. He’d been their fire team leader through multiple engagements. Protocol was to return his body if possible, his tags only if not.

      “He goes with us. I’m not sure we’re coming back here. The Shiveen know about this place. Bandura, get a data dump if you can from these systems. Anderson, get the Corporal and bring him to the rover.”

      “Roger that,” said Anderson.

      “Conway,” said Bandura. “These are corporate systems, not military. We shouldn’t even be looking at them, never mind copying them. There are rules.”

      “We’re at war. There may be something useful in the data repositories here. Just grab what you can. If anyone gives you grief, you were following my orders. And see if you can find that AI.”

      “You’re the new boss, Boss.”

      While Bandura and Anderson went about their tasks, Jack made his way to the vehicle bay and the rover. He walked up the rear ramp into it, dropped his backpack on the floor, and sat down in the driver seat. Around him were numerous instrumentation panels complete with screens and many buttons. He found the starter button for the rover and pressed it, bringing the vehicle to life with a quick burst of whining that went from low to high pitch rapidly then disappeared. Panels and instrumentation lighted up showing that startup diagnostics were running. Jack used another touch panel to find the settings to pair his alek with the vehicle and was rewarded with the same startup diagnostic information appearing in his AHUD. He quickly cycled a few options to show additional information, including the navigation option.

      He heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Anderson carrying a zipped black coffin bag, Stone’s limp body within it.

      “Found the bag in the medical bay,” said Anderson as he gently placed the bag down on the floor of the rover. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a set of dog tags, tossing them to Jack. “Figured you’d want to hold on to these.”

      Jack didn’t. He wanted Stone to be still alive and leading the fire team. Only a few days ago Jack had been preparing to graduate office school. He had always thought he’d have more time before he had to take charge of a group of marines and try to keep them alive. Now he was not only in charge of the rest of his fire team but he would need to keep four civilians alive too. He wasn’t sure he was ready for this, but who else was there to do it?

      “Thanks,” said Jack. He looked down at the dog tags, a military tradition for countless centuries used to identify soldiers. Original made of metal, these were made of a specialized ceramic and contained a data chip that linked to the wearer’s combat alek. Almost like a black box, it recordeed information gathered just before the wearer died, providing proof of death and the moments before. Jack tucked the dog tags into a pocket and sealed the pocket up. He hoped this was the only set of dog tags he had to take back to the Dauntless.

      Anderson pulled his own backpack off, then undid the straps that had been holding his weapon. He began looking it over.

      Now they were just waiting on Bandura.

      Jack opened a comm line through his alek to her.

      “Bandura, you good?”

      “Just getting the last of the data. Wanted to be thorough, seeing as I’ll lose connection once we get out into that weather.”

      “Any luck on finding the AI?”

      “Nope. I think someone took it. Weird for the Shiveen to do that.”

      “Hustle,” said Jack. “There are civilians out there that need us.”

      And Shiveen that were most likely hunting them.
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge of the Dauntless, Laroux was not happy with what he was seeing. Battle information was streaming to his AHUD from multiple systems of the ship, and it didn’t look good. The Dauntless was a hell of a ship, but it was only one ship and it was facing off against three Shiveen heavy cruisers, one of them heavily damaged from expertly placed mass driver strikes. The Shiveen cruisers were accompanied by a few squadrons of strike fighters, many of which lay scattered in pieces around the Dauntless, its defense systems shearing them apart with high-powered flechette rounds.

      “Captain,” said Nambo. “We just picked up another two heavy cruisers coming in from the other side of the planet.”

      Laroux was sure that the Dauntless could take out three cruisers. Five, though? That was pushing it. Four perhaps if they could put that damaged cruiser completely out of the fight before the other two joined in. The Dauntless had enough ammunition, and the shielding was holding, but the Shiveen would have the odds in their favor and could trap the Dauntless between them and just bombard them.

      Laroux made a decision.

      “Commander, inform the crew we’re disengaging. We’ll jump to the sun and hold there for the following reinforcements.”

      If the Shiveen followed them, the Dauntless would jump to the secondary staging area that had already been determined.

      “Sir,” said Nambo. “We’ll be leaving our marines alone on the ground.”

      “They’re marines. They’ll make it through. Drop a relay shell onto Pallas with details on what we’re doing. Hopefully that will cut through the ionizing radiation down there and get through to them. Then get us the hell out of here, Commander.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn,” Jack said aloud. He didn’t need to explain to Anderson or Bandura. They both saw the same message through their aleks.

      “They’re leaving?” said Anderson. “I thought the Dauntless was a kick-ass ship.”

      “It is,” said Jack. “But I doubt it will hold against that many Shiveen heavy cruisers. And I’m sure there’s more of them coming. Until the Dauntless gets back, we’re on our own.”

      “At least we have some dropships,” said Bandura. “That will give us some air support.”

      “Maybe,” said Jack. “Unless these storms get worse. Right now we need to focus on getting to the scientists.”

      The path to Caroline’s rover overlaid on planetary topography showed that there was some difficult terrain to get past. Instead of a direct route, it was curved and required passing through an area that made for a perfect ambush point; there were some elongated rock formations that formed a natural valley.. Jack had activated the rover’s autopilot, freeing his team up to defend it if the needed. Bandura had been able to jury-rig motion tracking using their aleks and the primitive sensors of the rover. It only covered about half a klick in any direction, but it was better than nothing. Jack had considered driving the rover backwards so that Anderson could cover the entire front, but the rover move slower backwards than it did forwards, and speed was more important right now.

      As they got nearer to the potential ambush location, Anderson opened the rear door and planted himself in the middle of the rover passenger bay. If anything came at them from behind, his heavy weapon would shred them to pieces. Jack and Bandura opened the two gull-wing side doors of the rover, giving them both a firing arc that covered the entire sides of the rover and most of the front. The only area not covered was a small area at the front of the rover. Not ideal, but it would have to do.

      The rover trundled towards the rock formations as the marines scanned around them visually and using the limited motion tracking. It would take just over three minutes to pass through the valley. During that three minutes, anything could happen. The Shiveen could swarm the rover from in front and behind. They could use the higher ground to lob down chemical bombardments upon the rover. Jack didn’t think they’d have mined the valley floor or even laid out any obstacles that would stop the rover getting through. Everything Jack had been taught about Shiveen infantry stated that they were fast and deadly and preferred skirmishes and relying on guerrilla tactics.

      No-one in the rover spoke as they closed on the valley opening.

      Jack’s mouth felt dry. His breathing was slow and calm. He ran through his combat training in his head, thinking of all the ways an ambush engagement could play out. To his surprise, it was almost calming for him to do this.

      And then they were in the valley, the rover detecting its wall edges and compensating for them as it continued on. Jack realized that the raised gull wing doors would provide some extra armor if they were fired upon from above, but it made returning fire difficult. In fact, with everyone being inside the rover, they were unprotected from an aerial attack while passing through the valley. While Jack hated that idea, having someone be on top of the rover made them the perfect target to be picked off. Better the rover take some damage than he lose any more of the fire team.

      The next few minutes were nerve-wracking, but there was no sign of the Shiveen. The rover came out of the other side of the valley without incident. Jack closed the gull-wing side doors but not the rear door. If anything were following them, he wanted Anderson to be in the position take them down.

      “So far, so good,” said Jack. “Another hour and we should be there.”
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        * * *

      

      Caroline’s rover showed up on the long-distance radar about five clicks out. The rest of the ride was tense and Jack used the time to consider options. He’d tried to contact Morales and the Dauntless using his alek, but there was too much ionizing radiation in the air to cut through. Even the repeating transmission from the Dauntless cut in an out intermittently.

      “Bandura, any way to get communications back?” asked Jack.

      “Negatory, Boss,” she replied, checking over the remaining drones she had that were scattered over one of the rover’s workbench. “Not unless we get can these storms to subside.”

      “I thought alek communications couldn’t be affected by radiation.”

      “They’re usually not. But this is ionizing radiation - it changes the way things work at the molecular level. Long story short, the radiation is messing with the quantum computer in our aleks. There’s some auto-correct built-in, but even that can’t overcome decoherence.”

      “But we’re inside a hardened vehicle.”

      “Ish. Still enough low-level effects to screw with things. Including our bodies. Especially our bodies. That’s why we get issued radsol.”

      Jack checked his radiation level. He was showing at two rems. He wouldn’t need to take any radsol until he hit at least five rems. How the hell was anyone able to stay on this planet without getting incredibly sick and dying? New Macedon had to have been hermetically sealed. Now it was open to the whims and winds of the planet. With the atmosphere engine on Pallas IV out of commission and Shiveen ships in orbit, there was no more change coming to this world any time soon.

      Jack slowed the rover.

      “We’re only a few minutes out from these survivors, but I don’t want to take any chances. Let’s make sure we’re geared up.”

      He looked over at the black bag containing Stone. If he didn’t do this right, it could be him or Anderson or Bandura in the next one. Or even one of the civilians. They should have brought more coffin bags with them.

      The first ninety days of a new officer’s military career were the most difficult according to his instructors at officer school. They were a probationary period, a training period, a period when new officers could screw up perhaps once or twice. It was the typical washout period, and the period when most new officers got themselves killed. Most marines hated being led by “ninety-day wonders”, a name that had stuck even as humanity and then panhumanity reached beyond the stars. The ninety days period was a constant in all the armed forces. A crucible. Surviving those ninety days meant that you knew what you were doing, or at least had found out the hard way, and you weren’t going to get yourself or others killed.

      When everyone said they were ready, Jack pushed the rover forward again. Ten minutes later, he slowed it as they got close to the other rover.

      It was sitting at the base of a small hill. Dust had accumulated under and around its wheel base, more or less hiding the wheels from view. There were not exterior lights on, and the tinted glass at the front of the vehicle gave no sign anyone was inside the vehicle.

      “See anything, Bandura?” asked Jack.

      “Nothing bad.”

      “Can we use a drone to check it out?”

      “Winds are too high. It’d just get blown away.”

      “I guess we do this in person then.”

      Jack paused for a moment before powering down their own rover, the constant low whine that had accompanied the drive disappearing as the vehicle shut down. Jack looked down at the bag containing Stone, wishing that he was still alive and being the one giving orders.

      “Well, here goes nothing.”

      “Right behind you, Boss,” said Bandura.

      Jack nodded at Anderson, who clambered out of the rover first, struggling to get his large weapon and body out of it. Jack followed him outside, and Bandura followed him.

      There were fewer than fifty feet between the marines’ rover and Caroline Tao’s, but every step closer was taken slowly, softly, scanning the area for hostile movement. The fireteam had already been surprised once and Jack wasn’t keen on it happening a second time. The Pallas IV wind whipped around the marines and got in their eyes, but none of them pulled their masks and goggles down from their helmets, the distance was so short.

      Anderson now stood with his back against the rover outside, covering the entire area with his arc of fire.

      Jack reached the other rover and banged his fist against it.

      Moments passed before the door to the rover opened and Caroline Tao stood in its frame.

      “Doctor Tao?” he asked.

      “Who else were you expecting?” she retorted.
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      The inside of Tao’s rover was barely big enough to contain both scientists and the marines, with Anderson and Nowak taking up most of the space.

      “Okay, Doc,” said Jack. “What have you got?”

      “Silas,” Caroline said. “Please display the summary of item P4S1766 holographically.”

      “With pleasure,” said Silas, vocalizing from the small speaker built into his containment unit. Above the desk, a holographic display leaped into life, displaying what to Jack looked like a three dimensional scan of something blobbish, with lots of data around it.

      “How much do you know about xenoarcheology, Private Conway?”

      “It’s just Jack,” said Jack. “A little. Basically, it’s about digging up alien planets.”

      Caroline smiled. She was used to hearing that kind of dismissive talk about her field of expertise.

      “If you want to be crude, yes. Until we encountered the Shiveen, my field of xenoarcheology had been about finding signs of intelligent alien life. There’s been plenty of alien life found in the worlds the Sphere has expanded into, and some of it being close to sentient, but there’s been no discovery of truly alien settlements or ruins.”

      “And now?”

      “It’s still much the same, unfortunately. Even in the past five years since we’ve known about the Shiveen, we’ve rarely come into contact with them, and we’ve found nothing to show that they’ve created short or long-term settlements in this area of the galaxy.”

      “Which means they’re transient and not from around here.”

      “Possibly. Or they were and abandoned the area. What do you see on the holo there?”

      “Not much. Looks like something organic?”

      “Look closer.”

      Jack looked at all the information displayed, searching for what Caroline wanted him to find.

      “Okay, so it’s alien. Is this Shiveen?”

      “I believe so, although there are some subtle differences from data collected on the Shiveen. Mostly different protein sequences in the DNA of it. It’s ancient, according to the survey data from the area. But there’s something else. Look again.”

      Jack did.

      “I’m not seeing anything, Doc.”

      Caroline sighed audibly.

      “Silas, enhance the embedded unknown object by a factor of ten.”

      An area of the holo display enlarged to show the outline of something triangular deep within the mysterious Shiveen blob. It was small, perhaps only an inch in diameter, but deep within the center of the mass.

      “Okay, what is that?” asked Jack.

      “Frankly, I don’t know,” said Caroline. “It’s not Shiveen and matches nothing we have in the database. From everything I can tell, it’s made of a metal alloy we’ve never encountered before. I can’t tell exactly until I open it up. And I can’t do that just yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “A few reasons. I don’t have the proper equipment here to examine it properly. It may not be as inert as it seems, so it needs to go into quarantine first. Plus, this is the only sample I’ve found like this. And if this is what I think it is, our employer wouldn’t be happy with us finding it.”

      Jack drummed his fingers against the top of the desk. What was a xenoarchaeologist doing working for a mining company, especially one that was still terraforming the planet? Is this the reason that the Shiveen had attacked — there were ancient Shiveen somethings here on the planet they were defending? That seemed too far fetched for Jack to accept.

      “Okay, Doc. I’ll bite. Why not?”

      “Because that would mean the end to their contract to transform the planet. And these companies pay big money to get control of a border planet like this. Once it’s up and running they get a small percentage of all planetary revenue each year, which are worth trillions of credits.

      “But the discovery of a second sentient alien race trumps that.”

      “What did you say?” asked Bandura.

      “A second alien race,” said Caroline. “I believe that the fragment inside that Shiveen artifact comes from a new and unidentified race. It’s made of a metal composite that we’ve never encountered before, something that doesn’t occur naturally, at least not according to the rules of the cosmos that we all live by.”

      “But you can’t be sure,” said Jack.

      “No. Not until I open up the Shiveen artifact and extract it. I’ve got the others in my team looking for another artifact like this one so I can examine this one.”

      “I thought you said it needed quarantined,” said Jack.

      “It does,” said Caroline. “I’d examine it off-planet. And before I reported it to my employer. You being here complicates things now.”

      “Doc,” said Anderson, who was now leaning against the inner rover wall, his arms crossed. “The Shiveen being here complicates things. We’re just here to make sure you don’t all dead.”

      “That’s right,” said Jack. “Our orders are to secure survivors and get them back to the Dauntless.”

      “I can’t leave my research,” said Caroline. “This may be just as important as first contact was.”

      Jack chewed on his bottom lip. His orders didn’t explicitly say he couldn’t bring back more than just any remaining survivors.

      “What do you need to take?”

      “The sample we’ve discussed, and a few others. I have some other samples back at the science station.”

      “Sorry, Doc. We’re not going back there.”

      “But…”

      “No buts. We’ll recover the other members of your team and then ship out in a single rover to be collected by our dropship. I don’t dare risk us exposing ourselves to the Shiveen any more than we have. We already wasted the triad that took out the science station, and there’ll be more coming to investigate why those three haven’t come home yet.”

      At mention of the science station, Nowak, who had been sitting quietly, his shoulders rolled over, his posture slumped, began sobbing softly again. Jack nodded in his direction.

      “Will he be okay?”

      “Who knows, Private? Grief is different for each of us.”

      “He needs to be okay. I don’t have enough people to leave him behind and keep him safe until we get your other team members.”

      “I’ll speak to him,” said Caroline.

      “Please do and get your research together as quickly as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Caroline made backups of the research data and encoded them onto biocrystals. She discreetly gave one copy to Nowak and kept one copy for herself, putting the biocrystal into a small synthetic leather pouch that she wore around her neck for just such a purpose.

      “Silas,” she said. “Set up a purge for all data in this rover, but wait until I give the command to do so.”

      She knew that this was her crossing the line, breaking the rules that her employer set. When she took the samples off-world for examination without alerting the mining company about them, purging the rover of all electronic records of scans would seem like a minimal infraction. Her big concern was whether this Private and his fireteam would keep quiet about it. There was something about him that made her want to trust him, although she felt that he was a little too green. This was confirmed when Anderson carefully carried in a black body bag into the rover, laying it down carefully and strapping it down.

      “The previous fireteam leader,” said Jack. “Shiveen took him out at the science station.”

      “And you got put in charge?”

      “Something like that,” he said grimly, looking lost in his own thoughts.

      Death had never worried Caroline, because she’d never thought about it much nor encountered it much. She had lived her life in academia, content to have a few close friends as she did her research, until she found that the only way she could do much new work in her field was employed by one of the big planetary terraforming companies. Not only did that give her enough money to continue her research freelance, but it also meant she could be there to make sure companies didn’t destroy important finds.

      Like this one, the one underground here on Pallas IV.

      What would the company do if they knew about it? Close it up again? Destroy it? Nothing? Hardly likely. What if they already knew about it, and that was why she had been assigned to this survey site? The mining companies were just corporations, and corporations always wanted to outdo their competition. What she found could be worth a fortune to the company that could mine it and research it, if nothing else from the patent rights alone.

      She shook her head. That idea was pure fancy. There was no way that was the case.

      Or was it?

      The marine called Bandura had kept Nowak occupied, having him help her move across various supplies from the other rover to Caroline’s. She was thankful for that small show of support. Nowak was brilliant, but had always been a loner until Erica came along. With someone to share his work and life with, he had blossomed as a person. Being honest, she worried that Erica’s death would break him. Having never been in love herself, she didn’t understand how all that stuff worked. Nor had she ever had any interest in it.

      “Private Conway?” she said. “I think we’re ready to go.”

      “How long will it take to get to the rest of your team?

      “About four hours. We established it in a secure location underground, not too far from our first initial finds. It’s deep enough that we can still be in mesh contact as long as the ionization in the air isn’t too bad.”

      “When was the last time you spoke to the other team members?”

      “A day or two ago. I had Silas monitoring for transmissions from the others, but they’ve been quiet. That’s not unusual, though.”

