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Kay has no official family, no official name, just a gene line designation
and a crappy future thanks to the Nassien Research Division. As the sole Terran
genetic experiment in a Novan Marine outfit, her life is a never-ending
conflict.

 

When her Novan ship comes under attack from unknown assailants,
she becomes a part of the dreaded Black March and an aide to the enigmatic
Lieutenant Colonel Nassien. As the only world she's ever known crumbles around
her she no longer knows who to trust.

 

 





 

For
Ma, who raised us all to know better, 

even
if we don’t act it sometimes.





 

Chapter
1

 

“Private
First Class Kay Deetchu, prep them on the details of the mission.” Corporal Jax
waved Kay forward and stepped down from the podium. 

Kay took his place on the podium and flicked on the vid.
The Chun asteroid belt displayed behind her with an overlay of the mining
colonies their squads were liberating from the Terrans. “These are the four
main asteroids—Yuan, Yin, Tan, and Xi.”

She
switched the vid to show the Novan mining camp on the fourth asteroid. “Second
squad is combining with the Third and Fourth fire team to secure the processing
plant on Xi. We drop ship in, and Fourth fire team blows a hole for us in this
gray blob. The original mining company specs say this opens into a maintenance
tunnel. Fourth fire team stays there to protect our exit while the rest of us
secure the facility section by section.” 

Kay
flicked off the vid. “The Terrans have had three months to revamp the defenses
they blew away when they captured the mining colonies, but Novan Intel doesn't
think they've modified much.” 

Kay
paused to let the grumbling settle down. No one trusted Intel, at least no one
who wanted to live through their next mission. She didn't join the grumbling,
for Jax's sake. 

“The Kasai
will maneuver close enough to our designated target to drop ship us in, and
then it will back off and let the rest of the big-gun warships in the convoy
take over close range offensive positions. It’s standard-issue bio suits and
station-safe munitions only once we’re inside the plant.”

Kay
left the platform. “Suit up and be on your assigned drop ship in twenty
minutes.”

“Dismissed,”
Jax said.

The
rest of the Marines filed out as he stood by the hatch to give each squad
member a nod or a pat on the back, as if his newbie squad leader role wasn’t
obvious enough.

Kay was
the last one out. “Pat my back, and you’ll lead your first mission with a
broken arm.”

“You
think I was too friendly?” he asked as he pulled the mission-room hatch shut
behind them. 

“No,
just the right amount of ‘You’re about to get your ass blown off’ friendly.
You’re a two-meter bundle of red, Tarquin-mongrel nerves.” Four years of
watching each other’s backs didn’t mean she was going to coddle him on his
first lead mission.

Jax
ignored her gibe and led the way down the narrow passageway aft toward midship.
The Kasai wasn’t a big ship, not for the Nassien Military Corporation,
but it had the usual buzz of pre-mission preparation. Black boots pounded along
on the composite deck plates as blue-suited navy personnel rushed past them,
and Marines from other squads filed in their same general direction. The ship
intercom bellowed commands and mission status that added to the grating noise
level. They walked down three passageways on two decks before they reached
their quarters. The ship and all personnel, Navy and Marine, belonged to
Nassien Military, but the hatch to their quarters was marked by the distinct
grey star and crescent over a red planet backdrop that signified the 28th
Marine Regiment.

Jax
pulled open the hatch. The chatter of fourteen Marines, the combined Second and
Third Squads, accosted them as they entered. Tight bunks stacked three levels
high, the space between each packed with uniform lockers and mission-gear
lockers. 

Kay
went to her bunk and flipped open her gear locker. She stripped down to tan
shorts and tank top. She faced her drab brown bio suit and started the process
of suiting up. The tight-fitting suit was tailored to her exact proportions to
ensure constant pressurization in the brief time they would be exposed on the
asteroid’s surface. That meant it was a bitch to pull on, as attested by the
random grunts and curses around her as her squad mates suited up. 

