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Master Sergeant Alan Cole swore under his breath as
he struggled to hold onto the thin steel cable which led up the
side of the rocky mountain. The narrow trail dug into the rock was
barely wide enough for him to walk on. Any false step and Cole knew
he would plummet to his death. His body was covered in sweat. The
air conditioning unit built into his fully enclosed survival suit
had failed an hour after he had begun his ascent. With dust and
sand whipped up by the one hundred kilometers an hour wind, Cole
couldn’t see more than a couple of meters in front of him. He
glanced down at the environmental control panel on his wrist and
saw he had only four hours of oxygen left before it ran out. The
planet’s atmosphere of almost ninety-eight percent carbon dioxide
would kill him in minutes if Cole removed his helmet. He had hoped
to be out of the storm by now, but with the powerful winds blowing
in his face, his steady climb had slowed to a crawl.

Cole stopped for a second to check his
position on his GPS. He let out a resigned sigh when he saw a
flashing red dot projected onto his helmet’s faceplate indicating
Cole still had about three hundred meters to climb before he could
get out of the storm. At the pace he was going, it was going to
take him close to an hour to walk that far. He shook his head and
dug deep for the strength to carry on.

Almost to the minute, Cole stepped out of the
raging wind and inside a long, dark tunnel. He turned on the lights
affixed on either side of his helmet and looked down the rocky
passage. There were several footprints in the dust, but Cole
couldn’t tell if they had been placed there an hour ago or dozens
of years ago. He decided to be cautious and remove his lightweight
M5A2 assault rifle from his back. With a flick of his thumb, Cole
turned off the safety. The weapon he held in his hands was capable
of firing 4.22mm caseless ammunition at a rate of six hundred
rounds per minute. It was also equipped with a grenade launcher
built into the forestock and a laser rangefinder to increase
accuracy. Cole walked cautiously down the empty passage until he
came to a pair of closed metal doors. On the wall was a
dust-covered numbered keypad. From memory, Cole typed in the access
code for the elevator. When he was done, he stepped back and
brought up his rifle. Cole hoped he didn’t have to but was ready to
fire if anyone suddenly appeared. While he waited, he glanced over
at a small, round light next to the keypad and silently said a
prayer. If it didn’t turn green in a second or two, then the code
he had bought from a smuggler on Valdor-5 was useless, and he would
have to turn back empty-handed. And that was something he wasn’t
interested in doing. Cole had come too far to return to the fleet
without accomplishing his mission.

The elevator light turned green. Cole smiled
and switched off his helmet lights. A minute later, the doors slid
open. Cole brought up his rifle and moved his laser target
indicator all around the inside of the elevator.

It was empty.

Cole walked inside and pressed the only
button he could see. A second later, the doors closed and the
elevator began to descend.

From a speaker, a metallic-sounding voice
said, “Elevator re-pressurization will commence in five seconds.
Please do not remove your helmet until the ultraviolet lights have
decontaminated your suit and the light above the doors turns
green.”

The elevator became dark as it switched from
white light to ultraviolet and then back again. Cole grew impatient
as he waited for the elevator to reach the bottom of the shaft. He
had been searching for his missing friend, Captain Michael
Sheridan, for close to two months. Disguised as a smuggler, Cole
had moved from planet to planet on the lawless outer reaches of
Terran space looking for clues which could lead him to Sheridan.
When Cole came down with a debilitating malaria-like disease on the
jungle world, Alzar-Three, Sheridan had carried on the search for
the traitor and terrorist Harry Williams without him. That was four
months ago. It had taken a lengthy stay in the hospital to cure
Cole and to pronounce him fit to resume his duties. A week ago, he
had come across a man who said he had met Sheridan and given him a
lift to the third moon of Balkar, a gas giant far off the regular
shipping and trade routes.

The elevator began to slow. Cole tensed. The
man who had sold him the information on the seldom-used elevator
had also informed Cole the shaft led to an abandoned perlinium
mine.

The doors slid open. Cole brought up his
weapon and looked through the thermal sight. He relaxed somewhat
when he realized he was alone. Cole stepped out of the elevator and
jogged toward a long row of metal crates covered in dust. He took
cover behind them and removed a heavy pack from his back. As
quickly as he could, Cole got out of his survival suit and took a
long swig of cold water from his canteen before leaving it with the
rest of his equipment.