      “Okay,” said Jack. “Gather what you think you may need, but no more than that. Everything else stays here for the evac, and we’re only bringing back what we need to.”
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      Jack looked at the body bag laying strapped down and wondered how soon he’d end up in one of them. If the Shiveen found them, it was possible they’d all just be killed and left to decompose in the irradiated winds of this new world.

      Not exactly what I signed up for, he thought to himself.

      Stepping out into the wind, which had died down a little, he looked around. Apart from the two rovers, everything else was rock and dust. In the pastel-red sky with a hint of blue in it above, two moons hung, one low in the sky, the other high. At any other time, Jack would have found that stunning, but at the moment he had more pressing concerns.

      Four hours to get to the base camp, an hour to shut it down, then another four hours to get back. An additional two hours as a buffer. That was a lot of time to use up while on a planet under alien attack. There was no telling when, or eve if, the Dauntless would be back, but Jack wanted to make sure he was back above ground and iwith the rest of the marine platoon before that happened. He didn’t want his small group to be exposed too long to possible Shiveen attack or to be left behind. If they were lucky, they’d be able to stay undetected until they were collected, but the chances of that were low.

      There was a loud boom in the distance. Jack looked up in the sky and saw three long trailing chemical lines in the sky several klicks away. A Shiveen fighter triad, probably scouting and trying to hunt down the panhumans that had arrived on the planet. How many triads had the Shiveen deployed for that? All it took was for one of them to pick up the rovers and come and investigate and it would be over for Jack’s small group.

      “We need to move now,” he said. “Shut down both rovers and head towards the base camp. Doc, you stay behind Anderson and point him towards that opening you talked about. Bandura, keep Nowak with you. I’ll watch the rear.”

      Everyone followed his directions without retort. He may not know what the hell he was doing, but he could at least pretend for a little while.

      The trek up the escarpment followed a marked trail using ropes and florescent flags to show which path to take. It took less than twenty minutes for the small party to come upon the opening into the ground.

      It was nothing more than a large hole in the ground, at least twenty foot tall and oval, leading into complete darkness. Jack could tell that it wasn’t natural, with some very defined borders. He switched on his helmet headlamp and saw steps descending inside the hole.

      “The Shiveen did this?” asked Anderson.

      “That’s what we think,” said Caroline. “Though by all indications it’s ancient. At least a millennia old.”

      Anderson activated his own helmet flashlight and peered into the darkness of the opening.

      “Looks like there’s a tunnel,” he said. He started for the steps.

      “Hold on, Anderson,” said Jack. “Bandura, how many drones do you have left?”

      “Less than ten,” she replied.

      “Can you set up three or four of them to fly ahead of us and map out the tunnel as we descend?”

      “Not a problem,” she said, her fingers already moving across her alek and reprogramming the drones.

      “We have a map we started already, when we began exploring this area,” Caroline said. “Do you want that?”

      “That will help,” replied Jack. “But I still want to map it as we go. Bandura, make sure to set up some software agents to mark and track hostiles and dangers discovered.”

      “Worried about something other than Shiveen being down there, Boss?”

      “Private,” said Caroline. “There’s no other living thing down in the there apart from the other two members of my team, and from some lower-level lifeforms like bacteria and archaea we probably brought with us. This whole planet is more or less dead, with only single-celled life being found in abundance. It’s one reason it was chosen for terraforming.”

      One thing the Panhumanic Sphere prided itself on was protecting life, so much that it was in the Constitution. Terraforming was only allowed on planets shown to have minimal biological life. The giant atmosphere engines that drove the terraforming process first purged the world of any other life through a combination of targeted irradiation and other processes that Jack didn’t understand. What he knew is that within two years of an atmosphere engine starting up on a planet there was usually enough of a thin atmosphere to allow mining or frontier colonization.

      “That may be the case, Doc, and it may not be,” said Jack. “I’d rather be careful than dead, so we’re going by the book here.”

      “Ready, Boss,” said Bandura. Four drones hovered around her, swaying gently in the air. “The central program will build up the map and then keep it updated in our AHUDs and aleks.”

      “Good job, Bandura. Send them in.”

      With a flick of her fingers across her alek, Bandura activated the drones’ shared reconnaissance program, and they zipped by Anderson, heading through the opening into the mountainside. Almost immediately, they started sending data back to Bandura’s alek, which then shared it.

      “I’ve also got night vision and infrared on deck in case we need it. There’s some minimal interference from the weather here, but as the drones go in deeper, it should disappear.”

      “You won’t need those,” said Caroline.

      Jack watched the map develop as the drones did their work, grabbing data as they zipped down the tunnel.

      “Looks like a single tunnel?” he said to Caroline.

      “Yes. There are some main thoroughfares that meet up in a cave in the middle that all descend in a spiral. While these could form naturally, the chances of it are slim.”

      “How slim?”

      “Say one in a billion.”

      “So, if the opening is Shiveen, then this whole underground structure is Shiveen.”

      “I’d say so, Private. But I’m not willing to commit to that until I’ve done more research.”

      “Doc, you’re not getting that chance. As soon as we get the rest of your team, we’re bugging out of here, and we’re only take what we can carry.”

      Caroline didn’t like that. She put a hand on Jack's shoulder.

      “Private, I don't think you understand the potential importance of this research. It could change the way the war is being fought. It may tell us something important about the Shiveen.”

      “Doc, that potential importance doesn’t matter one bit if we don't make it back alive to the Dauntless and the rest of the Sphere.”

      Assuming the Dauntless makes it back to us.

      “Boss?” asked Bandura, inserting herself into the conversation. “We good to go?”

      Jack nodded.

      “Time to get moving, Doc. We’re done talking about this.”

      But Jack had a feeling they weren’t.
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      “This is amazing,” said Bandura, her voice echoing softly around her. She was examining the data that her drones had been sending back for the past fifteen minutes. “It’s like a huge underground cave that’s been, well, grown into place.”

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” said Caroline, looking back at Jack.

      Bandura was right. There was far too much complexity and deliberate design in the cave network, with tunnels circling and rounding between floors, opening into oval rooms before continuing on. As they got deeper and deeper the tunnels became wide and the rooms became wider. They were already almost a klick into the cave network and had descended at least a thousand feet.

      Bioluminescence shined from the walls, ceiling and floor in regular but undeterminable patterns of neon colors and from no specific light source, forming tunnels of low light that allowed easy traversal with no additional lighting. Jack knew that certain creatures, both those of Terran and other planetary origins, could give off light, but the atmosphere engine had destroyed almost all complex life on the planet when it was first activated.

      “Where’s the light coming from?” he asked Caroline.

      She smiled.

      “From the actual walls and floors themselves. See how there seems to be a transparent layer atop the actual light? Seen anything like that before?”

      Jack had. It reminded him of the chemical reservoirs on Shiveen weaponry.

      “And you say this cave is possibly a thousand years old?”

      “Or older. I’d need to do carbon dating at least or some other form of advanced testing to know for sure.”

      A Shiveen cave over a thousand years old on a planet that was mostly dead before panhumans turned up to colonize it. What significance did this planet — this cave — hold for the Shiveen? Perhaps they weren’t here just to attack panhumanity? Were they here to defend something? This cave? Something else?

      “Do you think there are other caves like this one on the planet?”

      “The odds of this cave existing drastically improve the odds of another one existing on the same planet.”

      “And what about other planets?”

      “That makes sense. We’ve discovered less than fifteen percent of the planets in our galaxy arm alone. There are billions of stars in the Milky Way, most with one or more planets. And the Shiveen had to come from somewhere.”

      Jack had always wondered where the Shiveen originated from. Was it close to panhuman space or far away? Were the Shiveen defending their home territory and pushing back from expansionist aliens, or were they naturally warlike? They had advanced weaponry and advanced technology, allowing them to travel through space, including linkspace. How the hell did they do that if they were biological? Panhumanic Sphere starships needed a special stardrive to access linkspace. Did the Shiveen have some way of doing that naturally? Jack wished he’d paid more attention during astrophysics classes.

      “How is all this still here, though? How did it survive the atmosphere engine?”

      “Check the radiation levels, Private.”

      Jack did. The ionizing radiation on the planet’s survive, even though it fluctuated wildly, wasn’t present within the cave system.

      “That can’t be right,” said Jack. “There’s a huge hole opening into the outside that’s been open for a long time. There should be some radiation down here.”

      “That confused us as well at first,” said Caroline. “I think they grew the cave in a way that repulses the radiation. We don’t know or understand what the Shiveen are capable of. Until we study them enough, or start up a dialogue with them and share information, we’re never going to.”

      “Yeah, like that will ever happen,” said Anderson from the front of the line.

      “It’s the only way this war between us will end in peace.”

      Every attempt to communicate with the Shiveen in the past five years since first contact had failed or been rebuffed. In OCS, Jack had seen original vidcasts of attempts at diplomacy with the Shiveen. They had all ended with the Shiveen departing without interacting, or shooting at panhuman forces before leaving.

      Well, monsters were monsters, after all.

      And monsters didn’t talk.

      “Boss, check out the latest drone data.”

      Bandura’s drones had found and mapped several large chambers, full of masses of biological material in the center of each of them. There were three masses in each room, all of them large and oval and extending a few feet from the ground. The tunnels leading down continued beyond the rooms.

      “What are those?” asked Jack.

      “You’ll see soon. We have to go through this before we get to the main cavern.

      It took another ten minutes to get to the room with the masses. The room resembled other smaller rooms they’d passed through, although it was much larger and had different patterns of lighting in the walls and ceiling. Jack had already noted that certain patterns continue repeating themselves within the tunnels in the ancillary rooms of the cave network. He had made notes of this via his alek, which had been recording their descent into the cave network from the start, as had Anderson’s and Bandura’s.

      In the center of the room lay the three masses that the drones had picked up. Each of them was a mix of dark green and black coloring, and unlike the walls or ceilings there was no light emitting from them. Each of the elongated masses had one end pointing towards an imagined center, while the other end pointed away from it.

      “Three. A triad,” said Jack.

      “The Shiveen like their prime numbers,” said Caroline.

      “That they do.”

      Jack had realized that about the Shiveen when he had been going over information one night at OCS when he had insomnia. Shiveen military structure and operations all held a basis in prime numbers. A single platoon had five squads made up of three fireteams of three units. An attack fleet had three, five, or seven combat ships, with starfighter wings being similar. The Shiveen never deviated from using prime numbers it seemed. Unless it came to communication. Multiple diplomatic teams had attempted to use prime number sequences to communicate with the Shiveen. Nothing except silence from the Shiveen. Perhaps the problem with communicating with the Shiveen was that they were just so alien that they didn’t think in the same way as panhumans.

      Anderson moved closer to one mass, reaching a hand out to touch it.

      “Don’t touch that,” said Jack.

      “They’re safe to touch, Private,” said Caroline. “They’re inert. We’ve even taken some material from them as samples.”

      “What are they?” asked Bandura, peering closer at one of them.

      “Nowak has a theory about that, don’t you?” said Caroline, putting her arm around the big man.

      Throughout the trek, Nowak had remained quiet, lost in his own thoughts. When he spoke, it slightly startled the marines.

      “Graves,” he whispered. “They’re all graves.”

      Every marine drew their weapons and pointed them at the three masses.

      “There are Shiveen inside that?” asked Bandura.

      “Long dead and gone, Miss Bandura,” said Caroline. “If Nowak’s theory has any merit to it. Which it may do.”

      The large man said nothing in return.

      “What do you mean?” asked Jack.

      “That will become clearer when we get to the base camp, Private.”

      “Then we’d better get to the base camp. Caroline placed a hand on Jack’s arm.

      “Private, we’re inside the cave system, so we should be able to speak to my other team members now. Shouldn’t we do that? Let them know that we’re on our way?”

      “Fair enough,” said Jack. “But only tell them you’re on your way to see them. Don’t tell them anything about us being with you. I don’t want them panicking. We know where they are and I need them to stay there.”
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      Caroline didn’t agree with Jack regarding not telling the others that the marines were with them, but she accepted his reasons for it. She activated the team voice channel through her alek, putting it on speaker.

      “Shirazi, Jeffs, are you there?”

      There was no immediate answer. It had been several days since she’d last spoke to them. What if the Shiveen had already made it inside the cave system here and had found them at the ruins?

      “Caroline?” said a female voice. “I thought we had another day before the next check in.”

      Caroline looked at Jack, who mouthed ‘lie to them’ to her. That pissed her off. She’d never lied openly to her own team about anything before.

      “Everything okay, Shirazi?” asked Caroline.

      “Better than okay,” said a male voice. “That unique sample with the unknown metal in it? We found several more of them in a cluster several rooms below the main ruins. We gathered a few of them for you.”

      More had been found? That meant that Caroline could open up the one she had safely stowed in the rover. It also meant that they needed to bring at least one more sample back with them. Perhaps several more. When they left this planet, they may never return.

      “Jeffs, that’s fantastic!” she said, her excitement overcoming her anger at Jack. “Are they similar in composition throughout?”

      “As far as we can tell, yes,” said Shirazi. “We could only do simple tests seeing  as we didn’t have access to Silas.”

      “That’s not all,” continued Jeffs. “There’s a huge room underneath the entire complex. It took a while to get into it, but it looks like it’s a ritual chamber!”

      “Are you sure?” asked Caroline. Jeff’s specialization was in anthropology, specifically cultural and religious aspects. He'd know a ritual chamber if he saw one.

      “It’s consistent with some similar types of Mayan chambers, at least in basic form. There’s also what looks like, a well in the center of the room. Perhaps used for sacrifice? It's about thirty feet wide.”

      A ritual chamber? That meant that the Shiveen practiced religion, or at least had some form of spirituality. Caroline needed as much information about this as possible. Shirazi and Jeffs would have made detailed recordings and notes, but she’d need Silas to do some advanced scanning for later analysis.

      Caroline looked up to see Jack motion with his fist, moving it in a circular motion, telling her to get on with things. This private was so damn annoying, just like every other person in the military she’d ever encountered or had the misfortune to work with. They just came in and took over and the importance of research be damned. When they got back to the Dauntless, Caroline knew that all of her samples and research would be confiscated. She’d have Silas make a shadow backup of her data and burst it through to her backup network as soon as they were in the range of the quantum net as a safety measure, along with the biocrystal.

      “I can’t wait to see that,” she said. “We’ll be there shortly.”

      There was a pause over the comm link.

      “What do you mean?” asked Jeffs. “Why are you coming here?”

      Jack nodded at Caroline. Damn military.

      “I’ve got some important information I need to share. I didn’t want to send it over mesh, but to give it to you in person. We’ve just started the descent.”

      “We?” said Shirazi. “Is Nowak there with you?”

      Jack nodded towards Nowak, who understand the question.

      “Hi, guys,” he said, his speech stilted and withdrawn. “Yes, we’re on our way to you. Everything’s fine. See you soon.”

      “Caroline…” said Jeffs.

      “Be there shortly. Speak to you soon.”

      She disconnected the call to the other members of her team.

      “Satisfied?” she asked Jack.

      “It’ll do, Doc. Anderson, take point.”
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      They reached the undercavern after another ten minutes. The tunnel opened into a wide ledge that followed the curve of the huge underground hollow, descending at a slight curve, winding around the wall edge. There were no guardrails, and a brief gust of heavy wind would be enough to knock anyone over the edge, so it was lucky the air was still here. The bioluminescent patterns were in the tunnels and the antechamber rooms were also in evidence here, clearly identifying the ceiling of the cavern, but disappearing into the blackness below the ledge.

      Bandura whistled, which echoed throughout the cavern, as she sent her drones out to the edges of the hollow, mapping it.

      “It’s about three hundred meters wide,” she said. “There are multiple entry points, just like this one, all leading down with ramps. This thing is designed as hell. No way this is natural.”

      Jack saw a small smile on Caroline’s face.

      “Pull back the drones,” said Jack. “We’ll map the other ways in and out, but I want one drone ahead of us as we descend, and at least one more going down the center of this cave, straight down. Get it all.”

      “Roger that, Boss,” said Bandura, sending the desired commands to her drones.

      The ledge was wide enough for them to walk three people abreast, but Jack decided it would be safer walking single file on the descent, hugging the wall as they descended.

      “How much further, Doc?” he asked.

      “About another half hour,” she said. “The ledges will continue to widen as we go down and eventually they’ll all merge into a single floor.”

      “And this is where this Jeffs and Yasmin are?”

      “Yes,” replied Caroline. “They’re camped in the center of the ruins.”

      “Seems like a strange place to camp. I would have thought you wouldn’t want to damage the ruins.”

      “It wasn’t ideal, Private,” said Caroline. “It was the only open space we could turn into a camp without blocking off one of these ramps.”

      Caroline’s calling him 'Private’ rankled Jack. Apart from the fact it was just a temporary rank until his commission came through, there was something in the way she said it. She had history with MilCom and it wasn’t the good kind.

      “Look,” he said. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. Just Jack will do.”

      He extended a hand, which she took, warily at first but then firmly clasped it. She had unexpected strength in her grip.

      “Okay, Just Jack,” she smiled. “Caroline or Doc is good for me. Several of my grad students used to call me that. Better times, many years ago… Jack.”

      “I’m just trying to get everyone home safely, Caroline.”

      “I understand, Jack. I’m just concerned about the significance of what we have here being lost. Too many times in history we’ve lost things of great value because of war.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Jack said. “I’ll have my people help carry back some equipment and samples if they can. How’s that?”

      Caroline extended her hand for Jack to shake.

      “Deal,” she said.

      “Boss, you need to look at this,” said Bandura. She flicked one of the drone’s camera feed to Jack’s AHUD. The image being transmitted had the familiar green glow of night vision filters, supported by the low light given off by the embedded globs of light in the huge caverns walls.

      The drone was nowhere near the floor and it had already encountered the ruins. Large spikes thrust out of the darkness towards the ceiling, each of the spikes different sizes but made of the same glassy green-black material as the rest of the cave. Stretching down from the tip of the spikes toward the ground ran even more of the neon lighting patterns. As the drone descended, spiraling around the spikes, Jack got a sense of the size of the place. Those spikes were at least a kilometer high, and there were dozens of them, all interconnected in reverse. The spikes were geometrically shaped, some with three distinct sides, or four, or even more.

      “It’s like a damn tree,” said Jack.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?”, said Caroline. “But it’s actually more like coral than a tree. A tree has deep roots that spread far and wide and a trunk that grows up and outward. Coral is hundreds or thousands of individual creatures all growing together and becoming one mass.”