Ten
minutes of fighting her way into the suit and then the boots, and she was
nearly ready to go. She pulled out a gray Terran flak vest from her locker and
slipped it over her bio suit. It was an awkward fit, but the vest would stop
station-save bullets, and not even the Terrans would be stupid enough to stock
anything else inside the mine processing plant. She and Jax scavenged the vests
off two Terran corpses on their last mission. Not exactly by the book, but
their commanding officer didn’t punish ingenuity.

Jax
struggled harder with his vest. “I’m not ready for this.”

She
holstered her knife and pistol, then tightened the flak vest straps for him and
slipped his oxygen tank into place. “C. O. says differently. You made
corporal.” She took a pinch of qat and sealed the rest in her suit pocket,
along with a little something extra for when they landed. She tucked the qat
between her teeth and cheek before she pulled on her gloves. 

“Field
promotion because you refused to admit that last mission was your success, not
mine.”

Kay
grabbed her helmet and turned her back to him. “Basic survival instinct.”
Leadership potential wasn’t part of her gene-study, and she didn’t go the extra
kilometer for anyone but Jax. She had one goal every mission—stay alive, keep
him alive. It was as simple as that.

The
assembly deck held thirty drop ships, one per fire team for maximum
maneuverability. Fifteen squads scrambled through the rows of ships to board.
Kay’s ship was the third in line, a tan oblong with atmospheric wings retracted
and loading ramp extended. Jax nodded his approval to the deck crew and pilot
as they finished their final prep for takeoff. They ignored him. Post-mission,
she needed a serious talk with that Tarquin if he was going to keep up with
this I’m-in-command crap.

Valderrama,
their explosives expert, and the new kid were already in their cramped section
of the drop ship when she and Jax arrived. Valderrama was barrel-chested,
middle-aged, and too proud for his own good. She knew nothing about the new kid
except she was too young, too small, and too scared. 

Kay slid into her seat next to Jax. She tightened the
strap on her oxygen tank and spat out a stream of qat juice. It wouldn’t be the
worst thing the cleaning crew would scrub off the deck by the end of this
mission. She turned to Jax. “How long?”

Jax
slipped on his helmet. His eyes took on that distant look that meant he was
accessing his Heads-Up Display. “HUD says fifteen minutes to drop.”

Jax’s
mixed-breed Tarquin skin went even redder than normal as he fiddled with every
strap and buckle on his suit and double-checked the line from his oxygen tank.
His eyes flicked back and forth across his HUD, presumably as he scanned the
status of every Marine under his command.

“You
want some?” Kay tapped her traveling pharmacy sealed in her other suit pocket.
She had a pill for every kind of mission and for the downtimes in between.

Jax
shook his head. He was the only one who knew the extent of her stash. It was
much better than the Neuro-X they gave every grunt to kill pain, and the
Dexalin to stimulate coagulation on wounds. 

Valderrama
on the other hand, thought chewing qat was her main vice. “He’s not desperate
to look like a real Novan. You can chew qat and dye your hair black, but you’re
still pasty-faced Terran mierda.” 

Kay
squeezed a stream spit through her teeth that landed on Valderrama’s brown
boots. “Whether I’m cloned from Terran shit or homegrown clanless Novan shit
like you, it won’t matter when the bullets fly, Private.”

Valderrama’s
tanned face darkened in a rage that triggered an extra strong dose of his unique
Novan scent. A dose like that from a woman would have had her weak in the
knees. From him, it turned her stomach. 

“Still
sensitive about that demotion?” she said. “I can give you some pointers next
time you go for a civilian.”

“You’re
no better with women,” he said through clenched teeth.

Kay’s
grin widened. “None of my dates ever filed charges against me.”

That
was one taunt too many for him. He lunged for her, but she was faster. She used
his momentum to flatten him against the bulkhead and had her knife wrapped
around his oxygen line before he could retaliate.

“You
want to breathe on this mission,” she said, “or does your pure Novan blood let
you suck asteroid dust in place of air?”

Jax
stepped in. “That’s enough, Kay.” When she didn’t budge, he pulled rank. “Step
down, Private First Class.”