Dressed in a mix of old military fatigues and
loose-fitting civilian clothes, Cole looked more like a world-weary
traveler than a Marine NCO. He had several days’ growth of stubble
on his chin. His hair, however, was cut close to the wood. Cole
left his rifle on top of his pack as he didn’t want to draw any
undue attention to himself. He removed two Scorpion pistols from
his rucksack and made sure they were loaded before hiding them
under his clothes. With built-in silencers, the side arms were
silent and deadly. Satisfied that he was ready to proceed, Cole
reached into a pocket, grabbed a nearly invisible earpiece, and
placed it in his right ear.

“Red, this is the Big Bad Wolf, can you hear
me?” said Cole, barely above a whisper.

“Loud and clear,” said Captain Wendy Sullivan
in reply. “Are you in?”

“Roger that. I’m heading out now. Hopefully,
I’ll have the package back to the rendezvous point in the next hour
or two.”

“Snow White will be glad to hear that. Good
luck and good hunting. Red, out.”

A smirk crept across Cole’s lips. Tarina
Pheto had insisted on using characters from children’s stories she
had read growing up as their call signs. Tarina with her dyed white
hair, naturally, was Snow White.

The air in the cavern was cool and musty.
Cole shivered. His underclothes were drenched with sweat from the
climb. He switched on a flashlight and began to jog toward an exit
on the other side of the cave.

A minute later, Cole came to a halt
overlooking a tunnel entrance that led deeper into the mine. He
shone his light around and found a faded map still hanging on the
wall. Cole studied it for a few seconds before pushing on. Before
long, he could hear the sounds of machinery and generators running
at full capacity. Cole stopped just shy of the end of the passage
and took out a small device from a pocket on his vest. Built to
look like a dragonfly, it was, in fact, a mini-UAV. Cole ran his
finger over the drone’s back, activating it. Without waiting for a
command, the UAV lifted off from Cole’s hand and hung in the air.
He brought his watch up to his mouth and said, “Reconnoiter.”

The UAV flew off.

Cole took cover in the shadows while he
looked down at the feed sent back from the drone. Within seconds,
the UAV came out into a vast cavern. Soon pre-fab buildings came
into view. Cole moved his finger over the screen on his watch,
ordering the drone to climb higher. The number of dwellings and
people in the cave surprised Cole. He had expected to find only a
few hundred people living in secret under the mountain. Instead, he
found a thriving community of thousands. The man who had sold him
the information on Sheridan had explained that the original
occupants were miners who had illegally mined and sold perlinium on
the black market. When the perlinium ore dried up, the mine was
clandestinely sold to a group of settlers who wanted to establish a
colony far from the prying eyes of the Terran authorities. Here,
they felt they could practice their religion in peace. What
troubled Cole was the fact they were a doomsday cult.

With a tap on his watch’s screen, Cole
ordered the drone to return back to him. A minute later, Cole
placed his UAV away, stepped out of the shadows, and pulled up the
hood on his jacket to hide his face. With his head bent down and
his hands in his pockets, Cole walked out of the tunnel and headed
toward a tall building in the middle of the settlement. Out of the
corner of his eye, he watched a woman in a long, dark gray robe
walk past him with a child in her arms. The woman paid no attention
to him, neither did a couple of inebriated men with half-empty
glasses standing outside of a rundown bar. Cole grinned to himself.
His disguise was working.

He passed a couple of young women cooking a
meal outside of their dwelling. A rich aroma of spices wafted in
the air. Cole recognized some of the spices from back home, like
garlic and basil, while others he could not. His mouth began to
salivate. Cole had eaten far too many bad meals recently.

A woman’s voice boomed over a loudspeaker on
a pole outside of the drinking establishment. “Good day, this is
Matriarch Enam speaking; all citizens need to stop what they are
doing and report for prayers and judgment.”

Cole saw the two men set down their drinks
and begin to stagger down the dusty street. He slowed his march and
fell in line behind a family, reasoning he had best do as the
others or he would stand out and be noticed.

It didn’t take long for the town square to
fill with people. Cole observed young and old people from every
corner of Earth standing silently with their heads held high. All
eyes seemed to be fixed on a balcony on the third floor of a tall
building. When the door slid open, an elderly, black woman in a
long red robe stepped out onto the balcony. The worshipers raised
their hands up and said as one, “Peace be upon the Matriarch.”