      “Isn’t coral animal?” asked Anderson, from the front.

      “Yes, it is. Hundreds and thousands of small animals all living together and working towards a common purpose.”

      Jack looked at Anderson, who shrugged back. “I’ve always been interested in oceans and seas and what lived in them,” he said.

      “Anderson,” said Bandura. “You’re like a deep sea. You have hidden depths.”

      “I also enjoy poetry and long walks on the beach.”

      “Beach is that way,” said Bandura, pointing back the way they had came.

      “Too bad we’re going this way,” said Jack, pointing down into the darkness. That elicited a chuckle from both Anderson and Bandura.

      The small group made their way down towards the ruins, the drones continually updating video of the giant spires as they descended. One drone hovered over a large clearing now, which had was easily hidden by the mass of spikes. In the clearing center there was a makeshift camp illuminated by a work lamps. The lamps threw out light that interfered with the night drone’s night vision camera but Jack could make out two humanoid figures moving around.

      Just as Caroline had said it would, the spiraling ledge widened as they descended. Jack continued to look at the neon patterns along the walls and floor, noticing that there were very definite repeating elements within in.

      “Doc, the Shiveen don’t communicate verbally as far as we know, but do they have some written language?”

      “It’s possible,” she eventually said. “It’s usually the other way around, at least in panhuman culture. Speech is something innate to us, while writing is a cultural construct, originally used for record keeping but becoming a cultural driver.”

      Jack pointed to several of the repeating patterns on the walls.

      “What if that is their written language — these patterns of light? I’m seeing repeating sections or sections that are similar. And in every Shiveen vidcast I’ve seen, or simulation I’ve been in, the Shiveen constantly have patterns of light shifting across their carapaces. What if that’s partly how they communicate?”

      Caroline stopped walking, causing Bandura to almost crash into her.

      “Shit!” said Caroline. “Why didn’t I see that for myself? That makes perfect sense.”

      She began looking at the patterns on the wall immediately next to her.

      “Wouldn’t someone in MilCom already have worked this out too?” asked Bandura. “They’ve got plenty of contact with the Shiveen on record, and language experts.”

      “Language requires a key to unlocking it,” said Caroline. “You need a basis for comparison, some way to understand the elements of it.”

      “Like a Rosetta Stone,” said Bandura. “What? Anderson’s not the only one who knows stuff.”

      “Exactly, Private,” said Caroline. “The original hieroglyphs of Egypt were incomprehensible until the discovery of the Rosetta Stone, which provided translations of key phrases into two other languages: Greek and Demotic. With that they could unlock the language of the ancient Egyptians.”

      “But we don’t have that,” said Jack. “There’s just these patterns. We’re in the same boat as those people before they found the Rosetta Stone.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Caroline said. “I have a very good friend who is a linguistics specialist. I think this is something that he’d be able to help with. He’s always been good at thinking outside the box. Jack, can you make sure we capture footage of this entire cavern so we can reconstruct it in simulation later?”

      “Sure,” said Jack. “Bandura, task one drone to start again from the top and record footage of the walls and ceilings. Make sure it fills any holes in existing footage.”

      “You got it, Boss,” she replied.

      “Jack, you may just have stumbled upon something of great significance. Just as significant as what I found in my samples.”

      “Just a farm boy looking to do his best,” replied Jack. He looked at his alek, reading the timer he’d set when they’d entered the cave system.

      “We should hustle. We’re running behind.”
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        * * *

      

      Anderson was the first to step down onto the floor of the cave, tentatively testing it before putting his full weight on it. The base of the spires that stretched far above the party were thick here, some of the largest hundreds of meters in diameter, others smaller. Up close they resembled the same type of material as the three masses in the upper antechamber, more than the walls of the cave. They stretched up high into the air.

      There was a very definite path from the lower part of the thick ramp through the massive spikes, about thirty meters wide that headed directly towards the center of the ruins and the base camp. Embedded in the path were even more of the light patterns, tracing in the direction to the center.

      Jack wondered how similar the other paths looked.

      “Let me and Nowak go in front,” said Caroline. “Jeffs gets a little excitable. Reminds me of a dog called a terrier that humans used to keep as pets centuries ago. I’d rather he be upset at me than at someone holding a gun in their hands.”

      “You know your people best, Doc,” said Jack. He knew of terriers and other dog breeds, having always had an interest in uplift history, which was rekindled when he and Nathine became friends. “Just say nothing about the Dauntless yet. Anderson, watch our rear. The Doc is taking us into the camp.”

      Jack wondered if he was doing the right thing in letting Caroline take them in. When they’d finally met up with her after speaking to her, there had been time for her and Nowak to process the news about the science station. Not a lot of time, but enough that the initial shock had been borne quickly, although Nowak looked to stillbe in shock. Caroline seemed to be made of stronger stuff. Perhaps, as a scientist, she was just better at being objective and compartmentalizing things. Jack wished he was. On the way down the ramp to the base camp in his quiet moments, all he could think about was Stone’s body laying in the body bag in the rover and Stone’s last words to him.

      Keep them safe, Stone had said.

      How the hell was Jack supposed to do that? They were underground in the middle of an ancient Shiveen cave on a planet most likely covered in hundreds if not thousands of enemy troops, and their main way off the planet, the Dauntless, had retreated.

      “Boss, you okay?” asked Bandura.

      “Sure. I’m fine,” replied Jack.

      Bandura’s voice lowered.

      “You’re doing fine,” she said. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. You’ll get us home.”

      Receiving words of comfort from someone under his command felt weird to Jack. Especially as they seemed to be a response to his own internal thoughts. But they were comforting at least.

      “Bandura, can I ask something personal?”

      “Nothing you can ask that Anderson already hasn’t a hundred times.”

      “Why the hell are you here? You’re smart and obviously gifted when it comes to tech. Why aren’t you off working in some tech corporation somewhere?”

      “You’d think that, right? Only problem was that I never ever got seen by any of those guys. The place I grew up didn’t have many opportunities, so you made your own. Sometimes run afoul of the local peacekeeping forces. And so I’m here. At least my record will be expunged when I complete my first service term. Only another year to go on that.”

      “What about Anderson? Why’s he here?”

      “Family tradition I suppose. His older brother joined up a few years back. He didn’t make it out of the skirmish at Hannath Plateau. Garth took that hard, so he joined up to take his place. Been shooting Shiveen in the face ever since. Turns out he’s even better at that than his brother was.”

      Hearing about Anderson and his family made Jack think about Nathine. He hadn’t thought about her since the dropship fell planetside. He didn’t know where she was or if she was still alive. Her fireteam could have been ambushed just as Jack’s had been. It was only sheer luck and Stone’s sacrifice that had kept Jack and the others alive. He hoped his friend was okay.

      Jack was pulled from his thoughts by Caroline calling out.

      “Shirazi! Jeffs! It’s Caroline,” she said, her voice echoing throughout the entire cave chamber.

      Jack saw the two scientists sitting at a makeshift holodesk, made from some collapsible storage containers and a collapsible holo unit, in the center of the camp. Around them were other storage containers, all of different sizes, presumably containing samples. Several flat folded containers lay nearby those. Off to one side were two travel sleeping bags, complete with lower protection padding, each of them with a large backpack near the head. A small generator sat off to the side, humming gently, providing wireless power to the three light units and other devices connected to it, including the holodesk Shirazi and Jeffs sat at.

      Jeffs, a small wiry man with little hair and intense eyes almost glowered in Caroline’s direction as she approached. Shirazi got up from her chair, a smile on her face. She was about to step towards Caroline when she noticed Jack and others following her.

      “Caroline,” she said. “What is this?”

      “What the hell are the military doing here?” asked Jeffs, his voice angry.

      “I have bad news,” said Caroline. “The science station is gone. The Shiveen had taken over the planet.”

      “What the hell do you mean?” said Jeffs, pushing his chair back and standing. Jack could see why Caroline had referred to him as a terrier. He was bold and excitable.

      “What do you think she means?” snapped Shirazi.

      “I’d rather her tell us than infer it from what she say,” retorted the small man. It was obvious to Jack that these two may have spent too long alone together, and not in a good way.

      Jack touched Caroline on the arm.

      “I can do this,” he said.

      “No, I need to,” she replied. Slowly, Caroline stepped forward towards the other members of her team. “While we were out here doing our research, the Shiveen came to the planet. They arrived a few days ago. We knew nothing about it because of the ion storms blocking our communications with the science station. When I got through to the station, Private Conway and his team were there and had just fought off a Shiveen infantry unit.”

      The color drained from Shirazi’s and Jeff’s faces.

      “Did anyone survive?” asked Shirazi. “Anyone at all?”

      “No,” said Caroline, fighting to get the words out without tearing up. “No-one. I’m sorry.”

      Nowak moved forward without a word to the sample containers. Everyone followed him but said nothing. Nowak and Erica’s relationship hadn’t been secret. Wordlessly, he began looking through the containers, taking inventory of what his team members had collected.

      “So what now?” asked Jeffs. “We abandon all of our research here?”

      “We can take some of it with us, but not all of it,” said Jack. “My team can help transport it, but we need to get out of here ASAP. There are  two rovers up top. As soon as we’re able to, we’ll signal for evac and get you all out of here, including your. So, gather up what you can.”

      “Caroline, you really need to see the ritual chamber below,” said Jeffs.

      “We don’t have time…” began Jack.

      “Jack, it may be of monumental importance to the rest of the structure here,” said Caroline. “And if we’re abandoning this camp, I’d like to record as much about this place as possible. Perhaps using one of your drones?”

      Jack sighed. He should have guessed that it would have been too much to ask for the rest of this evacuation to go smoothly. If they wouldn’t be leaving immediately and would explore this chamber, that meant splitting resources. There was no way he would allow four scientists — three really, as Nowak worked through his grief — to head out to some unsecured room deeper into the damn cave system without some support.

      “Anderson, you’re staying here with Nowak,” said Jack.

      The big marine nodded and started running through the diagnostics on his heavy rifle. Nowak didn’t indicate that he heard Jack, and kept sifting through the sample cases.

      “The rest of us, we’ll go to check out this room and get a recording of it. But we do that double time, and then we get back here and hightail it out of this cave. Every minute spent down here is an additional minute we're in danger from the Shiveen.”
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        * * *

      

      The entrance to the ritual chamber was a large ramp almost twenty meters wide tucked between two of the large spire bases towards the outside of the ruins. It would have been easy to miss except for the various patterns of embedded lights placed at an angle in the flooring following the ramp down. There was no way the ramp would have been seen from above.

      “Down here,” said Jeffs excitedly. “This really is incredible.”

      “Behind me,” said Jack, holding out his arm to stop the scientist from rushing past him.

      “It’s perfectly safe down there. There’s no boogeyman waiting to attack us down in the room.”

      “You may be right, but I still go first.”

      The thin scientist harrumphed and went to the middle of the group.

      Jack knew there was probably no real danger in letting the scientist go first. He was more concerned with establishing his authority and having the civilians follow his directives. So far Caroline and Nowak had accepted Jack being in charge, even if it was nominal for Caroline. These two other scientists were a different matter, though. The last thing that Jack needed in the thick of Shiveen trouble was for anyone not to do as he said. During command training, he’d received some simple instruction on how to get civilians to do what the military needed during times of stress. Luckily, most would follow the directions they were given without resisting, but there were always those that bucked and railed against military order, even when it was trying to save their lives. As one of his instructors, an older officer with an expensive prosthetic arm with a built-in alek, had said: for those miscreants, waving a gun in their general direction usually got their attention and compliance.

      Jack didn’t want to do that with anyone, but if it was what got the scientists back to the Dauntless safely, he’d do it.

      The thin scientist’s voice echoed as he chattered excitedly while moving down the ramp behind Jack. Caroline had moved up to walk next to Jack as he moved forward ahead of the group. He didn’t bother telling her to move behind him as he had an idea that it wouldn’t have done any good.

      “He’s annoying, isn’t he?” he whispered to Caroline.

      “Most geniuses are,. He’s smart and knows it.”

      “Also seems that he’s not afraid to share that with anyone either.”

      Caroline laughed softly.

      “Oh, he’s not, especially with a little Dutch courage in him. I could go or some of that right now. To be honest, Jack, I’m a little frightened. I’ve read the reports of Shiveen attacks over the years, and they’re pretty brutal from everything I’ve read and seen.”

      “They are, Doc. But they can be taken down. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Do you believe in a God, Jack?”

      “Not really. My folks weren’t religious. My sister is these days, but that’s because she married into a neighboring family who are Original Catholic. What about you?”

      “Oh, I’ve never been married,” joked Caroline. “No, I don’t believe in God per se, but I think I want to believe in something. Something larger than us. Science provides us lots of answers, but we have to ask the right questions as we go. Seeing these ruins makes me want to ask a lot of questions.”

      “Like?” asked Jack.

      “What kind of culture do the Shiveen have beyond what we’ve seen? Do they have a unifying religion or multiple religions? What’s been their evolutionary path? What’s their place in the universe?”

      “Do they shoot up everyone they meet on a first date?”

      Caroline sighed.

      “That’s the problem with the military. They center everything on trying to beat the crap out of someone else and seeing who comes out on top.”

      “Not strictly true,” said Jack. “A lot of things we take for granted now that enhance panhuman society were developed through military and corporate partnerships over the centuries. Things like our aleks, advanced power systems, atmosphere regeneration. Almost everyone has an alek these days.”

      “And you think that’s a good thing?” asked Caroline. “That we all wear a device that not only tracks where we are but also records our biometric information and everything we encounter daily?”

      “It helps provide safety for those within the Sphere.”

      “Until it stops doing that and becomes something worse. You should read up on the privacy wars of the twenty-first century. It may open your eyes on that front.”

      The ramp led down into a large room almost a hundred meters wide and forty meters tall. The floor, walls, and ceiling had a slight sheen to them, as if they were highly polished, which also seemed to increase the amount of neon light given off by the embedded light reservoirs within. The patterns of the lights differed from those elsewhere in the cave, following patterns and all leading towards a series of glowing concentric circles in the center of the room that surrounded a very large hole in the floor, which was completely and utterly black. One of Bandura’s drones zipped freely around the room.

      “Isn’t it fantastic?” asked Jeffs, who rushed forward past Jack and Caroline to stand before the group, his arms raised high, showing off the room.

      Jack wasn’t sure that he’d call it exactly that, but then again, he didn’t have a scientist’s mind. It was interesting, and it also validated his identifications of repeating patterns. Mathematics was a language, and the Shiveen had shown a propensity towards mathematics, especially relating to prime numbers. Jack looked over the patterns quickly, identifying some clusters of lights that contained groupings equal to smaller prime numbers. Interesting.

      “Jeffs, this wasn’t in the reports you sent me already,” said Caroline.

      “We just discovered it yesterday, and I was just starting preliminary research on it,” said Jeffs. He looked at the drone flitting around the room. “I wish we’d brought some of those with us from the science station. It would have made collecting data so much easier over the past weeks.”

      As one, the group moved towards the center of the room and the pitch black hole there. No light came from it at all.

      “How deep is it,” asked Bandura, shining her helmet light down it.

      “No idea,” said Jeffs. “I ran a weighted hundred foot rope down it and it still didn’t reach the bottom.”

      “Did you try dropping something down it and seeing how long it takes to make a sound?”

      “And contaminate whatever may be down there? Certainly not! We’re scientists, not barbarians.”

      Bandura chuckled at that.

      “Bandura,” said Jack. “Send a drone down that hole to see how deep it is and capture some footage of it.”

      “Roger that, Boss.”

      The well was a curiosity. It was manufactured with almost perfect craftmanship and smooth but precise edges. What was its purpose and where did it lead?

      “Okay,” he said to Jeffs. “Tell me about the hole.”

      “The well,” sniffed Jeffs. “A lot of civilizations in panhuman past used ritual sacrifice, often using a cenote: a large sinkhole full of water. The Mayan Sacred Cenote at Chichen Itza is the most famous of these. Humans and animals and other objects were thrown down into these, accumulating over the years, to appease or appeal to a god.”

      “So you’re saying that the Shiveen have a god?” asked Bandura.

      “Or gods. It’s possible. We know little about their culture, but it’s clear they have one.”

      “Except that they perform sacrifices,” said Jack.

      “We don’t know that either. I was just drawing a similarity to something in panhuman past. There’s no guarantee that this well was used for performing sacrifices but it was used in a ritual. The light patterns around the well and the central focusing of it show its importance in the overall design.”

      Jack peered down into the depths of the well. In his AHUD he saw the feed that the drone was supplying. It was already two hundred meters down now and there was still no sign of the bottom of the well, or of any light. The drone recording showed that the walls going down were smooth throughout, with no handholds on them at all. The lack of light had caused Bandura to activate the drone's exterior lights so it could record its progress down.

      “So if it wasn’t used for sacrifice, what was it used for?” he asked.

      “It could be a chimney,” said Caroline. “Providing ventilation to a deeper part of the complex. It’s not unusual to have those in underground caves that are experiencing use. Although, it is rather wide. And there’s multiple chimneys.”

      “Maybe the Shiveen design differently,” suggested Bandura.

      “I shouldn’t think so,” replied Caroline. “It’s not about aesthetic, but about practicality. You don’t want to have a singular chimney that could collapse or be filled in. You want multiples of them. Perhaps there are other rooms like this accessible from the ruins floor.”

      “We don’t have time to check for those,” said Jack. “This is what we’ve got.”

      Jack's alek chirped into life, startling him.

      "Boss," whispered Anderson over the team comm channel. "We've got big trouble. There's a bunch of Shiveen making it down the same way we did."

      The Shiveen must have been scouting above and come across the two abandoned rovers outside the cave entrance.

      Shit, thought Jack. And so far as Jack knew that was the only way back up. They had sent none of the drones back up the alternative ramps, though Bandura had captured an entire map of the central cavern.

      "How many?"

      "Looks to be a squad. Just infantry, maybe a fireteam of scouts. Not seeing any bombardiers."

      Jack considered available options.

      "Have you been seen?" he asked.

      “Negative. But that won’t last forever. And I can't take them out all by myself. I'm daft, but I'm not stupid."

      "What is it?" asked Caroline, stepping up to stand next to Jack.

      “Shiveen heading into the ruins,” Jack replied. “Looks like they followed us down."

      “Can your man take them out?” asked Jeffs. “His gun seems like it can do a lot of damage.”

      “One or two, maybe. But there's a squad, so at least ten of them. They'll take out Anderson and Nowak in seconds.”