It was
a direct order, but he’d managed a subtle dig by using her full rank, one grade
above Valderrama’s. Jax had her back, as always.

Kay let
go of Valderrama’s oxygen line, but she didn’t sheathe her knife until he
turned his back to her and maneuvered to the other end of their cramped space.
She rolled her shoulders to let go of the tension and leaned back against her
harness, spitting out the rest of her qat. The new kid’s eyes were on her, but
she was smart enough to keep out of it. Maybe she’d survive the first mission
and earn the right to a name.

Kay
wouldn’t admit how much Valderrama’s digs pissed her off. Her Terran origins
isolated her even more than Jax’s mixed-Tarquin blood. His was a
fourth-generation gene line, closer to direct integration into the Novan gene
pool. She was UT status—unaltered Terran, first-generation, from the Novan’s
worst enemy. 

Terrans
had tried to boot Novans out of the human race, and that wasn’t something the
Novans were inclined to forgive. Generations of Novan genetic manipulation made
them physically and mentally superior, but no longer genetically pure as far as
Terrans were concerned. Terrans compensated for being genetically left-behind
with a heavy dependence on extensive integrated implants. They protected their
genetic purity, while Novans made it all but sacrilegious to alter the human
body with non-biological material. 

Kay was
in the middle of that mess, cloned from a Terran prisoner who caught the eye of
the Nassien military establishment for exceptional natural combat skills. Jax
had a similar background, but his gene line was further along. The Nassien
Genetics Division mixed genes with other species like kids mixed paints in
preschool, but Kay and Jax were the only two gene-line clones in the 28th
Regiment. It was what made them closer than family to each other. 

Kay
locked on her helmet just as her comm came alive with a direct feed from their
C.O. “Drop ship in five. Anyone who dies on this mission is on my shit list.”

He
wasn’t a motivational speaker, but he’d kept most of them alive for the past
seven months, all except Yang. Kay eyed up Yang’s replacement. She didn’t hold
much hope for the kid. The new kid gave off a strong scent of fear, one that
would have had Kay wrapping her in a protective bubble, if she hadn’t long
since learned how to control her instinctual Terran reaction to Novan scent
variations. She hadn’t let those scents control her since her first Novan
girlfriend. 

Novan
pheromones were another one of those genetic differences between her and
everyone else but Jax. No wonder they clung to each other like family. She
couldn’t detect and resist the effects of Novan pheromones on her without
special modifications—modifications she got on the black market after being
dumped by that girlfriend. 

Jax
settled down to a mild panic. “Countdown’s starting. Strap in.”

Kay
buckled into her harness. The drop ship jolted seconds later as it was
jettisoned from the belly of the Kasai. Her stomach dropped to her toes
for an instant before their drop ship’s engines kicked in and accelerated them
toward their landing zone. She slipped a special green pill out of her pocket
and tucked it under her upper lip. Prilax was a fast-acting stimulant. She
wouldn’t waste its effects until she had her automatic rifle pointed at
something worth shooting.

“Shit!”
Jax was on the private com to her, not a good sign.

“What’s
wrong?”

“Fourth
fire team’s drop ship malfunctioned. We’re going in without them. How the hell
are we supposed to keep going with a third less firepower?”

Kay’s
mind sped through their options and latched onto the best tactical alternative.
“Order Valderrama to blow the hole. He and the kid stay behind to guard the
exit while we join the Third fire team for the section-by-section sweep.”

“She
can’t stay behind. She’s your ammo backup.”

Shit.
Kay didn’t want baby-sitting duties with the new kid, but a fire team had only
so much flexibility. Jax was right; she needed the kid with her.

He
squirmed out of his harness while he sent everyone their new mission
responsibilities over their squad-com channel.

“What
the hell are you doing?” she asked when he tore off his flak vest and tossed it
at the new kid.

“It’ll
keep her alive,” he said.

Kay
wasn’t going to take that bet. The kid looked like she was going to vomit in
her helmet as she buckled up the oversized vest. This mission was going
straight to hell, and they hadn’t even landed yet.