Cole copied the people around him.

“Peace be upon you, my children,” replied the
woman.

The crowd lowered their hands.

The Matriarch held her arms open. “My
children, the long night is nearly at an end. Our forefathers and
those of the Kurgan Empire will soon exterminate one another and
our time will come. Be patient and resolute in your conviction that
we are the rightful heirs to our ancestral home on Earth. I have
foreseen our future, and it is one of light and joy.”

“Light and joy,” repeated the worshipers.

“Our prophecy talks of men who will try and
steer us away from the light and into darkness. They have tried in
the past to interfere with our ways and have always failed—just
like this nonbeliever. Behold, my children, I give to you this
wicked man for judgment.”

A loud murmur ran through the crowd. Cole
tried looking past a man to see who they were talking about. His
heart began to race when he spotted a man dressed in rags, with
scraggly, long, black hair and a beard dragged before the
worshipers. Right away, Cole knew he had found the man he was
looking for. Michael Sheridan looked terrible. He could barely
stand, and his face was covered with bruises.

The Matriarch lowered her hands to her side.
“This Terran officer infiltrated our peace-loving community with
the intent of causing disharmony amongst us, and for that, he must
be judged by you.”

“Matriarch, what does the book of our
forefathers say the punishment for such immoral behavior should
be?” called out a fat, bearded man.

“I have already consulted the book of our
forefathers. There are three passages in the book which can guide
us. First, the nonbeliever can have his chest slowly bound until
his ribs cross over one another and he dies of asphyxiation. The
next punishment mentioned is for the man to be burnt at the stake
until dead. The last passage allows him the chance to gain his
freedom through individual combat.”

“Burn him,” shrieked a woman.

“Bind his chest until the sinner dies,”
yelled another.

Cole’s skin crawled when he saw a couple of
young children in front of him screaming for Sheridan to be burnt
alive. The sound of thousands of voices calling for death filled
the air.

The Matriarch lifted her hands. The crowd
grew silent. “My children, I have listened to your words and have
decided that the nonbeliever will die by fire.”

A loud and lusty cheer erupted. Children were
hoisted into the air so their voices could be heard praising the
Matriarch’s wisdom.

Cole cringed. The people around him were
cheering and patting one another on the back. It was as if the
whole community had gone mad.

“Return here tonight after your supper meal
and we will send this man to the pits of hell from whence he came,”
pronounced the Matriarch.

The crowd began to disperse. Cole stepped
back and moved off to one side. He stood there staring in anger
while Sheridan was dragged away. He felt a hand touch his arm. Cole
turned his head and saw a frail-looking man with white hair looking
up at him.

“What troubles you, my brother?” asked the
man.

Cole realized his body language had given him
away. He relaxed as best he could and smiled at the elderly man.
“Nothing is wrong, my brother. I’ve been working hard the past
couple of days. I’m just a little tired. That’s all.”

“I don’t recognize you. Are you new here,
brother?”

Cole shook his head. “No, I’ve been here for
over six months now. I just like to keep to myself; it gives me
more time for reflection. I take solace in reading the scriptures
without being disturbed.”

The old man nodded. “Such wise words from
someone as young as yourself. You should marry and raise some
children who can share your values.”

“One day I will. But who’d want to marry
someone with a mug like mine?”

The elderly man laughed. “Your accent is from
Earth. English, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I was born there. Haven’t been home in
decades, though.”

“You shall, my brother, when the prophecy is
fulfilled.”

“I can’t wait. Say, do you know where they’re
holding the nonbeliever until his execution later today?”

“Yes, he’s being kept under guard on the far
side of town in the old mine supply building. Why do you ask?”

Cole shrugged. “Curious, I guess.”

The old man smiled and patted Cole on the
arm. “Well, take care, brother. I shan’t keep you any longer. Say a
prayer for me when you do your readings.”

“I shall.”

With that, the man walked away from Cole,
leaving him all alone on the street. He checked the time and saw it
was mid-afternoon. Cole jammed his hands back in his pockets and
began to walk toward the other end of the settlement. As he made
his way, Cole memorized the route. After the town center, the first
prominent landmark was a large greenhouse. Next were a schoolhouse
and then a small repair shop with two eight-wheeled transport
vehicles out front. A couple of young boys covered in grease were
busy changing some of the tires.