      “If they get into the base camp,” said Caroline, “they'll know we're around somewhere. They’ll find our research and samples. They’ll come looking for us.”

      She had a point. The Shiveen were smart. If they saw one soldier, they'd know more were around.

      "Most likely. So, we get out of here and leave the samples. My orders are to rescue you, not your research.”

      “So you keep reminding me, private. I need that research.”

      That needled Jack, but he didn’t let it show. “We’ll grab what we can. And there’s still what’s up in the rover.”

      As long as they haven’t destroyed them, though Jack. He didn’t want to think about that. Without the rovers, they would really be at a disadvantage.

      “What are we going to do?” asked Shirazi. Everyone looked to Jack. Bandura nodded at him.

      I hope to hell I don’t mess this up and kill us all, thought Jack. He spoke into his comm.

      “Anderson, get Nowak and move towards the opening. We’ll meet you there and we’ll bug out up one of the other ramps.”

      “Roger that, Boss-man. On our way.”

      “Bandura, leave that drone recording as long as you can and have it follow us out once it's complete. The rest of you, get behind me and keep up. This will be dangerous.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12 Reliquary

        

      

    

    
      Grel, Shiveen platoon leader and priest, led its combat pod, including those carrying the dead, into the Reliquary.

      The group had passed by the two panhuman rovers parked outside below the plateau and combed them, finding nothing of consequence except a corpse. These panhumans were savages, covering and discarding their dead with such abandon. That itself was proof that they had no respect for the rest of the universe and would never understand The Purpose, never be able to understand the sacrifice it took.

      It led the combat pod down the tunnel into the Watch Room, where the three Watchers lay sleeping. It was time for them to awake, time for all Watchers to awake. The actions of the panhumans had instigated that.

      Grel touched the first of the green and black oval shapes with its hand, directing its thoughts through it to the sleeping Shiveen deep inside it. It felt the Watcher stirring and waking.

      Awake, Watcher. Awake and perform your sacred duty once more.

      Grel moved to the two other ovals and performed the same steps with each of those. With all three Watchers waking, the shell of their resting places melting away, Grel turned and led its combat pod towards the cavern leading down to the Offering Room and the final resting place of the fallen members of its pod as they gave themselves fully to The Purpose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          13 The Shiveen Arrive

        

      

    

    
      Jack heard Anderson and Nowak running down the elongated ramp before he saw them, their feet slapping against the organic ground and echoing loudly through the ritual chamber. Both men were sprinting, Anderson holding his heavy rifle tight to him while Nowak clutched one of the smaller sample cases under an arm.

      "What the hell, Anderson?" said Jack, pointing his rifle away when he realized it was the two men and not a group of Shiveen. "Why the hell aren't you at the top of this ramp?"

      "Because… the damn Shiveen… are heading towards it… through the camp…" he panted as he pulled up to Jack and the others. He instantly pivoted and pointed his heavy rifle back in the direction that he and the bearded scientist had come from.

      “Dammit,” said Jack. “That's our way out of here.”

      "We could use some side tunnels here," said Shirazi. "Perhaps they lead up."

      “If anything,” said Jeffs, “they probably lead deeper into the structure. Most likely down into wherever the well opens up into, or other antechambers.”

      “What about going down the well?” asked Shirazi.

      Jack looked at the video that Bandura’s drone had provided of the well. The well itself was over eight hundred meters deep and ended in a room at least three times the size of the ritual room they were in now. The drone's lights showed several entrances into the room, all at different levels, with the higher ones using ramps like the one in the main ruins cavern. In the center of the room was a huge mass, similar to the three smaller ones in the upper antechamber. It was at least a hundred meters wide and thirty meters high. The room was pitch black.

      "The well is a no-go. At least as a pathway. We don't have rope and there's no hand-holds to go down. And there’s little time."

      “So, what do we do?” cried Jeffs in a panicked voice.

      “Well, according to the drone we sent down,” said Jack, “it looks like there are multiple doors that lead into the lower room of the well. There may be multiple tunnels that lead down and into that area. I don’t see any choice but to head down one of these side doors and hope it leads down and out into that lower well room and that another one leads back up somewhere else.”

      “Go deeper?” asked Caroline. “That makes little sense.”

      “If there’s no way out, we might be able to wait out the Shiveen by using the tunnels to stay hidden.”

      Of course, that all depends on how many Shiveen end up inside the cave, thought Jack. There was only one squad in it the cave currently but there was always the possibility of more arriving.

      “Bandura,” he said. “Have a drone go through one of these side doors and start mapping a way down to the lower well room. Once it gets there, have it find its way to the surface. Make it find us a way out of here. Send the drone in the well out and soon as it scans the well room. And leave one here in the air with the audio on so that we can monitor this room as we bolt.”

      “Roger that, Boss.”

      “Anderson, you have the rear. I’m taking point. Everyone else between us with Bandura in the center. Break out the helmet lights and any other light sources you ahve and follow me.”

      This is not what I signed on for, though Jack.
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        * * *

      

      Jack watched the feed from the drone in them ritual room as he led his everyone on what he’d called a ‘duck walk’ back home on the farm. Two Shiveen entered the ritual room, the three pairs of their long legs moving them smoothly and rapidly down the ramp. The sensitive microphone on the drone picked up the click-clack-click-clack of their toes on the room floor as they did. Jack hoped that the drone could stay out of sight long enough to give them some decent intel on the Shiveen.

      “What do you…” began Jeffs, but Bandura smacked him on the arm with the back of her hand.

      “Shhh,” she whispered. “Sound carries easily in tunnels.”

      Jeffs looked wounded from the rebuke and almost about to say something else when Caroline put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head at him.

      As they walked, Jack followed the path the drone was mapping out for them, while watching the feed from the other drone in the ritual room. The mapping drone had taken a few wrong paths and had to double-back on itself, but it was slowly and steadily making its way down through the wide tunnels, slowly showing that it was getting deeper and deeper into the tunnel complex by its altimeter reading.

      The feed from the ritual room showed that almost all the Shiveen squad were now in the room. Jack could easily make out the squad leader: he was larger than the others and in the center of the room, the others maintaining a defensive pattern around him, their weapons scanning the ritual room as they all moved through it. The squad leader was making his way to the well at the center of the ritual room, his four upper arms moving in a series of circular and angular motions, something he’d never seen a Shiveen do in any of the vidcasts or simulations he’d seen.

      He heard the soft sibilant hissing of the Shiveen’s breathing over the drone’s microphone as it approached the well. To Jack that sound had always sounded like a slow leak escaping a pipe. He remembered that when the Shiveen seemed to speak, they did so in frequencies higher than most humans could hear.

      Jack quickly typed a message to Bandura via his alek, telling her to add a frequency filter to the drone. She did, and Jack heard the Shiveen speaking in low, drawn-out syllables that sent shivers down his spine as he heard them.

      “Shy veen noh tah geet shak bar soo tee woo,” said the Shiveen, its arms doing their peculiar dance as it did. “Noh teh shy veen ash. Shy veen noh tah geet shak bar soo tee woo.”

      No, not speaking.

      Chanting.

      The damn thing was chanting!

      Jack looked back to Caroline and pointed to his alek then to hers. He flicked his hand and sent her the feed from the drone, including the audio.

      Caroline’s expression showed her surprise.

      It’s chanting? she said in a text message to Jack.

      Jack shrugged his shoulders. His fingers rattled over his alek.

      Keep watching and see what happens, he typed back. I need to focus.

      As fascinating as watching the Shiveen was, it was also distracting him, and that was dangerous. He needed to make sure he stayed focused and led them safely down to the well room. Having Caroline watch whatever was happening in the ritual room made sense, anyway as she was the one with all aliens.

      Jack turned his attention back to the tunnel ahead of him and continued following the path that the drone was laying out for him to follow, hoping it would not lead them to their deaths.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          14 The Well Room

        

      

    

    
      The well room was massive, even with the huge mass in the center of it reaching up. High in the ceiling, the opening to the well was barely visible, the blackness of it merging with the blackness of the room itself. The walls, ceilings, and floors of this room, unlike the ritual room far above them, were devoid of the embedded lights in the ritualistic patterns. The light from the marine’s helmets and from the handheld flashlights that the scientists were carrying threw cones of light around the room, illuminating dust particles dancing in the air.

      “Holy hells,” whispered Bandura, her voice still echoing softly. “It’s dark in here. It almost feels like the light is being sucked somewhere.”

      “Status on the drones,” said Jack, his own voice a whisper.

      “They’re ranging right now. So far no contact with the enemy, and it looks like three viable paths up.”

      “So far, so good,” said Jack. “Anderson, Bandura, secure the room.”

      Both marines started walking through the huge room, stepping carefully, scanning the room for any danger. Sweep and clear.

      “Now what?” asked Jeffs loudly, his voice reverberating around the room, increasing in volume as it echoed. The other scientists quieted him.

      “Interesting,” said Caroline in a low whisper. “There’s some special acoustics in this room. We need to stay as quiet as possible, as there’s a good chance any sound in the room will amplify and go back up the well.”

      Another complication Jack didn’t need.

      “We communicate by alek only as of right now on a local mesh,” said Jack. “Everyone stays quiet.”

      With a few flicks of his finger on his own alek, Jack established a local text chat channel. He watched as everyone else’s alek’s connected to it. He also opened up another private channel between his fireteam.

      Fire only if you need to, he messaged Anderson and Bandura. Both of them acknowledged.

      Jack began assessing their situation, just as he'd been shown how to in basic training. He ran through the entire protocol that he'd been taught until he knew it by heart. He, his fireteam, and the scientists were trapped underground in an acoustic-amplifying cavern. Above them were at least ten hostiles who held the high ground. Potential alternative pathways were being mapped by drones. Assets included three rifles, one of them heavy, and three personal handguns. The scientists were untrained and potential sources of chaos during any combat operation, likely to get themselves, or one of Jack's fireteam killed.

      That was bleak.

      A thought occurred to Jack.

      Bandura, he messaged. How many drones do you have left?

      Running low, Boss, replied Bandura. Down to my last half dozen.

      Can we weaponize them?

      I can overload them, but they do little more damage than a small grenade.

      That was better than nothing, still improving their arsenal.

      While Jack had been considering the situation, the scientists had moved closer to the large mass in the center without him realizing it.

      Goddamn it, thought Jack. He followed them over, typing rapidly into the communal chat.

      Stay away from that thing, he said. We have no idea what it is.

      He was completely ignored as Jeffs reached out to touched the mass, giving a sharp hiss, before withdrawing his hand.

      It's freezing cold, Jeffs messaged to the group. He shined his flashlight onto his hand, checking for any damage. When the flashlight beam crossed his hand, the light bent towards the mass.

      The hell? thought Jack. He walked forward and shined his helmet flashlight across the mass at an angle. As the light neared the mass, it began bending towards the mass, diffusing slightly. He looked at Caroline.

      What the hell does that mean? he messaged.

      It took her a moment to reply.

      I don’t know, she said. But isn't it exciting?
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        * * *

      

      Caroline’s excitement was almost overwhelming her now. It had been building ever since they stepped into the ritual room and she hadn’t felt this alive or invigorated in years.

      She had suspected that the samples they’d found were Shiveen but had yet to commit to the idea until she’d had access to better facilities to prove it. But the ritual room above, this well room, and the fact the Shiveen had followed them down?

      Not only was this ritual cave Shiveen it was also still in active use.

      But what did they use it for?

      In every single piece of research she’d found on the Shiveen, she’d never came across anything to show that they had planetary settlements or outposts. She’d done extensive searches through all the databases she could, including the many CivCom ones she had access to. Most reports were skirmishes between the Sphere and the Shiveen. Every encounter with the Shiveen had been in space, far from the center of panhumanic life, on the fringes of expanding Panhumanic Sphere territory.

      Where did the Shiveen come from?

      Was it another arm of the Milky Way or somewhere else?

      There were billions of planets in the Milky Way and the Panhumanic Sphere was just stretching its legs as far as exploration grew. There were still untold star systems that they could call home.

      How many more caves like this one would be found before a real Shiveen settlement was found? How many more caves like this existed? Was this the only one on this planet or were there more?

      And what did MilCom really know?

      Caroline knew for a fact that they were holding back information from the general population, from anyone not in the military. She didn’t have any science contacts in MilCom and had fostered none, not even over her many years in academia. A poor decision on her part and something she would need to revise going forward, especially if her hunch about the samples was correct.

      Well, even if she didn’t trust the military wholly, at least she could use them. Assuming that she could get keep her research when they’d got off the planet.

      She tapped a message to Jack via her alek.

      I need the drone to record as much information on this mass as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Jack read the message from Caroline.

      Please, she added.

      It wasn’t a terrible idea to Jack. He wasn’t a specialist in the Shiveen, but he’d read enough to know that every engagement they’d had with the Panhumanic Sphere had been more defensive than offensive, no matter what the official reports concluded. When the Shiveen had been in the position to destroy Sphere ships, they’d simply left them alone and disappeared to wherever they disappeared to. It was almost as if they were allowing the Sphere a chance to pick up their dead and wounded and go home.

      Perhaps the Shiveen didn’t attack New Macedon to trigger a war. Perhaps they did it to protect something important to them.

      Something of great significance.

      Like this ritual cave.

      Whatever that mass was in the center of the room, it had importance.

      “Bandura,” he typed. “Scan that mass with everything we have, as fast as you can.”

      Bandura released four more drones, which began zipping and zooming around the mass in the center of the room, recording in multiple different ways.

      Jack pulled up the vidcast feed in his AHUD to see what the Shiveen above them were doing as the drones and the scientists looked over the mass.

      Pairs of Shiveen were now walking solemnly into the ritual room, carrying what looked to be the slumped bodies of other Shiveen. That the Shiveen being carried had no light patterns showing on their bodies.

      Which meant that they were dead.

      Why were the Shiveen bringing their dead into the ritual room?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          15 The Ritual

        

      

    

    
      Light and sound abruptly filled the well room, blinding everyone momentarily. The central mass in the room was no longer dark, but contained concentric patterns of neon lights all across and around it, pulsing in color sequences. A loud and deep throbbing thrum emanated from the mass at a frequency so low that Jack felt in his bones as it passed through him. Lights appeared on the walls, floor, and ceiling, similar in patterns to those in the ritual room above, but much brighter. There was the smell of burning ozone and a hint of several other scents that Jack couldn’t quite place.

      Jack pulled down his helmet visor quickly and activated the antiglare feature, instantly bringing relief to his painful eyes. Anderson and Bandura did the same.

      “What the hell?” said Jeffs, barely audible over the deep throbbing noise, which was being joined now by other frequencies and an increase in volume. He and the other scientists were trying to cover their eyes with their hands and forearms.

      Jack felt the hair on his body rise.

      “Everybody out! Now!” he yelled, hoping that the noise from the mass would hide his voice. He ran to the tunnel they had used to descend into the well room.

      Bandura and Anderson grabbed the arms of the scientists and helped them towards the tunnel. The rising pitch and volume of the sound that was reverberating around the well room softened as soon as the threshold of the tunnel was crossed. Jack stood in the doorway, grabbing everyone and pulling them into the protection of the tunnel. All the scientists clambered to stand next to him and get a better look at what was going on.

      The pitch and cadence of the thrumming changed to a rising and cresting pulse of sound, which the patterns of lights on the mass began synchronizing with, switching on and off in partnership. The well itself slowly brightened, rings of colored light rising along the well shaft, each of them equidistant from each other.

      As Jack watched, the mass itself began undulating, slowly at first at the top, but with every pulse of sound and light, the undulations began deeper and lower on the mass itself. Soon the whole thing was shivering and flowing, turning from a solid to an almost jelly-like consistency as each pulse struck it.

      “Amazing,” said Caroline beside Jack, her hand shielding her eyes.

      Jack quickly checked the vidcast feed from the drone in the ritual room. Light burst from the well, cascading around the ritual room. The embedded lights in the room had come to life, just like those in the well room. Jack could barely hear the large Shiveen continuing its chanting, but it was still doing it. It raised its four arms and stepped back from the edge of the well. Two of the Shiveen carrying one of their dead stepped towards the well and nuzzled it towards the light.

      The light of the well grabbed it and gently raised it into the air, turning and rotating it in three dimensions. The body slowly began descending in the light towards the mouth of the well and then was swallowed by it.

      “Boss,” yelled Bandura, shouting over the noise. “Getting a dangerous rise in electrical charge here.”

      Jack heard her, but he couldn’t pull himself away from the scene unfolding in front of him. This place was not only Shiveen, but active!

      Whatever was going on needed to be reported back to MilCom.

      “We stay and get as much data and footage as possible,” he said.

      Moments passed and then the Shiveen body that Jack had seen through the drone’s camera appeared at the base of the well itself in the well room, still tumbling in free fall as it fell slowly and inexorably into the well room. Near the well opening, the well room drone recorded its descent.

      “Look!” shouted Caroline, pointing to it.

      As the body got closer, the top of the mass flattened and split open, peeling open from the center, opening like a flower does to welcome the sun. The thrumming and light intensified.

      From inside the mass, four enormous large clawed hands — at least twenty times the length of any Shiveen arms that Jack had ever seen — reached up beyond the top of the mass to receive the body as it approached. The claws gently took hold of it, slowly drawing it down into the mass to where Jack couldn’t see.

      Jack could hardly believe what he had just witnessed. Some Shiveen was inside the well room mass — the mass that had been solid a few minutes earlier — and was very much alive! Not only that, but it was huge, based on the size of those arms! Jack doubted the effectiveness of the weapons that he and his fireteam were carrying against such a creature. Did MilCom know or even suspect that Shiveen that size existed? The largest Shiveen that Jack had read of was three meters tall and was a larger version of the standard alien bombardier.

      The low thrumming and flashing lights continued, ebbing and flowing. It was strangely hypnotic. The top of the mass stayed splayed open, although the humongous arms inside it were nowhere to be seen.

      The lighting flickered and a second body followed the path of the first. Again, the giant Shiveen arms reached out to collect the descending body, drawing it down into the mass. What did those massive arms belong to, and why what was it doing with the Shiveen bodies? The Shiveen left none of their dead on the field if they could. Was this why? So they could bring them to places like his and feed things like this creature? Jack shuddered.

      What if the creature inside the mass detected Jack and the others waiting in the tunnels? There was safety there, unless the creature alerted the other Shiveen up in the ritual room. In that case they were trapped with nowhere to go unless Bandura’s drones found an effective way out.