The
deck rumbled under Kay’s boots. Landing gear down. The kid and Jax were back in
their harness, and Valderrama was giving her the same look he did before every
mission, the look that said, “Is this the one you’re gonna turn on us, Terran
bitch?”

She
gave him back the same enigmatic smile she did on every mission. Let the
bastard sweat a little. 

She
flicked on her HUD and watched their approach on the external camera feed. The
asteroid’s surface filled the view, a yellow-like beach sand, but this beach
had too many boulders and no water. They approached the Jahan Depression, a
relatively smooth plain where the ore was mined. The main mining pit, evident
by the slag heap that rose thirty meters high above it, dominated the near
side. The first mining dome rose from the surface like an off-white soap
bubble. That was the target for a different squad, and she saw the distinct
dots of those drop ships approaching it. Her target appeared on the horizon,
smaller than the first dome, but marked by her HUD with three red dots. She
didn’t need them to see the defensive cannons visible above the dome. They were
already active and targeting their ships. Neutralizing the cannons was her job,
assuming they survived the landing.

“We’re
on the ground in ten,” Jax said. 

They were ten slow seconds as the drop ship dipped and
swerved to avoid the cannon fire. If they were the original mining company
cannons, and if they operated as badly as they had three months ago, and if the
Terrans hadn’t upgraded them, Kay and her squad would survive. It was a lot of
ifs.

One
final steep dive ended in a teeth-jarring thud. They were dirt-bound. Kay was
first out of her harness and at the exit hatch, waiting for the go signal from
Jax. She switched her multi-ammo rifle to nuclear bullets and started sucking
air through her helmet’s oxygen feed. Jax gave her the nod, and she slapped the
hatch trigger at the same time she bit into the Prilax pill.

The
world slowed as Kay’s mind sped from the first rush of the drug. She could feel
every heartbeat, every blink of her eyes like she was watching it all on slow
motion video. She had the first cannon in her sites before the hatch finished
sliding open. With the cockiness of unmatched firing accuracy, she fired a
single round and shifted to line up the second cannon before her HUD registered
the hit and explosion of the first. She neutralized the second just as easily.
The third got off one round before Kay blasted the cannon to bits. Not even her
drug-enhanced reflexes could shoot down the incoming ordinance. 

She and
Valderrama were out of the hatch before the explosion took out the front of
their drop ship. So much for the pilot. She looked back to see the new kid on
the deck with Jax sprawled across her. Always the freaking hero.

“If
you’re not in heat, get off the kid and get out here,” she said on their
private channel. He grunted in reply and rolled off. After a spot check of his
gear and the kid’s, they were out beside Kay. Jax looked back at the mess of
their ship. Even the hero knew there was no hope for their pilot. He’d blame
himself for that one.

He
turned back to them. “Station-safe ammo.”

As the
only one firing outside the dome, Kay was the only squad member needing to
switch ammo packs. She pulled out her nuke pack and switched it with the
station-safe pack the kid held out for her. 

Valderrama
and Jax popped up an emergency dome extension, large enough for one person.
With the extension in place, the dome would not register a loss of atmospheric
pressure when they blew the hatch. Valderrama was already tacking the
explosives to the maintenance hatch when Third fire team landed behind their
ruined ship. Kay’s HUD registered the presence of four more friendlies as Third
fire team exited their ship. They were all under Jax’s command and awaited
orders.

On
Jax’s signal, Valderrama blew a hole in the hatch. He crawled out of the
emergency dome extension in a cloud of dust. “Atmosphere secure.” He was a
jackass, but he was good at what he did. 

“Everyone
in.” Jax started to lead the way, but Kay shoved him back.

She
slapped his unprotected bio suit. “You’re on hatch watch, remember?” She
couldn’t see his face but she knew he was regretting his decision to stay
behind with Valderrama. Too late for second thoughts. 

Kay
crawled through the hole first and grabbed the ladder that led down into the
underground facility. “Come on, kid.” 