He turned a corner and stopped in his tracks.
Less than fifty meters away was a dilapidated building. Several men
sat at a table by the front entrance with their assault rifles
resting on the ground beside them.

Cole took a step back and bent down. While he
pretended to tie the laces on his boots, he glanced back over at
the guards. With their slovenly demeanor, it was obvious that
neither of them had served a single day in the armed forces. Cole
grinned to himself. He loved amateurs. Cole stood up, turned
around, and walked back the way he came until he came to an
alleyway. He turned down the refuse-filled alley looking for a way
past the guards without being seen. It took him several minutes
moving through the maze-like, narrow streets until Cole arrived
behind the old warehouse. After making sure he was all alone, Cole
dug out his mini-UAV and activated it again. “Fly into the building
and find Sheridan,” said Cole into his watch.

With a flutter of its wings, the drone sped
off. Programmed to seek out pre-recorded targets, Cole had ensured
that as many pictures as he could find of Sheridan were stored in
the machine’s memory.

Cole found himself nervously tapping his
right foot on the ground as the UAV flew in through a broken window
on the second floor of the building and began its search.

 


The sound of his stomach grumbling reminded Sheridan
that he hadn’t eaten a decent meal in days. He rolled over and sat
up on his cot. His body ached everywhere. After being discovered,
he had been beaten mercilessly until he couldn’t stand. Over the
past month, the daily punishment meted out by his jailers had
driven him to the breaking point.

The room he was being held in used to be for
the storage of perlinium. As such, it had a thick steel door and
equally sturdy walls to keep the radiation that had once been there
from leaking out. The only light in his cell came from a
battery-powered lamp which hung from the roof.

Sheridan stood up on the cold floor. He was
so weak that his head began to spin. Sheridan took a couple of deep
breaths to clear his head. His feet were bare. The guards had taken
his boots from him to prevent him from trying to escape. Sheridan
shuffled to the closed door, balled up his fist, and banged on the
locked door. “Hey, you outside, I’m starving. Can I at least have a
last meal before you burn me at the stake?”

“Step back, heretic,” ordered someone from
the other side of the door.

Sheridan had just moved back a couple of
paces when the heavy door swung open, missing his face by
millimeters. A man with a pistol in his hand greeted him. “I was
told to guard you, not feed you.”

“Yeah, but I bet you weren’t told to starve
me to death either. How about a sandwich or a bowl of soup?”

“I’ll ask, but I doubt anyone will want to
waste food on a nonbeliever like yourself. Now step back and take a
seat on your bed while I send someone to ask.” The guard pulled the
door shut and called out to someone.

Sheridan grumbled under his breath, turned
around, and hobbled back to his cot. The ribs on his right side
ached from the last beating he had taken. He gritted his teeth as
he lowered himself down. The sound of an insect buzzing near his
ear added to Sheridan’s miserable mood. He raised a hand to swat it
away but froze when he thought he heard a familiar voice calling
his name.

“I’m going mad,” said Sheridan.

“No, you’re not,” replied Cole through a
tiny, but powerful, speaker built into the underside of the drone.
“Now sit still and listen up.”

Sheridan lowered his hand as the UAV landed
behind his right ear. His heart began to race. He couldn’t believe
his friend was somewhere nearby. His despondent mood faded by the
second.

“You’re a hard man to find,” said Cole.
“Listen to me. We don’t have a lot of time to waste talking. Keep
your answers short. Are you fit enough to make it out of there on
your own two feet?”

“No,” whispered Sheridan.

“Not to worry, I’ll figure something out. How
many guards do they have in there?”

“Let me think. Four . . . maybe five.”

“Weapons?”

“Military-issue assault rifles and pistols. I
haven’t seen any heavy weapons.”

“Okay, sit tight but be prepared to move as
best you can when I bust you out of there.”

“Thanks, Alan,” said Sheridan, his voice
cracked with emotion.

“Don’t thank me yet; I haven’t gotten you out
of there.”

 


Cole lowered his watch from his face and looked
around. He grinned when he saw a couple six-wheeled, all-terrain
vehicles parked outside of a small apartment block. Cole brought a
finger up and tapped his ear. “Red, did you catch all of that?”

“I sure did,” replied Wendy. “I take it
you’re going to alter the pre-arranged escape plan?”