      Fear suddenly gripped him, along with the realization that he felt very much out of his depth. When he had signed up for military service to get away from the farm, he had expected it to be like it had been in the advertisements: glorious and wonderful not terrifying and existential. In just a few days, Jack had gone from graduate to green marine and now leader of his fireteam. He wasn’t ready for this responsibility. He wanted to hand it to Anderson or Bandura, but he knew that the responsibility was his. Even though he hadn’t got his commission yet, was trained to think and act as an officer.

      He needed to think that way. Stat.

      That was the only way his fireteam, and the scientists were getting home safely.

      The light in the well lessened and disappeared, leaving the well dark. There was a change of tone in the thrumming in the well room, and the top of the mass began closing, moving to seal in whatever was inside the mass. The lights throughout the room — the walls, ceiling, floor, and the mass itself — slowed their pulsing patterns.

      Within less than a minute, the room was dark and silent again, as it had been before.

      “Amazing,” said Caroline, who was now standing next to Jack at the tunnel entrance.

      “You mean terrifying.”

      “Jack, I need to go into the room again. I need to examine the mass again.”

      “No way, Doc. Whatever’s in that thing may still be active.”

      “I don’t believe it will be. I have a theory.”

      “And I have to keep you all alive.”

      “It’s important. Really.”

      Jack knew he would regret this.

      “Okay, Doc. But you follow me in. Anderson and Bandura, if things go south, bug out using the best map the drones have provided.

      “I want to go in too!” said Jeffs, starting to move forward.

      Anderson restrained the scientist with a large arm. “One at a time on the ride. Safety first.”

      Jack stepped tentatively back into the now-silent well room, careful to land each footstep. He told Caroline to follow him, and he walked towards the mass, his rifle drawn with the safety off. He flicked the ammo selector to explosive rounds. If anything they were probably the only ammo he had that could do any damage to that thing inside the mass, even though Jack doubted that.

      Jack and Caroline crossed the room together, the light from their flashlights tracking across the floor and the mass as they went. The static electricity that had been in the room was now gone, much to Jack’s relief.

      Caroline reached a hand out to touch the mass. Jack grabbed it quickly. Caroline shook her head and Jack released his grip. She touched the mass then snapped her hand back quickly.  She leaned into him. “It’s freezing cold still.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Whatever is in there has gone back to sleep.”

      Jack looked at the mass. Asleep or not, he wanted to put as much distance between whatever that was and his fireteam.

      The only problem was the way out was blocked by Shiveen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16 The Dauntless Returns

        

      

    

    
      Back in the tunnel now with the others, Jack watched the vidcast feed from the drone in the room above. The Shiveen were still in the ritual room, all of them standing with their carapaced heads bowed towards the well, their arms moving swaying in synchronization together. The drone’s microphone picked up very low chanting coming from the entire group. The lead Shiveen recited phrases that the others in the room repeating.

      I’ll be damned, thought Jack. I’m glad I’m recording this.

      Polite arguing had broken out between Caroline and Jeffs about what had just happened. If you give a scientist a problem to solve they forget to be afraid. Jack wished it was that easy for everyone else, himself included.

      “We need to get a sample,” said Jeffs. “It needs studied.”

      “I agree,” said Caroline. “But now is not the time to get it. Once we’re safe, perhaps we can come back later, with the help and support of the military.”

      “The military. Pah! They’ll want to keep it for themselves and weaponize it.”

      Jack wanted to point out that whatever was in that mass was already weaponized. Except for heavy mechs or mobile assault platforms, there wasn’t much that the Sphere could throw at it to do any damage to it if it came out to play topside. It was a good thing that it was too large to make it up the well. Was there another way for it to exit or was it trapped in here?

      This couldn’t be the only cave harboring something like this, could it? There had to be more of them, even if they weren’t any extra on this planet itself. Just how many planets did the Shiveen control and what other forces could they muster?

      Did the Sphere know that places like this existed? If they didn’t, they needed to.

      The parameters of the situation had shifted.

      Survival of the data was more important now than survival of the fireteam and the scientists.
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        * * *

      

      The Dauntless slipped back into realspace right in the middle of a group of three Shiveen heavy cruisers at the planet’s secondary jump point. As it did, it instantly began rotating on its central axis counter-clockwise and powered up its mass drivers. It main engines were on standby, and it hung stationary in space.

      “Captain,” said Commander Nambo, looking at the colorful tactical holographic display muted by the dull red combat lighting in the CIC. “We have three targets within our firing arc. It looks as though there are several other Shiveen cruisers in planetary orbit too. More than were here before.”

      “Well, Mister Nambo,” grinned Laroux. “They’re all in for a big surprise.”

      At the tactical holographic desk, Laroux zoomed around the map that the ships sensors had created, identifying and marking every Shiveen ship in local space, including cruisers, starfighers, and the huge warship sitting at the other jump point the Dauntless hadn’t used to return to Pallas IV. The Shiveen had called in the heavy guns it seemed. Laroux tapped each of the Shiveen icons in the holographic display, tagging them as enemy combatants. Their icons changed color to a vibrant neon green.

      “Tactical, get a firing solution underway while we deal with these ships here. We need to clear the floor.”

      One of the Shiveen cruisers was already turning towards the Dauntless, just at the dreadnought itself moved to point itself to the broadside of one of the other cruisers.

      “Mass drivers, ready, Captain,” said Nambo.

      Laroux pointed on the tactical map to Shiveen cruiser dead ahead of the Dauntless.

      “That one, Mister Nambo,” said Laroux. “Let’s take it out.”

      “Aye, sir,” said the first officer. “Open fire!”

      The mass drivers whined as they prepared to fire and then three large shots flashed out of the front of the dreadnought, streaking towards the enemy ship. Too slow to react and turn out of the path of the shots, the Shiveen cruiser endured an all-out triple strike against its starboard side. Two of the shots ripped straight through the alien vessel, while the last impacted in the center of its mass, right where its main engine could be.

      “Helm — turn, turn, turn!” shouted Nambo. The helm officer began turning the Dauntless, whipping it around on its axes to point its fore towards another cruiser.

      “Incoming!” shouted the sensor operator. On the holographic display Laroux watched several dots being tracked from the Shiveen cruiser that had been rotating towards the Dauntless. “Point defense batteries are online.”

      There was a shuddering from the port side of the dreadnought as multiple point defense cannons began firing chaff rounds towards the incoming Shiveen missiles. Several of the chaff rounds caught the missiles, which showed up in Laroux’s hologram as blooms of pixels that expanded in a sphere before disappearing from the display.

      Two of the Shiveen missiles made it through the gauntlet, though.

      “Brace!” shouted Nambo. Laroux grabbed onto the holographic desk as he awaited the inevitable impact.

      Both missiles struck the Dauntless within moments of each other, slamming into the hull of the dreadnought at some distance from each other. Everyone inside the CIC were thrown around, caught by the potential energy of the missile strike along with the spinning of the dreadnought. Laroux himself was thrown away from the desk and into a nearby wall. He grunted as he smacked into it. Those Shiveen missiles packed a punch.

      “Damage report, Mister Nambo,” he said, getting up. The first officer was still standing where he had been before.

      “Two of our point defense cannons are destroyed. Damage in the impact areas is minimal although there are some casualties.”

      The Shiveen had targeted the cannons directly with large missiles with a wide burst effect but low damage yield. They weren’t trying to destroy the Dauntless, at least not yet. They wanted her intact.

      “The next attack will attempt to take out more of our cannons. We can handle that right now. Get that next Shiveen ship in our sights.”

      The second ship that the Dauntless was targeting now began turning towards the dreadnought itself, as it drifted along the trajectory its main engines pushed it along. The helm officer of the dreadnought had taken this into account and as the Dauntless turned, the enemy Shiveen ship would fall directly into the path of where the next shots from the mass drivers would land.

      “Ready to fire,” said the officer.

      “Then fire,” said Laroux, whose attention was now on the third cruiser. He watched as its trajectory changed to head towards the Dauntless. “And get us moving.”

      “Firing.”

      On the tactical hologram three more shots from the Dauntless’ mass driver appeared, tracking towards the second Shiveen ship trying to turn to bear on the dreadnought. It displayed the parabolic arc of their trajectory in a series of dashed lines, showing them targeting a space in front of the Shiveen craft. The third Shiveen cruiser launched another round of missiles, which all appeared on the holograph display as a cluster of fast moving dots.

      “Burst thrust, now!” yelled Laroux, who was rewarded by a sudden shift in the dreadnought’s momentum as its main engines fired at maximum burn. As the Dauntless inched forward, the next volley of Shiveen missiles streaked towards it.

      “Come on, come on,” said Laroux softly. He touched the holographic table. “You can do it, girl.”

      The Dauntless accelerated, but several of the missiles would still impact upon its rear, right where its main engines were.

      “Helm, lift our tail,” Laroux said. The helm officer changed the pitch of the dreadnought by firing the posterior rear combat thrusters, dipping the dreadnoughts nose and lifting its tail.

      “Aye, Sir. Applying forty three degree down angle.”

      Three seconds later there was a massive shudder in the dreadnought’s body as at least one missile struck the engines. No-one was knocked to the ground this time, but everyone on board the ship felt the strike. Alarms began blaring in the CIC.

      “One — no, two — of the Shiveen missiles struck our engines,” said Nambo. “We’ve lost the port-side unit.”

      “Still gives us plenty of power,” replied Laroux. He looked at the tactical map. The second Shiveen ship was displayed there, along with the damage from the Dauntless’ mass driver shots. The ship had taken all three shots and looked to be immobilized.

      “Any minute now, any minute now,” said Laroux under his breath. He watched the screen, hoping to see what he knew should be seeing. “Keep that Shiveen boat at a distance and turn to come about to it.”

      Something was wrong. It was rare for linkspace travel to go awry, but it sometimes happened. The chances were one in a trillion, though. Laroux kept his eyes on the tactical map.

      Another Panhumanic Sphere starship suddenly appeared in realspace several thousand kilometers away from the Dauntless, its engines already engaged. It was pursued by another two ships appearing on the same bearing. Three cruisers: the Agamemnon, Achilles, and the Washington.

      A moment later a ship five times the size of the cruisers appeared on exactly the same bearing. On the tactical map, its transponder registered it as the Kitty Hawk. Dozens of smaller transponder markers appeared around the supercruiser, indicating it had launched its starfighters. All the newly appeared ships changed bearing and headed towards the other Shiveen ships far from the Dauntless.

      “Okay, Mister Nambo,” said Laroux. “Let’s dispose of this last Shiveen ship then join the fray.”
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        * * *

      

      “Boss!”  Bandura yelled. “The Dauntless is back!”

      “Are you sure?” asked Jack.

      “They just sent a message across the mesh requesting status updates on the drop platoon.”

      “Did the Shiveen pick it up yet?”

      “Can’t tell.”

      Jack’s mind raced.  He needed to check in with Corporal Morales to let him know his team’s situation, but he also needed to get the gathered information on the Shiveen off-planet, including Caroline’s research. The problem was, sending the information via the mesh network could draw attention to his position if the Shiveen were actively scanning within the ruins.

      Jack made a decision.

      “Okay, Bandura, I want you to bundle all of our drone and other data together so we can flash burst it through the mesh network. You’ll add the science team’s research to that.”

      “That could expose our position.”

      “The information is far more important than us at this point. Besides, we’ve got Anderson to help us shoot our way out.”

      Anderson grinned and raised his heavy rifle in salute.

      “Everyone,” he said. “Our chances of getting out of this alive are very slim at the moment.”

      He could tell by the looks on their faces they’d already deduced this and were now processing it. Nowak’s face was impassive, but Jeff’s was full of raw anger.

      “Did your big soldier brain work that out on its own?” sneered Jeffs.

      “The information we’ve gathered here is too important to let it fall with us. It needs to be relayed back to the Panhumanic Sphere. The Dauntless is back in orbit.”

      “Can they send a rescue team,” said Shirazi.

      “We are the rescue team,” said Jack.

      “And a fine job you’re doing,” growled Jeffs. No matter how much he wanted to, Jack knew that he wouldn’t be allowed to leave the annoying man behind. Perhaps a good punch in the nose would shut him up, though.

      “We need to transmit all the data you have to the Dauntless so it gets into safe hands. It’s important that we preserve all your research.”

      No-one said anything.

      “Caroline, you know I’m right,” Jack said. “Don’t let everything you’ve done so far be for nought.”

      Caroline looked directly at him, fear in her eyes for the first time since Jack had met her.

      “Is it that bad?” she asked.

      “Yes,” said Jack. “I’m not giving up hope. We know now that there are multiple ways in and out of the cave, but we need to get back up to the ruins floor to get out of here. There’s an entire squad of Shiveen up there, and there’s no telling how many other squads are on their way down. We have six weapons to share among seven of us. The odds are a lot stacked against us.

      “What do you say, Caroline?”

      Caroline looked around the room at her fellow scientists then at each of the marines. Jack saw the consternation on her face as she processed what he was saying.

      “You’re sure this is what we need to do?” she asked.

      “I may only have been in charge of this fireteam for a short time, but I spent the last six months in officer training. One thing we’re trained to do is identify the probabilities of success for any action. We’re also taught to identify no-win scenarios and how best to make them play in our favor. We’re in a no-win scenario. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want to die,” cried Shirazi, her eyes tearing up.

      Anderson walked over to her and put a hand on her arm. She leaned into the big man, sobbing.

      “Me neither, and I’m not planning to. You just stay behind me and I’ll keep you as safe as I can. Doc?”

      “Okay,” she said. “We do it. How do we do it?”

      “Send your information to Bandura. She’ll include it in the upload burst.”

      “I have a way of improving the odds of our data making it to the surface,” said Bandura. “Attach the Doc’s VI to a drone with a secondary backup package and have it head through the tunnels and out.”

      Both Bandura and Jack knew it was against the rules to load military data onto civilian systems or devices, one that might end in a court martial. But Bandura was right. That would improve the odds of getting the data out. Perhaps sending the drone on its own would be enough. If it made out, perhaps Jack could lead everyone to safety.

      That was a big if. He needed to guarantee the drone making it out, especially as the radiation storms on the planet’s surface could interfere with the mesh upload.

      “New plan. The drone is now the primary package. We ensure that it gets out by creating a distraction.”

      “What kind of distraction?” asked Caroline.

      "Bandura, can you get access to the Priority One channel to the Dauntless?"

      "Uh, maybe,” she said. She looked a little sheepish. Jack had guessed she'd already done that at least once. He had once heard that tech specialists liked to play games of chicken with the communication network intrusion software and see how long they could hack and stay in secure areas of the net without being detected. It could end careers, or make them, depending on just how good the tech specialist was.

      “Okay, hail the Dauntless. I want to speak to Captain Laroux.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain,” said the comms officer. “There’s a Priority One call coming across the mesh network from the planet.”

      That would be most likely be Lieutenant Hughes reporting in. It would be good to know exactly what had been going on down in the planet in the few hours that the Dauntless had been away from it. Laroux had never enjoyed dropping marines into the middle of combat and then leaving them to their own defense, even if he had no little choice in the matter.

      “Put it through to tactical,” said Laroux. “Lieutenant Hughes, what is the platoon status?”

      “This is not Lieutenant Hughes, Sir.”

      Laroux didn’t recognize the voice speaking to him.

      “Who is this?” he asked.

      “Private First Class Jack Conway, recent graduate of Arianne Station OCS and current leader of Echo Team, Sir. I have important information regarding the Shiveen.”

      How the hell was a Private calling through on the Priority One channel? Access to those channels were only by authorized command personnel, and that didn't include fireteam leaders. Or yet-to-be-commissioned offers just green out of the OCS.

      "How did you get onto this channel, PFC?"

      "My tech specialist has a broad skill set, Sir."

      “The information about the Shiveen… continue, PFC,” said Laroux, making a mental note to find out more about this tech specialist.

      “My tech specialist is about to send a data burst across the mesh network containing information about a Shiveen ritual cave. It’ll also include information from a team of scientists researching the area.”

      Nambo raised an eyebrow.

      “A ritual cave, PFC Conway?” asked Laroux.

      “It’s complicated, Sir, but the data will explain everything. We’re also sending a drone with a backup of the data in the chief scientist’s VI topside too.”

      “Where are you?” asked Laroux.

      “We’re trapped in the lower part of the ritual area. There’s at least one squad of Shiveen above us. We’ll need to fight our way out.”

      “What are your odds?”

      “Not good, Sir. Hence the reason for the mesh upload and the drone.”

      “Captain,” said Nambo. “Status updates are coming in. We’ve lost one dropship and some marine fireteams out at New Macedon. There’s still one dropship in the field. It’s picking up survivors.”

      “PFC, send me your position and we’ll get that dropship to you as quickly as we can.”

      “Yes, sir. But only for you to pick up the drone. Do not enter the cave and do not attempt a rescue. If you do that, you’ll be walking into an entire nest of Shiveen. I can’t have that blood on my hands. We’ve already lost Sergeant Stone. And probably all of us, to be honest. I’m not willing to lose anyone else beyond that on my watch.”

      This young marine has balls, thought Laroux. He’s sitting in an impossible position, and yet he was putting others ahead of himself. Some people never learn that level of compassion and understanding of warfare.

      “Understood. Send your package and the drone.”

      “Affirmative, Sir.”

      “Godspeed, PFC Conway,” said Laroux. “Get your people home.”

      The call ended.

      Dammit, thought Laroux. Those eggheads in MilCom had been right.
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      They only heard Jack’s side of the conversation with Laroux.

      “Do not attempt a rescue?” said Jeffs shrilly, advancing angrily towards Jack, one fist raised. “They were going to rescue us?!”

      Jeffs made it almost all the way to Jack before Anderson stepped in front of him. “Back off.”

      “No,” lied Jack. Laroux had great respect in the ranks and a stellar reputation as an honorable man who would do anything for those under his command. While technically Lieutenant Hughes was officially in charge of the marine platoon on the PSS Dauntless, Laroux had a nominal level of power over them, as the platoon was attached to the starship. Jack knew that Laroux would most likely have attempted a rescue unless he shut down that avenue. Hughes would have done the same.

      It was in the creed.

      It was in a marine’s blood.

      Semper fidelis.

      No-one left behind.

      “We’ll get ourselves out,” said Jack. “We marines are a resourceful bunch. First things first. Bandura, is that drone with the VI ready?”

      Bandura presented the drone to Jack in her palm. “Yes, Boss. Ready and willing.”

      “Is there a clear path it can follow to get out of the cave upstairs and get to the rovers?”

