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  Chapter 1

  
  




“Move it numbnuts,” a grizzled veteran barked. The radio did nothing to mask his voice. Helmet to helmet transmission here was open channel, which meant everyone heard it. And they were set to receive, not transmit, so the recruits or new meat could just listen. Listen and obey.

Jon Renard rolled his head forward and marched away from the shuttle bay. The cargo ship that hovered over the dusty landing site blew particles of sand across the back of his spacesuit and helmet. He could hear the grit bouncing off the reinforced skin, but couldn’t feel it as it pelted him.

A hover car rolled beside him stacked with black sealed body bags. A tube dropped from the cargo bay and vacuumed the dead into the recently emptied compartment.

Sound didn’t carry in the thin atmosphere of Mars but Jon Renard watched it with ice gray eyes that squinted against the blowing dust even as his faceplate kept the grit from reaching him.

A half dozen warriors limped toward the shuttle, trudging in the sand and stirring up more grit for the ever present winds to catch.

The protective visors were down on their faceplates.

Jon couldn’t make out their features, but the scorch marks, rips and pressure bandages on their spacesuits told him they were fresh from battle, wounded.

“Welcome to Hell,” one of them muttered across the static filled radio to the dozen recruits standing around Jon.

“Don’t know where you’re going,” said the short man beside him.

Jon didn’t know his name, he didn’t know any of them, just strangers crammed together in the back of a metal box and dropped to the Red Planet.

“They blew our transport to shit,” the man told the Veterans.

“Damn it.”

But they still shuffled to the shuttle. It was the only way off the planet and even piled on top of the dead bodies it offered respite from the sandblast effect of the wind no matter how brief.

Renard slung his blaster across his shoulder and shuffled toward the main encampment. The wind picked up and showered their crisp new uniforms with a dusting of red sand.
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The sun is the same on Mars as its seen from Earth. The rotation of the planet matched the home world so the glowing orb popped up on what would be the eastern horizon back home.

It glittered across mineral formations in a ridge, casting sparkles of color across the valley floor below, the light tinged with a red hue.

After dawn the sun marched across the sky oblivious to the conflict on any of the eight planets and Pluto that orbited in its system.

Renard couldn’t hear the crunch of his boots in the sand but he could feel it. The ground underfoot was slippery and unsure as he crested the ridge.

Even though his suit was climate controlled and sealed, he sweated. Water dripped down his face and fell into moisture collectors that worked overtime to dehumidify the air.

It collected the water vapor from his breath, the sweat and even his urine if he bothered to create any and recycled it for reclamation.

He thought about drinking his own piss, missed a step on his footing and pitched across the top of the ridge. Renard rolled downhill in the light gravity, bouncing as he slid in a skittering of rocks and dirt.

He skidded to a stop on his back staring up at the red colored sky.

Behind him, squad leader Desmond Harper stopped at the top of the ridge and spread his leg in a surefooted stance looking like a pirate king surveying his domain.

The remainder of the squad spread behind him below the ridgeline, ten nervous men staring at the back of their leader.

“Was he hit?” a voice called over the radio.

“Do we take cover?” a second squawked.

Desmond held up a fist to get their attention.

“Radio quiet,” he growled in a low voice.

Even he wasn’t sure why they had to be quiet on the radio but that was command decision and he followed it like commandments from the mountaintop.

Command said and Desmond did, he liked to think, even if he was sure the short wave closed loop transmission used a scrambled digital signal that couldn’t be picked up by Lick receivers.

Except they found men without helmets.

He knew that, so maybe the Licks were listening. Hell knows they always seemed to be on patrol routes ready to ambush them.

Desmond made a graceful leap and landed next to Renard. He bent down and pulled him up by the regulator on the back of his pack.

“No time to rest,” the squad leader said.

He shoved Renard forward to point position again and waited for him to get twenty feet into the valley before motioning the rest of the men to follow.

Renard kept his eyes on a swivel even though he had a restricted field of vision due to the helmet.

This design was better than the first generation though.