“Yeah. We have no choice but to go with the
alternate extraction point. Captain Sheridan won’t make it down the
mountain.”

“Okay, I’ll let Snow White know. Call me when
you’re on the move, and we’ll meet you at extraction point
Bravo.”

“Will do.” Cole took a deep breath to calm
the butterflies in his stomach. He knew it was now or never. After
taking one last look over at the complacent guards, Cole strode
straight toward the ATVs and jumped into the driver’s seat of the
nearest vehicle. He pressed the start button. Its electrical engine
started up. Cole placed the vehicle in gear and backed up. He swung
the wheel around and pressed his foot down on the accelerator. The
vehicle’s tires dug into the dirt road and propelled the ATV
forward. Cole calmly drove past the guards and made his way to the
back of the building. He parked the vehicle, jumped out, and ran to
the nearest door. Cole wasn’t surprised to find it was bolted from
the inside. A locked door wasn’t going to slow him down. He reached
into his vest, brought out a small aerosol can and pressed down on
the nozzle. A red foam shot out, covering the door handle. Less
than a second later, the thermite foam reacted with the air and
melted the lock.

With a loud creak, the door swung open.

In one fluid motion, Cole drew one of his
concealed pistols and brought it up, cautiously stepping inside. He
glanced down at the map of the building on his watch his drone
provided. Sheridan was being held in a storeroom down the hall and
to the left of where Cole was. With his pistol at the ready, he
walked down the corridor until he came to the end. Cole took a
quick glance around the corner and spotted three men standing
outside of the cell, chatting.

He would have had no regret in killing all
three men, but he needed to keep things as quiet as possible. If
just one of the men survived to sound the alarm, his escape plan
would fail. Cole thought about his dilemma for a few seconds before
rummaging through the pockets of his jacket. He pulled out a small
metal ball, pressed down on a red button, and counted to three in
his head. When he reached three, Cole dropped to one knee, turned
the corner, and rolled the ball down the hall at the men.

None of the guards saw the ball coming toward
them until it was too late. With built-in sensors, the
anti-personnel device detected the body heat from the men and
jumped up into the air. In the blink of an eye, several small darts
shot out of the grenade. Each one contained enough stored
electrical charge to drop a grown man.

Cole didn’t wait for the last man to drop. He
got back up on his feet and strode toward the locked cell. On the
wooden floor, the guards writhed in agony before passing out from
the powerful charge running through their bodies.

Cole brought his watch to his lips. “Captain,
are you ready to get the hell out of here?”

“Damn right I am,” replied Sheridan.

Cole saw there was a keypad on the wall which
controlled access to the room. He regretted not taking one of the
men and pounding the passcode out of him. If Cole entered the wrong
code, he knew an alarm would sound. Cole placed a hand on the steel
door and realized that his can of thermite foam wouldn’t be
sufficient to open it. He tapped his foot on the floor while he
thought. Cole smiled when he remembered he still had one more trick
up his sleeve. He removed a small container from his pocket, pulled
off the lid, and tapped out the contents into his other hand. Two
small ant-sized robots sat in the palm of his hand. The heat in his
hand activated the minuscule devices. He placed his hand next to
the keypad and gave the command, “Open.”

The two robots scurried off Cole’s hand and
crawled up onto the keypad. Within seconds, they found a way inside
and disappeared from sight. With nanocomputers built into the
bodies of the two machines, they looked for a way to open the
closed door. Not one to blindly trust technology, Cole could see
himself taking the time to learn more about small robots in the
future.

With a loud click, the cell door opened.

Cole pulled the door all the way open and
walked into the room. He forced himself not to grimace when he saw
how roughed up his friend looked.

“What took you so long?” asked Sheridan as he
got to his feet.

“You know me, sir. I had to stop for a pint
or two before coming to rescue you,” replied Cole.

Sheridan took a step forward, only to buckle
at the knees in pain.

Cole dashed forward, scooped up his friend in
his right arm, and lifted him up over his shoulder. “Hang on, sir.
I’ll have you out of here in no time.”

Sheridan didn’t answer. He had passed
out.

Cole moved back into the hallway and began to
run. When he arrived at the all-terrain vehicle, he gently laid
Sheridan down in the passenger seat. Cole removed his vest and
jacket and draped them over Sheridan to hide him from view.