      Bandura’s eyes flicked left and right as she scanned her AHUD. “Looks good, Boss. One drone made it all the way out from the central cave. Another was able to map another way up from this area to the central cave.”

      “Send it.”

      Bandura tapped the air in front of her a few times with one hand and the drone rose into the air then zipped past the group as it fled through the tunnel. Jack pulled up its progress in his AHUD and watched as it followed a path out of the cave system.

      “Okay, we need to give the drone some time to clear the caves and then we implement the next part of my plan.”

      There was deathly quiet for the next ten minutes as the drone moved at maximum speed through the cave system. Twice it detected Shiveen troops in the upper tunnels and adjusted its course to compensate for that. As it flew, Jack and Bandura followed it in their AHUDs, watching its live vidcast feed. Anderson stood and glowered at Jeffs, who leaned against a wall, sulking.

      The drone cleared the cave system about seven hundred meters away from the cave entrance Jack and the others had used to descend. In his AHUD Jack saw it fly into the sky through what looked like a small vent hole right into the path heavy winds. The drone bucked and spun in the air as it fought to stabilize itself against not only the wind but the ionizing radiation being carried by it. After a few terse moments the drone stayed in the air and began its wobbly journey back to the parked rovers

      Jack let out a slow breath, satisfied that the drone would be safe and make it to its destination.

      Now for the next part of his plan.

      “Who knows how to use a firearm?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Neither Shirazi nor Jeffs had held a gun never mind fired one. Caroline had some experience with firearms, having dated a ‘gun-toting crazy’ when she was much younger. She showed the other scientists to handle the marine handguns that Jack had them surrender to the scientists, explaining the importance of keeping the safety on, and clearing the chamber of any rounds.

      Jack’s respect for Caroline continued to grow, and he felt confident she’d be able to keep the other scientists save, allowing Bandura and Anderson to focus on getting them all out.

      “Are you crazy, Boss?” whispered Bandura. “You’re putting firearms into the hands of untrained civilians.”

      “Gotta agree with B, Boss-man. This is a bad idea.”

      Jack looked at both of them. “Can either of you shoot a rifle and a handgun effectively at the same time?”

      “No.”

      “Precisely.”

      The chances of the untrained civilians shooting a marine was higher than them being able to shoot oncoming Shiveen, but additional firepower was additional firepower and could just tip the balance of any firefight the marines and scientists found themselves in.

      “Just make sure they know how to point and shoot. Keep them between yourselves, follow the path the drones provided, and get them to safety. When you get topside, make for the rovers.”

      “Uh, Boss, sounds like you’re not coming with us?”

      This was the part Jack hadn’t been looking forward to explaining.

      “I’m not. In order for you all to get out, the Shiveen need to be drawn away from you. While you go one way, I’m going another and making a lot of noise.”

      Anderson shook his head. “No way. Not happening. No-one left behind.”

      “Private, you’ll do it, because I’m ordering you to do it. I may not have my commission yet, but I’m an officer. You will get these people to safety without me.”

      “Boss —”

      “Not another word. If we don’t do it this way, we all die, and I’m not letting that happen. I’m not letting Stone’s death be for nothing.”

      That got their attention. He took Stone’s dog tags out of his pocket and handed them to Anderson, who took them hesitantly. He then reached under his armor and took off his own, handing them to Bandura.

      “This way we all come home, right?”

      Without saying a word, Anderson and Bandura stood at attention and saluted Jack. He returned the salute, feeling intense pride in these two fellow marines. They knew what he was ordering them to do. They didn’t like it, but they’d still do it.

      Because they were marines.

      “Now, get those civvies ready to get out of here.”

      Anderson and Bandura walked to the scientists and began reviewing using the firearms with them. Caroline walked to Jack.

      “I overheard what you told them. Thank you, Jack.”

      “All in a day’s work, Caroline. I told you I’d get your people out of here safely.”

      Caroline extended a hand. “You did.”

      Jack shook her hand, trying to hide the slight trembling in his own. “I hope your data helps. That all this helps.”

      “I believe it will. Tell me, Jack. Do you have anyone back home? Lover, spouse, family?”

      “Family on Tantar V. They weren’t happy that I signed up. Said it’d be the death of me.”

      Jack laughed softly to himself. Looks like they were right.

      “Prove them wrong, Jack,” said Caroline.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s plan hinged on the Shiveen only chasing him down and being unaware of the others as they made their escape and that meant making himself highly visible or loud. Preferably both. He’d told Bandura and Anderson to keep the chatter down as they led the scientists out of the tunnels, but he had some deep concerns about Jeff’s ability to do this. He’d considered taping the scientist’s mouth shut, but considered that may be an extreme response.

      As the others followed the path the drone had identified through the tunnels, Jack sat and monitored all the drone feeds via his alek, flipping between all of them but keeping the feed from the drone in the ritual room continually open. The Shiveen in the room had dropped to their knees and were bending their thoraxes forward slowly together in sequence, strange hisses and clicks emanating from their mouth areas as they did, prostrating themselves and splaying their four arms wide. The actions reminded him of the praying various historically orthodox religions performed throughout the day; full deep body movements in time with chanting specific prayers or sections of holy books. Prescribed worship, determined by tenets and beliefs all bound up together.

      Jack made sure that his alek was recording the drone feeds so he could share this additional information with MilCom if he could make it out of the cave and tunnels. If not, he’d already set up a dead man’s switch tied to his heart rate; if his heart stopped beating, his alek would pulse the recorded data out to his team’s aleks. He also had them recording and a backup just in case things went sideways.

      As Jack watched the drone feeds, he also plugged into the feeds coming from his team’s aleks. They were making slow progress, but they were ascending. Bandura was in the lead with Anderson covering the group’s six. Smart move; there was a greater chance of something coming at them from below than from above, and if they needed to hustle, then Anderson could lay down some impressive fire and bring down a ceiling behind them. Stone had trained these two well. Even without someone in command issuing orders, they knew how to assess a situation and make decisions to maximize success. Of course they did. They were marines.

      The group had made enough headway that it was safe for Jack to implement the next part of the plan. The plan he knew would probably end with his death.

      He thought he’d be more terrified at the prospect, even worried, but he was strangely calm. His sister and her husband, both Original Catholics, believed that after death there was a waiting room that you went to, where you’d be judged. Depending on how you did in life, you’d either live an eternal life of luxury, or one of damnation. There was nothing else. Were there different levels of luxury and damnation, a sliding scale that used what you did in this life to determine what you did in the next? It didn’t make much sense to Jack, but it’s what countless billions believed. Just as countless other billions believed all manner of other things. Himself, Jack didn’t have any brilliant insights into what came next, just what mattered now, and he wasn’t sure if that was what he had always thought, or something that he’d learned as a marine. Marines were trained to put themselves in harm’s way for others without a second thought, that other lives were just as important as theirs but some received priority, especially those who were endangered and couldn’t protect themselves.

      What did the Shiveen believe in? They were obviously far more culturally diverse than data had shown. Not the highly dangerous space crustaceans that many made them out to be. This entire cave system was proof enough of that, as was the evidence of them performing a ritual with the dead. How would this new information be received by MilCom? Would it change the way things could move forward? Would it save lives? Possibly stop things escalating before they did?

      Jack could feel the tension in his neck and shoulders as he prepared for what he was about to do. He tilted his neck and heard the bones pop. He shrugged his shoulder a few times, releasing them.

      An instructor at OCS once told Jack that there was no higher calling than to give your life for someone else. At the time he hadn’t quiet understood the nuance involved in that statement, but now he thought he did. Because of what he was about to do, several

      Sacrifice.

      Duty.

      Honor.

      That’s what it meant to be a marine.

      Time to be a marine.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping slowly with his rifle close to his body, Jack made his way back up through the tunnels they’d first used to come down to the well room. He walked low, hugging the walls with his back, keeping his breathing low and quiet. The Shiveen had excellent hearing and any noise he made in these tunnels could carry far, even all the way up into the ritual room. The question was whether the Shiveen up there would hear anything over the droning noise of their praying.

      A quick glance at his alek’s feeds let him know that they were still prostrating themselves. Echo team and the scientists were continuing on their way out of their tunnel. According to altimeters, there were only a few hundred meters away from reaching the surface. At their current pace that would take them about fifteen minutes to travel. Jack hoped there wasn’t trouble waiting for them outside their selected exit.

      When he was about a few hundred feet from the ritual room, he stopped.

      This was it.

      He closed his eyes and swallowed hard.

      Once he did this, there was no turning back, and whatever happened happened.

      He thought about his mom and dad back home. They were probably still mad about his decision to join up. How were they going to react when they got notification of him not returning from Pallas IV. Would they even attend the ceremony that would be put on for him and hundreds of others that passed during service? If they did, would they receive his dog tags and the flag of the Panhumanic Sphere military forces instead of having him back home again? His last moments with his parents had been angry and emotional, and even though he’d sent them video and other messages, they rarely did the same. And when they did, the replies were short and to the point. Fact-based. The farm is doing well. Your sister is pregnant again. There’s lots of opportunity for a smart young man here.

      Jack scoffed softly.

      Perhaps he should have stayed back home. Was a boring life with access to money and a lifestyle better than most of the Sphere knew such a bad thing? Could he have spent his life that way? Found someone to love and settle down with? Have kids and take over the family farms? Grow old and pass them on to the next generation.

      No.

      To all of that.

      He’d always felt out of place and always felt that life had to have meaning above and beyond what gratification you could get right here and right now.

      The marine corps had called out to him because they provided what his life back home could not: a life of meaning.

      What’s the point of living if all you’re doing is existing?

      He’d read that somewhere, or saw it, or heard it, back when he was just starting high school. It had struck a chord with him and had never let him shake it.

      Hey God, if you exist, know that I tried to do some good. Take that into account when you measure me.

      Didn’t hurt to stack his cards.

      That includes all you others, he added, just in case he was talking in the wrong direction.

      This was it.

      This was the moment.

      Do or die.

      Do and die.

      No.

      Do or die. He would make it through this. He would survive.

      “Hey, you crusty-assed space bugs! Come and get me!” he yelled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18 The Chase

        

      

    

    
      Grel stopped praying as soon as he heard the noise, cutting his connection with the Great Watcher. Although it echoed, he recognized it instantly.

      It was a panhuman voice, and it was coming from the tunnels below the Honor Room. It seemed the machines at the entrance to the Great Vault hadn’t been abandoned. Those that had traveled in them had found sanctuary in the most sacred Shiveen place.

      He turned around to face those in his combat pod. They were readying their weapons and awaiting his command.

      The creatures have defiled the Great Vault. Find them and bring them to me. They may serve us.

      The pod warriors scattered, each of them heading towards a different door leading down.

      Grel turned his attention back to the well entrance. His inky black eyes blinked, and he reached his mind out below. He felt the connection with the Great Watcher re-establish and felt its mind tickle his own again.

      I am sorry, Great Watcher, for this interruption and travesty, he said. I will atone for it.
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        * * *

      

      Jack watched via the drones as every other Shiveen except for the leader rushed out of the room. The drone couldn’t follow every one of them, but it glimpsed what they were doing.

      Each of the Shiveen were leaving by a different tunnel, heading down towards the well room, hoping to find the invader that had just announced his presence.

      That meant one of them was coming his way.

      Exactly as he’d planned.

      He heard the scampering of Shiveen legs on the floor of the tunnel leading towards him. Jack braced himself for the creature to rush into the killzone he’d chosen at a branching Y-section of the tunnel. He had connected the targeting system in his rifle to his alek, and his lens HUD displayed all of his vital combat information

      The creature tumbled into his vision, tall and terrifying, its six legs powering it along as it held its long body low to hurry through the tunnel. It had its own rifle close to its body, aiming it in front of it as it moved. The glow from the ammo chamber lit up the tunnel, and some of its face. He could see its sinister black eyes and its mouth, which wriggled frenetically. His alek identified the key target points on the Shiveen’s body and fed it to his lens HUD and the rifle.

      He opened fire, using armor piercing shots with his rifle in suppressor mode. Three shots flew from the barrel, ripping through the small space between the Shiveen’s arms that led to its chest. Now it was softened up, Jack switched to explosive rounds with a flick of a finger. His alek fed the target information back to him and he fired another shot. It followed the previous three shots to find the sweet spot in the creature’s weakin chitin and exploded. Jack saw the creature split apart, its internal fluids splashing in all directions, just before the shockwave and pressure wave from the explosion rebounded through the tunnel. He had known it would come, and he dropped to the floor as soon as he had fired the last shot, but it still hit him hard. He felt a physical wave pass over him, pushing him backwards with invisible hands along the floor, and his vision flashed white as the shock wave overloaded his ears.

      Bright lights invaded Jack’s vision as he tried to raise his head. Through pulsing waves of light and pain, he looked over at the remains of the Shiveen warrior. Most of the body was in the tunnel, although some of it splattered out in a burst along the walls and the ceiling. What remained of its weapon was laying not far in front of Jack — its ammo chamber had exploded and the rear part of the gun was missing. Although the Shiveen remains were drenched in acid, they weren’t being attacked or dissolved by it.

      The good news is that the Shiveen was dead.

      The bad news is that its acid-strewn body now blocked his way up to the tunnel, which screwed with his plan to get into the ritual room, launch covering fire and bolt as promptly as he could back up the main ramp. On the way he’d be able to use the ruins as cover, and it would all go fine as long as he didn’t get pinned down on two fronts.

      Or if a Shiveen ammo chamber exploded and stopped him from following his plan.

      The only thing he could do now is find another way out. That meant going back down to the well room and trying another tunnel, or looking for a branch in this general area and taking it, hoping it went higher. Right now the Shiveen were split up, which meant that the odds were only slightly in their favor.

      A single Shiveen warrior was heavier and tougher than a human being, which countered that with speed and agility. An uplift drawn from a predator species could go head to head with a Shiveen with no problem, as they maintained their animal instincts. A synthetic could rip right through a Shiveen; if MilCom only used platoons of synthetics to fight, they’d overcome the Shiveen rapidly. That went against the Ascension Accords and the concept of a citizen’s free will. Slavery of all kinds was illegal across the Panhumanic Sphere, although it still existed as long as there were those with power and those without.

      He had to sit and wait for his head to clear fully. That meant another few minutes of waiting when he could be discovered. That blast would bring every Shiveen right towards him. He was in no condition to move though, feeling nausea wash over him as if he were some flotsam bobbing in a river.

      He shook his head. The best he could do is secure his position. The distance between individual Shiveen was his one saving grace right now. If they turned up, he should be able to fight them one at a time. If two or more came at him, well, game over.

      He sat down with his back to the wall, scanning up and down the tunnel he was in, sweeping his rifle to point down the corridor.

      The noise and light and pain ebbed.

      He could move.

      He should move.

      His body hurt as he got on his knees to stand. He felt suddenly woozy, but that passed quickly.

      Jack tried his luck and used an adjoining tunnel. The drones had mapped most of the tunnels, although there were still gaps in the data. None of the tunnels had chambers so far, just branches that split into other tunnels in a pattern that was precise, as if it designed according to a computer algorithm. But no Shiveen had ever been recorded using any piece of technology. They were a species entirely focused on biology.

      He checked the feeds from Echo Team again. They were almost out of the cave system.

      They would make it!

      Go go go! he willed them on.

      He came upon a Y-branch and looked at the drone map for some guidance. No matter which way he went there was missing information. Neither of the two paths looked better than the other.

      Fantastic. This is how it ends.

      Jack remembered reading a story years ago about a kid lost in a labyrinth. He didn’t have any string to get out, so he ended up just going right hoping he’d eventually find the way out. It wasn’t a sound strategy, but wasn’t bad for a tactic.

      So, he went right.

      Moving with less stealth that before, Jack covered ground faster The Shiveen knew he was down here, and the benefit of stealth over speed was lost now. No doubt were at his last location looking at what remained of their fallen comrade. He had to keep moving and hope that he encountered none of them, or that if he did, he could easily take them out.

      He rounded a corner in part of the map that was incomplete and came face-to-face with another Shiveen. It caught him by surprise and raised its weapon. Jack rolled onto the ground as the creature hissed aloud, spitting what sounded like a combination of static and a high-pitch screech at Jack. Multicolor neon light burst into life in the walls of the tunnels, spreading out from the Shiveen’s position, tracing lines away from it, and almost blinding Jack.

      He dropped to his knees, averting his eyes from the overwhelming light. Everything was phosphor white and pain.

      Jack waited for the inevitable shot from the Shiveen’s weapon to hit him, to melt into his body just as it had done countless times in simulations.

      Nothing.

      No shot.

      No pain.

      No hole in his body.

      Nothing.

      Stunned at what just hadn’t happened, he turned, squinting against the light, to look at the Shiveen. It was pointing its weapon at him and creeping towards him.

      They meant to capture him.

      Well, he wasn’t about to let that happen. Too many military service members had been captured by Shiveen, never to be seen again. Jack wasn’t planning on that being his fate.

      He pulled his rifle up, switching it to full auto and armor-piercing rounds. It might not be firing on him, but he sure as hell wouldn’t offer it the same terms. Rounds streaked out of his rifle, spattering the Shiveen, which had realized what he was about to do and had ducked its body down into a ball, drawing its armored carapace over its head and weak underside so that the shots fired either impacted shallowly or ricocheted off of the creature.

      With it distracted by defending itself, Jack stood up and bolted back in the direction he came. All along the walls, bright neon lines and patterns reached ahead of him.

      He almost reached the Y-branch when another Shiveen appeared in front of him. Its weapon was out and pointing in his direction, but it didn’t fire. Jack raised his rifle and fired on the Shiveen just as he did to the previous one. Just like that one, it rolled its carapace over, allowing its armor to take most of the damage.

      Jack now had a major problem.

      There was nowhere to go.

      Both ends of the tunnels had a Shiveen in them.

      He was trapped.
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      While the second Shiveen was distracted, Jack got up and ran back the way he had come from. He had nowhere to go, but if he got in the middle between these two Shiveen, he gave himself some additional time to work out what to do.

      He had few options. They wanted to capture him. For what reason, he didn’t know, but he assumed it wasn’t good. There was no way out of the tunnel without getting past one of the Shiveen. He didn’t know what lay beyond the first, but he knew that past the second was the tunnel with the acid-strewn remains of the one he had killed.

      That wasn’t an option.

      So, that meant going past Shiveen Number One.

      Or going through it.

      An idea formed in his mind.

      It was reckless.

      It was a plan of last resort.

      It could all go horribly wrong.

      But it was also the only way he could see out of this situation.