The faceplates on gen one suits had been little more portholes cut into three sides of a solid helmet, designed to stand up to the immense pressure of the atmosphere.

It looked like a diving helmet from the early days of sea exploration and was practically impossible to fight well in.

This iteration, the third or fourth version looked like a fishbowl sliced in half and welded into a bubble.

He still couldn’t see over his shoulders without turning around his whole body.

For all Renard knew, his squad was gone and even now Licks were sneaking up behind him.

His fingers closed on the grip of his rifle even tighter and he keyed the carbon dioxide filters in the suit with his chin.

Paranoia was an early sign of a gas mixture problem.

The radio lines were open.

If the Licks attacked, someone would scream or grunt or just make a sound.

He would have heard it.

He spied something half buried in the sand ahead and held up his fist to signal a halt as he dropped to one knee.

Desmond marched up and dropped beside him.

“Movement,” Renard nodded in the direction of what caught his attention.

Desmond grunted.

“You have to point in a spacesuit Meat. I can’t see what you’re talking about.”

Renard lifted one hand and pointed, keeping the other firmly on the rifle.

Desmond followed the direction and stood up. He marched to a Marine in a space suit laying under the start of a sand dune.

The face was withered and mummified, staring through a broken faceplate, the blaster burned mouth open in a permanent scream.

“He won’t hurt you,” Desmond bent down to record his identifier tags and signal for a retrieval.

“They told us the Licks hide under the sand,” Renard moved up next to him.

Desmond finished keying the request and clicked send on the communicator.

“Forget what they teach you down there, Meat. Forget it real quick, you read me? Out here I am the law. You do what I say and you might live another day or two.”

“Yes Sir.”

“Now move out.”

Renard snapped off a salute and trudged ahead of the Squad, topping another rise as they left the valley.

He lost his footing on the loose sand again, but this time landed on his bottom and slid down the hill.

“God damn it,” Desmond called over the radio. “Get Grazer up here to point before this new meat gets us all killed.”

Desmond topped the hill and leaped down to land beside Renard again, as graceful as a ballerina in the low gravity environment.

“What the Hell’s the matter with you? You trying to tell every God damn Lick our location?”

Grazer hustled over the hill.

His grungy spacesuit sported a few blaster burns, but he looked like every other long timer in the squad.

Renard couldn’t tell them apart yet, except for the names painted in block letters on the sleeves of the suits.

“Point Sir.”

“I want a ten-meter point, you read me. If any of those scaly bastards are in two klicks, I wanna know it.”

“Aye aye sir.”

Grazer marched to point separating himself thirty feet from the group.

The rest of the squad shoved past Renard and ignored him except for the last man. The name on his sleeve read WEBER and he held out a hand as he stopped next to the new recruit.

“You okay?”

“I can’t get to my feet,” Renard struggled in the sand.

“One third gravity,” Weber lifted him up. “The simulations never get you ready.”

Weber keyed a readout and the reflective protection in his faceplate faded out so Renard could see his face. He was handsome, gentle looking with piercing blue eyes more choirboy than killer.

“I was top of the class-” Renard started.

“Doesn’t do you much good out here, huh? Take small steps.”

Renard nodded and tested his footing.

“Keep your visor reflected. Blocks the sun. You think it won’t hurt you because we’re farther away, but Mars don’t got an atmosphere like we do back home. Let’s too much gamma through.”

“Thanks. I will.”

One of his squad mates scurried back to Weber. The name on his sleeve was scratched out and a hastily drawn replacement was scrawled above it. Bellhop.

His faceplate dims to reveal a young black face, high cheekboned etched like they were drawn from granite. He smiled at Weber and it went on for days.

“Anything?”

“They cleaned him out,” Bellhop answered.

Weber put his hand on Renard’s shoulder and started moving them forward after the rest of the group.

“You find a body, you take his ammo, his power clip, and air canister. You don’t know when you’re gonna run out and need more. You got it?”

“Got it.”

“We better catch up. Licks catch us out here alone and they’ll take our gear.”
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