He tapped his ear. “Red, I have the package.
He’s in bad shape. I’m leaving for the RV. I expect to be there in
the next ten minutes or less.”

“Roger that,” answered Wendy. “We are
beginning our descent from orbit.”

An alarm blared over the loudspeakers spread
throughout the town. Cole swore. Someone must have found the
incapacitated guards. He leaped into his seat and started up the
vehicle. He placed it in drive and floored the accelerator. Cole
turned the ATV around and drove as fast as he could away from the
jail.

Up ahead, Cole saw a man holding a rifle step
out onto the street and raise a hand. Cole wasn’t going to stop for
anyone. He clenched the steering wheel tight in hands and aimed the
ATV at the armed man. With less than a couple of meters to go, the
man threw his gun down and ran for his life.

The whip-like cracking sound of projectiles
flying over his head made Cole duck. He glanced over at the
driver’s-side mirror and swore when he saw a couple of armed men
firing in his direction. Cole turned the wheel in his hands. The
ATV careened over to the right and then to the left as Cole hoped
to throw off his attackers’ aim. It worked, but not before a burst
of gunfire struck the vehicle, tearing apart the rear lights and a
box of supplies strapped to the back.

Cole took the next corner at full speed. His
stolen ATV’s worn tires slid across the dirt and hit the back of an
eight-wheeled transport vehicle, crushing in the front end of the
ATV. Cole hadn’t bothered with a seatbelt and shot forward,
slamming his chest into his steering wheel. He saw bright flashes
of white light before his eyes. Cole let out a pained moan as the
air escaped his lungs. He didn’t doubt he had bruised a rib or two
in the crash. With his chest feeling as if it were on fire, Cole
climbed out the wreck and looked around for another vehicle. His
eyes fixed on a stationary hoverbike on the other side of the
street. Cole had never driven one before, but he didn’t care. He
reached down, hauled Sheridan’s limp body over his shoulder, and
jogged over to the bike.

An angry-looking man walked out of a
building, waving his fist at Cole. “Hold on a minute, mister!”
yelled the man. “You idiot. You hit my truck. What’s your
name?”

Cole brought up his pistol and fired a shot
over the man’s head, sending him running for cover. At the
hoverbike, Cole placed Michael down on the driver’s seat before
getting on in front of his friend. He took a hold of the arms on
the jacket he had put on Sheridan and wrapped them around both of
their waists. It wasn’t ideal, but he didn’t have anything better
to use to keep his friend from falling off the bike. Cole looked
down at the vehicle’s control panel and found the start button. The
vehicle’s jet engine roared as the hoverbike lifted up off the
ground to the height of a man and hovered there motionlessly. Cole
looked down at the running boards and saw a pedal. He placed his
foot over it and gently pushed down. The bike jumped forward a few
meters, startling Cole. He recovered quickly, leaned forward, and
gently applied pressure to the pedal.

With a loud whine from the engine, the
hoverbike shot off down the road. Cole aimed the vehicle toward the
tunnel he had come in from and hoped he could figure out how to
stop it when the time came.

On the ground beside him, Cole noticed a dark
shadow closing in fast. He glanced over his shoulder and shook his
head when he saw another hoverbike flying in the air about twenty
meters back from him. Cole leaned over and steered his bike down an
alleyway, trying to make it hard for his pursuer to get off a clean
shot. Dirt and debris flew up in the air behind his bike as he
raced down the tight passageway.

Automatic gunfire from above struck the
building beside Cole, showering him with plaster chips. He turned
his body slightly and fired off a burst at his tormentor. The other
bike, struck several times on its undercarriage, peeled away.

Cole burst from the alley and turned his
hoverbike back toward his escape route. He floored the accelerator.
The tunnel entrance came into view. Cole looked up at the steering
bar for the vehicle’s brake. He didn’t want to speed into the
darkened mine with a vehicle going well over sixty kilometers an
hour. Cole was about to place his hand on the only lever he could
see, when the bike in pursuit dove out of the air and took up a
position right next to him. The other driver brought up his pistol
to fire. Cole reached for his weapon but realized the other man had
the jump on him. There was only one thing he could do. Cole tapped
the brake lever with his hand. His bike fell back just as Cole’s
pursuer opened fire.

The bullets went wide of their mark.