Kay’s
HUD switched to overlay a map of the maintenance tunnels they were heading
into. She registered the new kid at her back and four more following her down
the ladder.





 

Chapter
2

 

Gene
Study – KDTU-02128 Project Initiation-3046 AH

 

Nassien Military Research Division received preliminary concept
approval for gene line designate KDTU-02128. Gene expression profiling was
initiated on a batch of 700 blastocysts with an 83% success ratio. Second stage
proceeded on 150 embryos for selective gene blocking. This stage was
inconclusive with 63% showing extreme sensitivity to the procedure ending in
early terminations. The project received funding for a repeat second stage and
used an experimental gene blocking procedure on the next batch of embryos. Four
preliminary target gene sets were identified. The project is scheduled to move
into third stage cloning in 3047 AH with approval for an initial batch of ten
replicants (Gen 3, Crèche D).

 

Prilax
settled in Kay’s system with a steady mid-range stim level that would last at
least two hours, enough time to live or die on this mission. She dropped from
the ladder and scanned the tunnel in both directions. Nothing. The tunnel had
the bare minimum for access lighting, but it was enough. Her HUD map directed
her to the right, and she trotted down that direction with the kid at her
heels. The two of them took up position at the first intersection. Her HUD
registered nothing but the background hum of the overhead pipes. 

Two
from the Third fire team leapfrogged in front. So far so good, but this was the
easy part. The Terrans wouldn’t have had enough prior warning to set up live
resistance in the maintenance tunnels. The only risk was if they’d mined it.
Forward progress was limited to two guinea pigs at a time.

A dull
series of leapfrogs later, and they made it to the facility entrance. 

“In
position,” Kay said over the comm link to Jax.

“No
situational updates from here,” he said. “Stay alive.”

Kay looked
back at the combined team. “Final ammo check.”

She
checked the kid’s ammo herself. No way was she sucking asteroid dust because
the new kid didn’t know the difference between station-safe and hull-blasting
bullets. The rest of the team gave her the thumbs up. Everyone was ready.

She was
blind to what was on the other side of the hatch. It should be the chamber for
the unmanned cyclone mineral separators, but given the number of bunker-buster
bombs the Terrans had fired on this asteroid to “soften up the resistance,”
there could be anything from a gaping hole into space, to an operational
separator chugging away at asteroid rock to produce a steady stream of usable
ore and disposable slag. 

One way
to find out. She waved Third fire team’s strongest grunt forward. “Let’s go.”

He
started pulling on the manual hatch lever. The hatch had to be at least five
centimeters thick as it rose vertically over Kay’s head. A stream of smoke
seeped into their tunnel from the opening. Not a good sign.

When
the hatch was less than halfway up, Kay crawled into the chamber with the kid
once again on her heels. There were only two sounds Kay could make out—the loud
groan of mechanical equipment still running and the unmistakable ping of enemy
fire. She scrambled for cover. The kid didn’t.

The
first two in from the Third fire team shoved the kid in Kay’s direction. They
found their own safety behind the biggest metal pipe Kay had ever seen—at least
twice the width of the hatch. The kid managed to drag herself behind Kay, while
the rest of Third fire team spread out on either side of the hatch. 

Kay’s
HUD registered breathable air, and she switched off her oxygen line. Waste not,
want not, and who knew what portions of the mining camp would lose oxygen
before the mission was completed. 

The
place smelled of grease and dirt. She didn’t know if the cloud of smoke around
them was a side effect of the cyclone separator at work or because the facility
had taken one too many hits from space. Either way, it definitely wasn’t
unmanned now.

“We’re
in,” she said. “Multiple enemies registering on HUD.” 

“I see
seven,” Jax said. As squad leader, he could network all their HUD output into
his own. “I need a wider angle to pinpoint locations.”