      He quickly looked at the Echo Team footage. They had reached the outside of the caves and were now moving overland towards the rovers. That meant that the data burst had also been sent to the Dauntless, as long as the mesh network was still up.

      They had done it.

      He had done it.

      Everything he’d learned at bootcamp and OCS had allowed the last members of his team and the civilians they were protecting to make it out alive. Whatever else came next, he had that.

      Okay, you ugly-ass space lobsters. Let’s do this.

      He let his rifle got slack in his grip, allowing gravity to pull it down while he still held it. He raised one hand.

      “I don’t know if you can understand me,” he said loudly, his voice reverberating along the tunnel in both directions. “You win. I surrender. Take me to your lobster overlord.”

      Almost simultaneously, both Shiveen shuffled into view, their legs click-clacking on the tunnel floors, their mouths continually twitching, their black eyes staring him down.

      “You win. I’ll come quietly.”

      They approached until they were where he wanted them to be.

      The hell I will, he thought, swinging his rifle up and spinning towards the second Shiveen. It realized what he was about to do and it drew itself into its protection position. The automatic burst rattled and pinged off of its carapace.

      Jack turned to find the first Shiveen had closed the distance and was now next to him. It had slung its weapon and was reaching towards him. With greater strength than the simulations had even implied, it tried to pull his rifle from him, almost wrenching his arm. He depressed the trigger, firing a full blast of armor-piercing shells into its chest. It shrieked, a terrifying sound, a combination of surprise and fear. Jack pushed down on the butt of the rifle, bring it up along the creature’s chest and towards its head.

      It had no protection there and Jack’s burst ripped through its flesh, splattering him whatever the hell made up the inside of the alien. He felt it spatter against him, sharp pieces of chitin digging into his skin. He heard the thok-thok-thok of the shells as they impacted on the inside of the rear carapace of the alien and then there were multiple shots exiting the top of the creatures head.

      Dead, it slumped, its full weight bearing down on Jack, its skull balanced on the barrel of his rifle. If he had been Anderson, he could have been able to stay standing, but the creature was too heavy for him to hold. He felt himself being covered by it, falling into the insides of the thing. There was a terrible smell, not fishy like he expected, but sulfur-based. It burned his eyes, and he pulled his helmet goggles down to cover and protect them, the slick fluid from the Shiveen sealing the goggles against his skin.

      He began panicking, terrified that this was how he would die: crushed under the dead body of a Shiveen. This was nothing like the simulations at all, although Bandura’s had been close. It was almost as if normal simulation artists had little idea what it was like to get up close and personal with the aliens.

      He had to get out from the thing.

      If he could just turn around, he could get on his knees and crawl out from underneath it.

      Jack rotated himself with difficulty, the alien creature wrapping itself over and around him, creating a form of sensory-deprivation chamber. He could hear the rapid beat of his own heart loud in his ears, but nothing else, not even his movements as he turned.

      Now on his knees, he pushed his back up and raised his rifle, using the barrel to get the creature’s head up. Looking out, he saw the second Shiveen making its way towards him. It surely knew its comrade was dead.

      It probably still had orders to take Jack alive.

      With a surge of strength, Jack used one hand to replace the barrel of the rifle under the Shiveen’s head and let the barrel drop towards the advancing alien. He flicked the ammo switch and fired.

      The shot landed in front of the Shiveen, exploding and sending it reeling backwards onto its back.

      Jack fired again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Once more to be sure.

      The tunnel was full of light, but little of the noise reached Jack from inside the alien.

      He crawled forward, his body completely drenched in alien fluids and body parts, the smell of sulfur strong in his nose and mouth and throat, and slipped out from under the dead Shiveen. He felt like throwing up and began gagging, his throat convulsing. He put his hands under him and raised his head from the ground. The undigested contents of his stomach came up and landed on the ground in front of him. His body arched, and he continued retching, his stomach emptying. He couldn’t stop it. It reminded him of when he had alcohol poisoning in boot camp and spent three hours over a bowl while his bunkmates continued drinking and laughing.

      The retching turned to dry heaves. He swallowed, trying to stop them. He turned his head and saw that the second Shiveen was laying motionless on its back, a huge hole ripped in its underbelly.

      Thank god for heavy explosives.

      He rolled onto his back.

      Two more down.

      His odds of surviving had increased.

      Hopefully the next part of his plan would work better than this part had.
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      Grel had felt the first private fall, their psychic connection between each other severed as it exploded apart. He had a momentary vision of the panhuman pointing its weapon at the private and firing several rounds towards it. There was a burst of pain, bright, yellow, tasting of metal, and then the panhuman fired again, and there was no more connection.

      He also felt the second private die, each metal shot being fired into the private’s chest, its neck, its head. The last image Grel received was that of the private standing atop the panhuman.

      When the third private died, Grel saw the panhuman lying under the body of the second slain private, pumping out round after round of explosive shots towards the third.

      The panhuman was resourceful. Grel hadn’t met many personally who were. They were horrible and brutish creatures who didn’t know what they had done. And if they had known, they most likely wouldn’t comprehend the immense terror of it.

      It was more paramount than before that it be captured, studied, and interrogated.

      The creature is dangerous. Stun it and bring it to me, he sent to the remaining privates in the pod. Do not let it escape.

      He reached down and picked up his own weapon, his fingers entering the weapon through the interface slots. He changed the formula of the rifle ammunition, changing it to create a gas that had been shown to make the panhumans fall unconscious with only a few side effects.

      Come to me, panhuman. Come to me and meet Grel, Shiveen champion.
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        * * *

      

      Jack knew that what he was doing was madness. There was just no other word for it.

      He made his way through the tunnel, carrying the severed head of the Shiveen warrior he had been enveloped in. To do so, he had to sling his rifle over his back, leaving him wholly undefended. He slogged through the tunnel, slowly getting closer to the ritual room, the alien head dripping ichor and ooze below his feet and weighing heavily on Jack’s arms; it should be Anderson doing this. The big guy would even probably get a kick out of the surreal situation.

      If any other of the Shiveen caught up with him, what would they do? Were they still under orders to capture him? How would they feel seeing him carrying the head of one of their comrades? Did they feel emotions, or were they as soulless as their alien visage presented them to be?

      If this worked, it’d buy him time to run. If not, well…

      Every step felt heavy, not just from the weight of the alien head or the alien internal fluids that soaked his armor and combat clothing, but just the entire situation. The relief that Bandura and the others had gotten out had also brought with it a desire to just call it quits. He’d done what he needed to do. He’d performed the best he could as a marine. Maybe it was time to sit down and let himself get captured. There’d be time to rest and then he could plan to escape.

      He was so tired.

      So very tired.

      Jack dropped to his knees, his breathing hard and forced. The alien head fell out of his grip and rolled on the tunnel floor. His arms and thighs shook slightly, and he kneeled, his hands at his knees, concentrating on his breathing. He felt light-headed and nauseous, and it wasn’t from the alien head he was carrying, although it contributed to it.

      The Crash.

      He’d been warned about this.

      The sudden fatigue that hits during or after extreme combat. The body and mind are so wound up and on fire, adrenaline coursing through the body, that you feel superpowered. And then there’s the crash, when the adrenaline cuts off or stops working, and you plummet, weak and tired and confused.

      During training, marines were pushed to this extreme so they could not only recognize it but deal with it.

      Get through it.

      Survive it.

      No matter how much they wanted to just sit down and let everything be done with.

      Jack couldn’t sit down.

      He had to survive.

      There was so much more he wanted to do in his life.

      So much more that he had to give.

      This would not end here.

      Jack reached out and grabbed the alien head and pulled it into his arms again, then stood up.

      Just another step.

      He took a step.

      And another.

      He took another.

      And another.
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        * * *

      

      Grel heard the panhuman before saw it. It didn’t reach for its rifle, knowing that it could dispatch the creature if it needed. A single panhuman was no match for a true Shiveen warrior — except for those made from metal — and this was not one of them. It waited at the offering opening, waiting for it to appear,

      When it did, Grel was shocked and angered in a way it had never been.

      The creature had defiled the Shiveen by taking the head of a warrior within this sacred place! Grel felt anger course through itself.

      Its plan had been to capture the panhuman and take it back to a tribunal for interrogation. The creature surely knew of other plans by the panhumans and would divulge those under the right conditions and chemicals.

      But here it was now, limping into the offering room, carrying the head of a fallen warrior. The creature had severed the head of a Shiveen in this sacred place and was carrying it as if it were a trophy.

      The monstrosity had to die!

      Grel reached for its rifle but then reconsidered. It would not fire its weapon in this place. That would defile it as the panhuman had. It would instead rip the panhuman’s own head from its body, serving justice by mirroring its defilement.

      It hissed and moved forward, all four of his arms ready to grab the panhuman and rip it apart.

      The panhuman saw Grel.

      It stopped.

      The panhuman had to know its death was upon it, and that there was no chance for it to escape the reliquary.

      It knelt, placing the warrior’s head on the ground.

      Ha! It is ready to fight and die! Good! It will be a slow death.

      The panhuman raised its arm in the air.

      And began speaking Shiveen.
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        * * *

      

      As Jack repeated the sounds he had heard the Shiveen utter before, he hoped he was making a decent facsimile of them. If not, he’d be able to grab his rifle from his back and get at least one round of fire off against the Shiveen. The creature, which had left its own weapon on the ground, was obviously the leader of the alien fireteam. It was much larger than the others and had a presence about it.

      If this didn’t work, Jack was dead.

      So, it had better work.

      He continued uttering what he hoped were the correct-sounding sounds, and he saw the Shiveen slow its approach. Its emotionless black eyes stared in his direction, and its mouthpiece fluttered. Its carapace was dark; no neon lights appeared anywhere on it. Its intent was opaque.

      Please work. God, if you’re there, let this work.

      The alien creature halted.

      Jack continued his faux chanting.

      Tense seconds passed as the Shiveen stared in Jack’s direction, its mouth quivering in staccato bursts of movement.

      Does it understand me? This was a long shot, the longest of shots, really. No panhuman had ever communicated with a Shiveen before and here was Jack with the misguided belief that he may make it happen.

      Well, it was that or shooting his way out of the cave system. It had worked for him so far, but he’d never been good at games of chance.

      The Shiveen raised two arms, pointing them both towards Jack. It turned them clawed hands on them palms upward and made a beckoning motion to Jack. There was a sibilant hiss and a semblance of words squeezing out of a mouth not built to speak them.

      “Here,” the creature seemed to say. That was most definitely an attempt at human communication!

      Jack’s heart beat faster.

      This may work!

      He bent down and picked up the Shiveen head, still chanting. The Shiveen continued watching him as he walked towards it and the well hole, but remained silent. When he was standing in front of it, it moved back a little, allowing him to step forward to the well.
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        * * *

      

      Grel studied the panhuman. Like others of its kind, it was small and looked weak and ineffectual. Like lower lifeforms encountered in known space, except for rarities like The Builders, it wore its flesh outside its skeleton, making it susceptible to damage. Surprisingly, these panhumans had turned out to be quite resilient; they could take an incredible amount of punishment and had proven to be challenging on the battlefield. Not that the Shiveen had engaged with them often. That was not the Shiveen mandate. That was not The Purpose.

      This specific panhuman specimen in front of Grel had the pale coloration that the minority of its kind had, the panhuman subgroup called humans. That the humans co-existed with various other bipedal lifeforms including the artificial ones showed that there was some hope for the species to undo the damage that they had done to the galaxy. Grel hoped that it was not too late for that.

      Perhaps this was how it started? A single Shiveen and a single panhuman standing side by side and coming to an understanding. Even if the panhuman didn’t understand the ritual, it seemed to understand the importance of it.

      That was something that Grel could use.

      The creature carried the head of Grel’s fallen pod mate, carrying it with some reverence.

      Of course, this could all be an act. Something that the panhuman could use to its advantage. Would it dare to attack Grel this close? It had done so with the Shiveen whose head it now carried. Grel was a great deal stronger than the fallen warrior. All it would take is a quick push and the panhuman would fall down the well to its death, breaking every bone in its body.

      Besides, the rest of Grel’s pod was returning now, called back by its summons. It had told the others that the panhuman was in the Honor Room with it, but that it would handle the creature.

      Grel reached out with its mind, attempting to touch the panhuman’s own. It had tried this with countless others in the past, failing each time. It failed again this time. Shiveen and humans were incompatible regarding the normal communication methods the Shiveen used; the panhumans relied too greatly on verbal communication as well as rudimentary symbols for elongated information proliferation. But they understood mathematics, and some were especially gifted in the advanced mathematics involved in music.

      So, Grel would have to replicate more of the panhuman words it had learned, synthesizing them using the fronds near the internal gills in its mouth that allowed the Shiveen to utter the external parts of  prayers offered to the Great Watchers.

      Offer, said Grel, doing its best to speak words the panhuman may understand, at the same time sending the same message with its mind, in case that did help. Offer the Fallen. Feed the Great Watcher.
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        * * *

      

      The alien creature hissed at Jack, a cacophony of noise that sounded more like the wheeze of a dying person than real speech. Jack made out a few syllables but wasn't sure that he was hearing. The wet hissing that came from the alien's mouth blocked out much of what it was trying to say.

      "Ohf. Ofr ha fahlah. Fee ha wawa," said the Shiveen, gesticulating with its hands as it did.

      Jack struggled with the alien’s attempts to speak.

      What was it trying to say?

      It pointed a long chitin-covered arm and hand towards Jack then towards the well hole.

      No, not towards Jack.

      Towards the head of the Shiveen he had killed and decapitated.

      It repeated the gesture then began its sibilant praying again. The well slowly lit up with neon brightness, patterns dancing around, reflecting light on the ceiling of the ritual room, which also sprang into light, just as the well room had done already. Jack felt the hairs on his body raise from his skin and smelled what he thought was ozone. A strange magnetic pull latched onto him.

      No, not him, but the alien head he carried.

      The Shiveen towered above him, chanting and raising its arms, just as he’d seen it do on the drone footage. He could feel it watching him from the side with its impassive black eyes.

      Jack moved closer to the well edge and looked down. Light swam in the walls of the well, moving in complex patterns that ebbed and flowed in time to some invisible rhythm.

      He looked to the Shiveen, and it nodded. There was no mistaking that attempt at communication.

      Jack tossed the head towards the well and something grabbed it several feet above the well opening. It hung there, suspended in mid air and spinning on its axes with the momentum from the throw. It began descending into the well mouth, just as the Shiveen bodies had in the earlier ritual. The Shiveen continued chanting.

      Jack looked over the edge of the well mouth, following the alien head’s path down inside it. He saw that severed head itself was emitting sympathetic color patterns to those in the walls. That was crazy. The Shiveen was dead, yet it was still interacting. Jack wondered if he was the first ever to see this.

      It was just as well that his alek was still recording, as was the drone high up the ceiling that still hadn’t been noticed by the Shiveen

      There was so much about the Shiveen that the Sphere just didn’t know at all. How can you fight an enemy you know nothing about?

      Perhaps that was the point.

      Perhaps they shouldn’t be fighting.

      Jack felt a deep thrumming begin far below him, traveling through the floor and walls. The giant creature in the well room would wake again, reaching a giant arm out to collect the Shiveen offering. He peered down the well, but the well room was too far away and there was too much light for him to make out anything far below. The Shiveen continued chanting, performing many of the same movements it had before.

      Within a few moments the deep thrumming below lessened, as did the light in the well and the ritual room. The Shiveen quietened and lowered its arms.

      The room darkened and filled with silence. Jack could hear his heart beating hard in his chest. He felt that he had been witness to something transformational, something that might change the future relationship between two species about to go to war. For that, he had to survive and share what he had experienced with MilCom.

      He looked up at the alien creature beside him. It stood unmoving, its body motionless, almost as if it were considering its next move.

      Would this alien creature now crush him as it so easily could? Would it through him down the well? What was it thinking about? What were its plans?

      The Shiveen pointed a single arm towards the ramp leading out of the ritual room.

      “Go,” it said in perfectly understandable panhumanic standard.
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        * * *

      

      Jack walked towards the ramp, his back towards the alien. He waited for the burning that would accompany being shot in the back, but he never expected it to occur. The Shiveen had shown themselves to be complex creatures, born of ritual and reverence. They had a sense of honor, one that Jack didn’t quite understand, but that didn’t matter.

      The other Shiveen warriors appeared in the doorways of the ritual room as he left the room. None of them were wielding their rifles, but standing still, watching him as he passed.

      Are they standing at attention? Jack wondered. They had to know what had just happened. The noise and thrumming had passed through the entire ritual room and deeper than that.

      He walked up the ramp and onto the level where the ruins were. In the distance, he saw at least another dozen Shiveen in the abandoned camp. They turned as one toward him as he made his way towards them, but none of them raised their weapons. Instead, they moved out of the way, creating a path between him, allowing him to continue on his way. He looked over at the supplies and samples that would be left behind, considering grabbing some of them.

      Too risky.

      That the Shiveen were letting him live and leave was enough.

      He passed through the Shiveen standing in the camp, noting that their carapaces were glowing softly with undulating patterns. These were not the aggressive and fast-moving patterns that he’d seen in simulations and battles. Instead they were slow moving, and in pastels rather than neon. In all the recordings of Shiveen he’d looked at, he’d never seen that before.

      The Shiveen moved and startled, he went for his weapon, pulling it from behind his back.

      He hadn’t needed to. They weren’t attacking him. Instead the Shiveen had all raised their arms above their heads, creating an arched tunnel to pass through.

      If I wasn’t recording this, no-one would believe it.

      He let his rifle fall to his side and walked through the makeshift arch. As he did, he looked into the impassive faces of each of the alien creatures, trying to discern what they were thinking. Recently they would have shot him and killed him on sight. Now they were standing at attention and giving him what looked like respect.

      Because he threw the head of an alien he had killed down a hole in the ground?

      It would take smarter minds than him to work out what this was all about.

      Someone like Caroline.

      She wouldn’t believe this, but she would love hearing this. As would MilCom.

      After he passed the Shiveen, they scuttled away towards the ritual room, paying him no further attention.

      The drone.

      He tapped a few buttons on his alek and took control of the drone was still in the ritual room. He activated the return-to-home function, which would have it seek Bandura. The drone flew out of the ritual room, passing over the heads of the Shiveen who had just saluted Jack, and careened into the air, heading past and around the giant geometric pillars on the lower floor.

      Jack walked up the ramp that he and his team had descended with Caroline and Nowak, looking down at the ruins as he ascended. Soon he could not see the scientist’s camp, and he wondered how much longer it would remain there. Would the Shiveen remove it or just ignore it?