Cole grabbed his pistol and shot a long burst
into the other driver, sending his body tumbling off his hoverbike.
Without a rider, the bike plummeted to the ground and crashed into
the side of an abandoned hut, smashing it to pieces.

The tunnel was now less than fifty meters
away. Cole applied the brake and felt the vehicle decelerate. As
the bike came to a stop, its jet engine stirred up a cloud of dust,
enveloping the bike. Cole switched off the power and jumped from
the hoverbike. With Sheridan balanced over his shoulder, Cole ran
into the darkened passageway. He willed himself to ignore the
burning pain he felt in his chest. Cole reached into a pocket and
pulled out two anti-personnel devices. He activated them both and
threw them back down the tunnel. If anyone was foolish enough to
follow him, they were in for an unpleasant surprise.

It didn’t take him long to make his way back
to his hidden equipment. With minutes to go before Tarina and Wendy
arrived, Cole knew it would be pointless wasting time putting his
survival suit back on. Besides, Sheridan was still unconscious and
unable to dress himself. Cole dug through his pack and took out two
rebreathers. He placed one over Sheridan’s mouth and the other over
his own. With enough air for ten minutes, Cole was counting on his
friends’ timely arrival to save them from asphyxiation. He opened
the door to the elevator and laid Sheridan on the floor, before
pressing the up button.

Cole tapped his ear. “Red, this is the Big
Bad Wolf, we’re on our way up. What is your ETA?”

“One minute,” replied Wendy.

Cole smiled. “See you soon.”

There wasn’t a better flight team anywhere in
the Sixth Fleet. He was lucky to count the two women among his
closest friends. Cole felt his ears pop as the elevator
depressurized on its way to the surface. The second the door slid
open, Cole picked up his friend and jogged down the rocky passage
until he reached the opening.

Cole cursed when he saw that the storm hadn’t
abated. Sand flew through the air, stinging his exposed skin. He
brought up a hand to block the wind and looked up into the darkened
sky. A second later, a flashing red light came into view, followed
by several more. Cole stepped back inside the tunnel as Tarina
brought her ship down until it was level with the opening.

On the side of the craft, a door slid open.
Wendy stood there in her survival suit with a harness on to prevent
her from being knocked out of the ship by the powerful winds
buffeting it.

“Let’s go,” said Wendy in Cole’s
earpiece.

Cole never hesitated. With a burst of speed
from his legs, he ran straight for the open door. At the last
second, he leaped up into the air and landed inside a small cargo
bay. Behind him, Wendy slammed her hand on a button, closing the
door.

“I’ve got them,” said Wendy.

“Hang on, I’m taking us out of this storm,”
announced Tarina over the ship’s speakers.

Cole gently placed Sheridan down in a chair
and then sat down as the craft shot straight up. It took mere
seconds for Tarina to bring her Fury-class, long-range, scout
vessel well above the planet’s surface.

The red warning lights in the back of the
ship switched off. The vessel’s computer said, “Re-pressurization
complete, it is now safe to remove all breathing devices.”

Cole pulled down his and Sheridan’s
masks.

“How is he?” asked Wendy.

“I’m not sure,” replied Cole. “His body is
covered in bruises and scars. It looks like the bastards back there
had a great time torturing him.”

“Any sign of Harry Williams?”

Cole shook his head. “I never stopped to ask.
Perhaps the good captain will be able to tell us when he wakes up.
Do you have something I can give him?”

Wendy handed Cole an emergency medkit. “I
have to go up front and help Tarina with the jump. I’ll be back as
soon as we’re on our way.”

“How long will it take us to rendezvous with
our support ship?”

“Two and a half days.”

Cole opened the first aid container and got
to work. He was far from being a doctor, but he had patched up
enough people on the battlefield that he knew enough to keep his
friend alive until a trained medic could look at him.

The sound of the ship’s engines making the
jump to faster-than-light travel filled the back of the ship before
turning silent as the vessel raced through the stars.

“Oh, God, he looks like he’s barely alive,”
said Tarina as she slid into the chair next to Sheridan. She
reached over and ran a hand through her lover’s matted hair. Tears
filled the corners of her eyes.

“He’ll be okay,” said Cole, trying to
reassure Tarina. “He’s actually been through worse.”

Tarina canted her head, telling Cole she
didn’t believe him.

“Well, almost as bad as this.”