Kay
gave the signal, and the team spread further out, scrambling around the outer
perimeter of the chamber. She dragged the kid with her, using one of the
massive inlet pipes for protection. Everything was covered in a greasy layer of
muck, even the floor. Her brown bio suit was soot-black on the arms and legs,
but nothing as bad as the kid, who’d spent more time sprawled on the ground
than any sane Marine should.

“I got
’em,” Jax said. “Sending back target data now.”

Kay’s
HUD dimmed out the other enemies and tracked on two, one fifteen meters in
front of her and another thirty degrees to her right. The kid’s HUD would show
the same. “I’m on the right, you take forward.”

She
moved out, trusting her HUD output to keep her alive. It tracked both target
enemies. It also tracked the kid, who was sticking to her like glue instead of
taking out the alternate target. Stupid frigging kid.

She
fired a few random rounds to shake up her first target. The Terran scrambled in
the wrong direction, and Kay fired off one perfect shot. 

Her HUD
showed only one enemy now, at her left and dangerously close. The kid should
have neutralized that one, if she hadn’t been too young and too stupid. Kay
popped a shock grenade off to her left and dove to her right, dragging the
useless kid with her. The energy wave flattened them and blanked out her HUD.
It would come back in a minute or two, but that was long enough to end up dead.

“Running
blind,” she said through her com link. The kid was still with her, curled up
behind a conveyor belt wheel and looking like she was going to vomit. 

“Cross-correlating
Third fire team HUDs,” Jax said. She heard the strain in his voice. He wasn’t
the type to remotely control a battle. He needed to be on the inside. So did
she. “Okay, you’re clear for now. Maintain position until your HUD reboots.”

She
looked down at the kid, who had a bad case of the hiccups now. The kid hadn’t
fired a shot, a bad sign if she wanted to survive her first mission. Battle
shock wasn’t going to keep either of them alive. 

Kay’s
HUD came back on, and she registered one last enemy, still flat out from the
shock grenade. She grabbed the front of the kid’s bio suit. “You see that enemy
dot on your HUD?”

The kid
nodded.

“Kill
it.” She let the kid go and waited. Five seconds. Ten seconds. On her Prilax
rush, it felt like an eternity while the kid just cried. Sympathy wasn’t strong
in Kay’s gene line. She pulled her pistol out and aimed it at the kid. “Kill it
or I kill you. I’m not real picky which right now.”

Amazing
how fast a bullet can motivate even the young and stupid. The kid shouldered
her rifle, but didn’t take aim the way a sane person would. Instead, she
flipped to auto-fire and ran screaming around the equipment, spraying bullets
everywhere. 

Jax was
screaming in her ear a second later. “Kay! What’s happening?”

Kay
sprang up and followed the trail of bullets. “They gave us a green kid, that’s
what’s happening.” She passed the bullet-ridden corpse of the last enemy in
their immediate vicinity but the kid was already out the far hatch and tracking
down an unsecured passageway.

“Fourth
fire team just landed,” Jax said. “Hold position until we get there.”

“I
would if we had a position to hold.” She spun around the final conveyor and
bolted out the hatch less than two seconds after the kid. The stream of bullets
ended. Kay checked her HUD. It tracked no live enemies directly ahead, and only
one friendly. The lucky little shit survived. 

Kay
stepped over two bodies before she found the kid sitting on the floor next to
another body, her rifle at her feet. The tears were gone. In their place were
full-body tremors. The shock of first kill, or in this case, first four kills.
From slacker to overachiever. The kid would either speed her way through the
ranks, or snap and kill everyone. It was the same future every clanless Novan
brat faced in their first year in the war. 

Kay
picked up the kid’s rifle and handed it back to her. “This keeps you alive.
Never let it go.”

The kid
took it, but her eyes never left the corpse next to her. 

Kay
interposed herself between the two, breaking that eye contact, and turned




















































OPS/BloodofaTraitor-ebook.jpg





OPS/bloodofatraitor-ebook_files/image001.jpg
TERRAN-NOVAN UNIVERSE BOOK 2

BLOOD OF A
TRAITOR

SANDRA BARRET





OPS/bloodofatraitor-ebook_files/image002.jpg