      He tapped the team voice chat button on his alek.

      “Bandura, Anderson. Come in.”

      There was a pause and then a static-filled reply.

      “Boss?” said Bandura. “You good?”

      “Still kicking,” he replied.

      “Well, shit,” said Anderson. “You truly do have the luck of the Irish, Boss.”

      “Guess I do, big guy. I’m on my way up. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

      “The Shiveen?” asked Bandura.

      “Negative. They’re busy.”

      “You snuck around them?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Damn. Now this is a story I want to hear,” said Anderson.

      Given the importance of what he had learned, he wasn’t sure how much he could share with others. But he was determined to share as much as he could with his fireteam. He owed them that.

      “Status on the drone data and upload, and the Dauntless?”

      “Upload successful,” said Bandura. “Dauntless has a dropship en route to our location, priority status.

      “Seems the captain wants these eggheads back in one piece as soon as possible.

      “Another thing, Boss. The Shiveen have stopped firing on us.”

      “Are we shooting back?”

      “Negative. Dauntless is bringing everyone home. But there’s only one dropship, so it’s taking time. We got bumped to first class.”

      “Roger that. See you soon.”

      The Shiveen had ceased their attack? Why? What had caused them to stop? There was no way that that shared moment between him and the Shiveen could have this much effect. Perhaps it was just a coincidence. Perhaps something else had happened?

      Jack reached the top of the ramp. Far in the distance on the cave floor, he imagined he could see the camp and the Shiveen down there between the intact and broken spires.

      He entered the tunnel, approaching the antechamber they had first encountered on the way into the cave complex. The three large shapes were no longer opaque and intact. Instead, the top half of them was open, creating a curved container.

      Standing around the room where three Shiveen, as large as any he’d seen. They looked subtly different, from those, though. There were subtle differences in their carapaces and their face areas, including their mouths. Jack had the idea that these Shiveen were older than most, perhaps even ancient. That they’d been inside those ovals for a very, very long time.

      They moved aside, allowing him to pass on one side of the room. As he left the adjoining tunnel, the one leading out, he saw them change positions, each of them standing next to one of the open masses.

      These were the frontline guards for the ruins.

      How long had they been inside those things?

      Years?

      Centuries?

      Millennia?

      He continued on, leaving the Shiveen behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          21 Homeward Bound

        

      

    

    
      The light from the Pallas sun was almost blinding to Jack as he stepped up the stairs that led from the tunnel. He covered his eyes momentarily and closed them, counting to ten to allow them to adjust. With his eyes still shielded, he looked to the sky, looking for evidence of Shiveen or Panhumanic forces. The sky was clear.

      He checked his alek to find the rover’s position to his current and began walking in that direction. Soon he crested the plateau and looked down to see both of them where they had been before, and three people outside of them. Two of those were Anderson and Bandura, who had taken up defensive positions between the rovers and were still scanning the area, weapons ready and on alert in case something changed. Just as he’d have told them to do.

      Stone had trained these guys well.

      Anderson spotted him atop of plateau and waved. A moment later Jack’s alek voice channel chirped.

      “Glad to see you, Boss Man,” said Bandura. “Got my bird back. Thanks.”

      “Well, what girl doesn’t want to keep the set complete?” said Jack, starting on the path down to the rovers. “What’s the ETA of the dropship?”

      “About another thirty. Time enough for some coffee.”

      “Did you bring any coffee?”

      “Details, details. Also, I’ve just seen you through enhanced drone scope and you look like crap.”

      “Shiveen guts. I’ll explain when I get down. Tell Caroline I’ve got more data for her, including some that will blow her mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Caroline’s mouth was agape as Jack explained to her and the others surround him what had happened during his escape.

      “Do you have the footage and data to back this up?” she asked.

      Jack pointed to his alek. “It’s all right here, and in one of our drones. I‘ll share it with you.”

      “Why would you do that? I would have thought MilCom would want this to be kept a secret.”

      “They probably do, at least until they know what to do about it. But this thing is bigger than any of us, and I believe they will need someone like you to help understand this. I’ll request that you stay involved in any future research.”

      Caroline shook her head. “Jack, I don’t think it works that way.”

      “What was it you said? Something about making sure this information got off planet and wasn’t buried?”

      “Something like that,” Caroline said, a smile creeping onto her face.

      Jack swiped two fingers over his alek, sending the compiled file of his encounter with the Shiveen to her. Caroline looked at her own alek’s display as it received the data.

      “Boss,” said Bandura. “Is that wise? Civilians, remember? They have this thing called a court martial. You may have heard of it.”

      “We’re all in this together, Bandura. And my gut tells me this isn’t even a drop in the ocean with regards the Shiveen. There’s something bigger going on, something the Shiveen are heavily involved in. It’ll take smart people to find it out, and to do that they’ll need as much information as possible.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” said Caroline. She smiled warmly at him.

      “I’m counting on it, Doc,” said Jack. “I’m not risking going to jail for nothing.”

      “In fact, we’ll all do what we can, won’t we?” she said. Each of the scientists —  Nowak, Shirazi, and Jeffs — nodded. “After doing what you did for us, Jack, getting us out of there alive, we owe you.”

      In the distance, Jack saw the dropship approaching, a wavering dark speck against the bright sky. Jack’s fingers went to a pocket, the one containing Stone’s dog tags.

      “Dropship’s inbound. Let’s get everything packed up, including Corporal Stone. The man’s a damn hero and deserves to go home to rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing on the plateau, Grel watched the dropship ascend. Beside him stood two of the remaining pod mates, and one Watcher.

      A deep voice, thousands of years old, spoke in his head. It was the Watcher.

      Do you know what you have done?

      Yes.

      Will you face the consequences?

      Yes.

      We all will.

      The Watcher turned away to return to the Reliquary. Grel looked at sky again.

      He knew that he’d meet the panhuman again. He only hoped they would be on the same side.
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        * * *

      

      As the dropship returned to PSS Dauntless, Jack and the others in the APC they sat in sat in somber silence. Along with Bandura and Anderson and the scientists, there were two other fireteams — Beta and Gamma — both of which had taken casualties during extended skirmishes with the Shiveen. The sudden ceasefire had reduced the eventual number of casualties, which would have been high, as the Shiveen ground forces outnumbered the panhuman forces.

      New Macedon had suffered a great deal of damage, the atmosphere engine located there all but destroyed by continued Shiveen bombardments. The good news is that many of the civilians there had survived the initial Shiveen attacks, secreting themselves away in underground bunkers built. Most of the fireteam casualties had been from defending them and getting them to the dropships to get them back to the Dauntless.

      What happens now?

      The thought preyed on Jack as he looked around the APC. He saw Caroline and Nowak huddled over a holographic screen, poring over the additional data that he’d given her. The big man still looked sad, but he was energized and engaged, no longer in immediate shock. His girlfriend’s death was tragic, but there would be some good to come from it. Jeffs sat with Shirazi, arguing, albeit less than they had before. Anderson had his eyes closed and was snoring softly. Bandura was running diagnostics on her drones, double-checking them physically and with software programs.

      What they had just gone through was profound, especially for Jack.

      They’d found out information that would change everything about the way the Shiveen were viewed. The aliens had shown themselves to be complex philosophical creatures that been in this part of the galaxy before panhumanity had even left the Sol star system.

      How long had they been here?

      And was there anything that was even older than them that panhumanity had yet to encounter?

      Bandura sat next to him.

      “Hey, Boss. You good?”

      “I’m not sure, Bandura.”

      “Permission to speak freely?”

      “Given.”

      “When you joined us, the brass didn’t tell us much more than they were filtering in some additional bodies to expand the fireteams for a crucial emergency mission. We knew all of you were OCS graduates, but in our eyes you were shavetails without commissions that could put every single one of our lives in jeopardy. You can guess that Stone wasn’t happy with the decision, but like a good marine, he followed orders.”

      Jack remembered how gruff Stone had been with him when he was assigned to the fireteam. Had that really only been a few days ago? It felt like weeks or months had passed.

      “But, you know what? I think he’d be damn proud of what you did, getting those civvies and me and Anderson out of there. Not to mention making it out yourself. I could tell he was okay with passing the baton. He trusted you. He knew you had what it takes.”

      Jack didn’t know what to say in response.

      “Thanks, Bandura. That means a lot.”

      “Mel,” she said, extending a hand. “Short for Melinda. Only my friends get to call me that, Boss.”

      Jack shook her hand.

      “I’ll ride with you any day, Boss. And so will Anderson. We already decided that between us. You’re stuck with us.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack exited the dropship, and walked down the ramp into the landing bay, Anderson and Bandura following behind him. Ground crew hustled backward and forwards, assisting marines to get civilians out of the way.

      Marching towards him was Sergeant Taggart, still wearing his permanent scowl. Behind him were Captain Laroux and the XO. Their uniforms were ruffled and stained and unkept. Laroux had his captain’s hat under his arm. Jack and the rest of Echo Team dropped their gear and saluted as they neared.

      “At ease, Privates,” said Taggart. “The Captain would like a word.”

      “Thank you, Mister Taggart,” said Laroux, sidestepping him. He extended a hand towards Jack.

      “Shake the man’s hand, Private Conway,” said Taggart. Jack did.

      “We received your data burst, and it’s been sent on to MilCom, where it will be evaluated,” said Laroux. “We also received the secondary data that you provided your tech specialist sent after you exited the cave complex on your own. I have a feeling you’ll be asked a lot of questions in the upcoming days and months.”

      Caroline and the scientists began making their way down the dropship ramp, looking around at the busy commotion as they did.

      “Sir, if I may,” said Jack. He signaled to Caroline with his hand, calling her over. “This is Doctor Caroline Tao. She’s in the recordings. I’d like to request that she be involved in any future research regarding the Shiveen.”

      “Grunts don’t get to make requests like that,” scowled Taggart.

      “I believe she has a unique insight into the Shiveen, and she has experience in xenostudies.”

      Laroux smiled at Caroline and extended his hand. “Doctor Tao, I’m Captain Laroux. Welcome to the PSS Dauntless.”

      Caroline shook Laroux’s hand. “Captain, I’d like to commend Private Conway for getting us safely away from the Shiveen. If he and has team hadn’t come along—”

      Laroux pivoted back to Jack. “You’re bold, Mister Conway, I’ll give you that. I’ll take your request under advisement, but promise nothing. Until I or MilCom say otherwise, you are not to share any of the information you’re aware of regarding the unique Shiveen circumstances you uncovered.”

      “Captain— ” began Caroline.

      “Doctor, the same applies to you and your team. Do you all understand?”

      “Yes,” she replied. The other scientists assented too.

      “Good. Doctor Tao, let my Executive Officer and I escort you and your team to some rooms we’ve put aside for you. Perhaps you’ll join me for dinner later to discuss these unique Shiveen circumstances.”

      Laroux and Nambo walked away with the scientists, and Taggart turned to Jack, his scowl slipping momentarily.

      “Thanks for bringing Stone back,” he said. “Pablo was a good man, even if he was a terrible gambler. I’ll miss him. Good job, nugget. Good job.”

      The gruff sergeant turned away, hustling to catch up to Laroux, before Jack.

      “What do you know?” said Anderson. “Taggart’s got an emotion beyond scownling after all.”

      Bandura smacked her elbow into Anderson’s chest, making him laugh.

      Jack heard his name called. Nathine was running towards him, one arm in a sling, an obvious limp as she came.

      She had survived!

      They reached each other and hugged. Jack could feel Anderson’s and Bandura’s amused stares at his back.

      “It is so very good to see you again, Jack Conway,” said Nathine.

      “You too.”

      “Many of ourfellow graduates were not so lucky, and many marines. And how the fighting just stopped! Nobody knows what happened!”

      Jack desperately wanted to tell Nathine some of what he and the others had been through. He needed to share it with someone else, someone he trusted deeply. But, he’d been given a direct order by the Captain. He’d already given away data to a civilian, so what harm was there in sharing the details with his best friend? No. There had to be a line somewhere.

      “I know,” he said. “I wonder what happened. Are you hungry, because I’m starving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          22 Jack's Commission

        

      

    

    
      Jack stepped into Captain’s Laroux’s ready room.

      The past twenty-four hours had been a blur of activity for him and the rest of the crew of the Dauntless. He and his fireteam had undergone multiple rounds of interviews, as had Caroline and the scientists. Jack had gone to bed with his head hurting and awoken to a summons to Dauntless’ captain’s office.

      Laroux sat behind his desk, looking at the holographic display built into it. Multiple icons showing what Jack assumed to be the current Panhumanic Sphere fleet in orbit around Pallas IV floated about an inch above the desktop. There were at least a dozen ships, including cruisers, dreadnoughts, and battleships. Jack could make out their designations easily enough.

      “Come closer, Private First Class Conway,” said Laroux, without looking up.

      Jack walked to the desk and then stood to attention and saluted. Laroux finally looked up at him, a soft smile on his face.

      “At ease, Private Conway. What do you think of this?” Laroux said, pointing at the holographic display.

      Now he was closer, Jack could make up various numbers and coordinates on the displayed map. In the far corner was a red triangle with the letters 'SBG’ atop it: Shiveen Battle Group.

      “It looks like we chased them away, sir.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? Or they left of their own accord. I’m inclined to the latter theory.”

      Jack looked at the map again and considered everything that he’d been through in the past two days, and what had led up to it. The attack on New Macedon, Caroline’s science expedition, the Shiveen ruins deep underground. The rapid response to the initial attack and the Panhumanic blockade now around the planet. There was a lot to unpack.

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      “Permission granted, Mister Conway,” said Laroux, sitting down in his chair. “Say what you really think.”

      “They’re coming back, aren’t they? They have no intention of giving up the planet.”

      “Are they?” asked Laroux, steepling his fingers.

      “Yes, sir. This planet means something to them. In fact, it means a great deal to them. The ruins we found aren’t the only ruins on the planet, are they?”

      Laroux’s face gave nothing away.

      “In fact,” continued Jack. “We knew about the ruins on Pallas IV before they dispatched the Dauntless.”

      Laroux kept his face placid.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “These aren’t the first Shiveen ruins we’ve found. There are more on other planets. We’re colonizing Shiveen worlds, or what used to be them.”

      Laroux gave a soft clap.

      “Very good, Mister Conway. No, these are not the first Shiveen ruins we’ve encountered, and they will come back. Pallas IV is what we’ve coined a ‘Deadworld’. The Shiveen build massive structures deep underground on certain worlds and fill it with their dead. Sort of like a mass graveyard. We’re not sure exactly why they do it, but we’ve encountered dozens of these worlds now.”

      “But this was the first with a civilian colony established on it.”

      “Yes. The corporation behind New Macedon was warned against settling on the planet, but did so anyway. There was little that could to stop them; they have powerful friends in government. What happened to Pallas IV would happen no matter what, sooner rather than later, here or someplace else. However, with the attack on the planet, MilCom now has jurisdiction over the planet.”

      “And the ruins and what is under it.”

      “And the ruins and what is under it,” repeated Laroux. He moved his hand over the display and it zoomed in on the planet, rendering it in detail. Several colored markers appeared as the planet rotated on its axis. “So far we’ve uncovered thirteen similar sites on Pallas IV. The one Doctor Tao was examining was the easiest one for a science team to access, so we sent her there.”

      “We, Sir? Milcom sent her?

      "In a fashion. Through its strategic partnerships with corporate contractors, we had a shell company support her research team. MilCom fully funded it."

      "Does she know this?”

      “As far as she knows, a corporation paid for her expedition. And that’s how it will stay.”

      Jack watched the Shiveen ruin sites appear and disappear as the planet in the display rotated through them, presenting information on them.

      Thirteen. A prime number.

      “The other planets.” said Jack. “They have similar numbers of ruins?”

      “Some, yes. Others have more or less. But as far as we’re able to determine, the number of ruins is always a prime number. I’ll be damned if I or anyone else at MilCom can work out exactly why the Shiveen love primes so much. It may have a scientific basis, or even a religious one. Or just be coincidental. We know precious little about the Shiveen, but we know more about them today because of you and your actions.

      “To date, you’re the first panhuman to seriously engage the Shiveen in a semblance of dialogue and open communication. What you did on the planet was important and we don’t yet know the ramifications of it. Maybe you just opened the door to being able to communicate with the Shiveen and stop this war from claiming millions of lives on both sides.”

      Laroux stood and walked around the desk to stand next to Jack. “The commissions for your graduating class finally came through. The others will get theirs later at an official ceremony we’ll be holding in the main cargo bay. I wanted to give yours personally.”

      Excitement coursed through Jack. There had been literal blood, sweat, and tears to get him to this point.

      He had graduated, and survived his first real combat encounter.

      Jack snapped to attention.

      “Private First Class Jack Conway,” said Laroux, tapping on his alek with a finger. “In recognition of your completion of Officer Candidate School and your commensurate graduation, I am authorized by the Military Advancement Board to award you a commission and advancement to Second Lieutenant.”

      Laroux flicked his fingers towards Jack, sending the official commission document from his alek to Jack’s, and saluted Jack. Jack’s right hand snapped to his own salute

      Jack looked at the information his alek provided about his new rank. It read First Lieutenant and not Second.

      “Captain, I believe a mistake may have been made. I’m seeing a promotion to First Lieutenant?”

      “No mistake, son,” said Laroux, returning a brisk salute. “As you know we lost Hughes during the action down on Pallas IV, so someone needs to head up the marine Platoon on this boat. While there were a few people ahead of you in the line, I’ve requested that you get a field promotion immediately to First Lieutenant based on your actions on the planet. It still has to go through MilCom for full approval, but it’s a done deal. At ease.”

      It normally took at least a year of active service to earn the rank that Jack was awarded.

      “I don’t quite understand, Sir.”

      “Jack, we met the Shiveen five years ago. Since then we’ve barely been able to interact with them without it ending with each side shooting at the other. Hell, we’ve even developed more effective and efficient weaponry for killing them. We’ve tried communicating with them in hundreds of languages, including using some mathematics I don’t quite understand, but we’ve always been at an impasse. They simply didn’t want to talk to us. They see us, they shoot us. And vice versa.

      “But what you did on Pallas IV?

      “You communicated with them. You met them on their level. You found a way, even if only for a moment, to share something in common with them. I don’t know if that’s enough to change things, but it’s a start. And more than we what we had yesterday.”

      Laroux extended his hand.

      “What do you say, son? Are you ready to help us end this war before it really starts?”

      Jack took Laroux’s hand and shook it.

      “Yes, Sir.  You can count on me.”
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