“Wendy said you have no idea if Williams was,
or had ever been, in the cult’s camp.”

“That’s correct. I was a bit too busy to chat
with the locals.”

“I hope all of this was worth it.”

“I’m sure it was,” said Cole, trying to say
what he thought Tarina wanted to hear. “Come on, let’s get him into
a bunk so he can rest properly until we RV with our support
vessel.”
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The door to the medical bay slid open.

Michael Sheridan turned his head and smiled
when he saw Cole and Tarina walk in together. Cole was carrying a
tray of food with him. Sheridan’s long black hair had been cut
short. His scraggly beard was also gone.

“Thought you might like something other than
hospital food,” said Cole. “You need to put some weight back on
your slender bones. I’ve seen the crap they’ve been feeding you,
and I wouldn’t give it to a Kurgan prisoner to eat.”

“Thanks,” said Sheridan as he took the tray
and placed it on his lap. He lifted the plastic cover and saw a
healthy helping of spaghetti with meat sauce. His stomach rumbled
at the thought of eating real food.

Cole and Tarina grabbed a couple of chairs
and sat down. Their voyage back home was nearing its end. They had
been in transit for seven days and would be ending their jump in
less than six hours’ time above Illum Prime, the home of the Sixth
Fleet.

“I spoke with Doctor Kim and she says you’re
doing remarkably well,” said Tarina.

“Uh-huh,” replied Sheridan between mouthfuls
of food.

“In fact, aside from some reconditioning and
exercise, you’ll soon be fit enough to resume your regular
duties.”

Sheridan nodded as he shoveled in another
heaping forkful of spaghetti.

“So you’re feeling fine?”

“I guess so,” said Sheridan as he wiped his
face clean with a napkin.

“Good, so you won’t mind if I do this,” said
Tarina, standing up with a seductive smile on her face.

Sheridan smiled. He puckered up and waited
for a kiss. Instead, like a trap being sprung, Tarina leaped
forward and grabbed Sheridan by his pajama shirt collar and yanked
him toward her.

“Don’t you ever pull a stunt like that ever
again, Michael Sheridan,” warned Tarina through clenched teeth. She
let go of his collar with her left hand and pointed at Cole. “Do
you see that man sitting there?”

Sheridan nodded. He could see the anger in
Tarina’s eyes. It was like a raging fire.

“You’re not to go anywhere without him by
your side, or I’ll kill you. Got it?”

Sheridan was tongue-tied. He looked over at
Cole for help but saw his friend and mentor smiling at his
predicament.

“I asked you a question, Michael. Do you get
it?”

“Yes, I hear you. I was only trying to do the
right thing.”

Tarina let go of Sheridan and stepped back.
“All you had to do was wait a little while longer for Master
Sergeant Cole to get out of the hospital and you could have
followed your lead together. As it was, it took Alan weeks to track
you down. If he hadn’t shown up when he did, you’d be dead right
now.”

“I know and I’m forever in his debt for
pulling me out of there, but there’s a war on, and finding Harry
Williams is my mission right now.”

“Our mission,” corrected Cole. “Or at
least, it was.”

“What’s that mean? Have we been fired?”
Sheridan was confused. Tracking down Harry Williams and the stolen
Alpha-Virus had become an obsession with him.

“No, just reassigned. I’ll tell you more when
Captain Pheto is finished with you.”

“A lot has happened since you’ve been gone,
Michael,” said Tarina.

“Such as?” asked Sheridan.

“There has been a wholesale reorganization of
the armed forces. Your father no longer just commands the Sixth
Fleet, he’s now responsible for a much larger force of Fleet,
Marine and Army personnel.”

“The proper title for your father’s new
command is the Sixth Combined Task Force,” pointed out Cole. “As
such he was forced to transfer his flag from the Colossus to
the supercarrier, Intrepid.”

“I doubt he liked that very much,” said
Sheridan, knowing how fond his father was of his old ship.

“No, I’m sure he had to be dragged over to
the Intrepid, but there’s where we’ll find him. Because of
the reorganization, his staff has doubled in size. Captain Killam
is still our boss, but he now answers to a Marine brigadier general
who is your father’s new chief of staff.”

“The general is a different sort. He’s a
bundle of nervous energy,” said Tarina, shaking her head.

“I take it my dad is as pissed with me as you
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