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  Chapter 1

  
  






Rain hammered the plywood tower hard enough to sound like rifle fire.

Jack Hancock clung to the wet cargo net thirty feet above the mud pit and tried to flex feeling back into his hands. The ropes had soaked through during the storm. Water poured down the braided fibers in cold streams that cut through his gloves and turned his fingers stiff.

Below him, somebody screamed.

Not panic. Anger.

A recruit slipped from the lower rung and dropped face-first into brown soup. The impact splashed three others climbing underneath him.

“Move your ass!” a Ranger instructor roared through a bullhorn. “You think the enemy gives a damn about weather?”

The answer drifted through Jack’s head before he could stop it.

The enemy probably stayed inside when lightning started cracking open the sky.

He climbed anyway.

Mud sucked at boots below him. Wind shoved against the tower with enough force to make the wooden frame groan. The whole obstacle swayed over the trench like a carnival ride built by drunks.

Jack reached higher.

Every muscle in his shoulders tightened.

Nineteen years old and already carrying too much mileage. That thought crawled through his head often these days. Ranger selection had stripped thirty pounds off him in seven weeks. He felt leaner than fence wire. Cheeks hollowed out. Eyes sunk deeper beneath the brow.

But he stayed alive.

A lot of stronger men had gone home already.

Some quit.

Some broke.

One recruit wandered into the desert after forty-eight hours awake and tried to fight a cactus because he thought it was talking.

Jack still remembered that.

The instructors laughed about it while the medics dragged the poor bastard away.

“You smiling up there, Hancock?” the bullhorn barked.

Jack realized he had been.

“Thinking happy thoughts, Sergeant.”

“Wrong place for that.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

Lightning flashed across the clouds and painted the whole training ground white for half a second.

In that frozen blink he saw everything sharp as broken glass.

The climbing tower.

The pits.

The razor wire lanes.

Rows of exhausted recruits stumbling through rain and misery while floodlights burned against the storm.

It looked less like military training and more like prison labor on another planet.

Thunder followed a heartbeat later.

The cargo net jerked under him.

Jack climbed faster.

He wanted through this obstacle. Through the next one too. Wanted the tab. Wanted assignment orders. Wanted out among the stars where the real fighting waited.

Every news feed back home carried another story about the colonies.

Pirates hitting supply lanes near Titan.

Mining stations going dark around Callisto.

Rumors of first contact out near the Belt.

The government denied most of it.

Government spokesmen always looked nervous doing it.

That told Jack enough.

He hauled himself onto the top platform. Rainwater sheeted off the brim of his helmet and drummed against the warped plywood under his boots.

“Move!”

Another instructor pointed toward the rope traverse stretched across open air.

Jack grabbed the line and stepped off into nothing.

Wind hit him sideways.

The rope twisted under his boots.

Below him sat thirty feet of mud, broken pallets, rusted support beams and standing water black as oil.

He moved hand over hand.

The storm got meaner halfway across.

Rain slashed sideways now.

The rope bounced.

His right glove slipped.

Jack tightened his grip and kept moving.

Almost there.

Another flash split the clouds.

The thunder cracked instantly.

The rope snapped sideways hard enough to swing his legs free.

Jack slammed chest-first into the line.

Pain shot through his ribs.

His left hand slid.

He caught himself with two fingers wrapped around soaked rope.

The world narrowed.

Rain.

Wind.

Gravity.

Voices screaming somewhere far below.

He pulled himself up inch by inch until his boots found the line again.

The platform waited maybe six feet away.

One more reach.

His hand slipped again.

This time the glove tore.

The rope burned across his palm.

Jack lunged for the platform rail and caught it awkward with his left hand.

Something popped.

Sharp pain exploded through his fingers.

Then came the fall.

He hit one support beam on the way down.

His shoulder bounced off hard wood.

His hip clipped another brace.

Then he landed in the mud flat on his back with enough force to knock every bit of air out of him.

For a second he saw nothing except white sparks.

Rain hammered his face.

Voices closed in.

“Don’t move him.”

“Hand’s fucked up.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Jack rolled onto one elbow anyway.

His left glove hung open.

Blood poured through the torn fabric in dark ribbons.

His pinky pointed the wrong direction.

Not sideways.

Gone.

The finger hung by a flap of skin no thicker than fishing line.

Jack stared at it without speaking.

Funny thing about shock. It arrived quiet.

No screaming.

No drama.

Just confusion.

Like your brain needed a minute to accept the inventory.

One finger missing.

Career maybe gone with it.

“Medic!”

Boots splashed around him.

A Ranger instructor crouched beside him. Thick-necked man with rain dripping off his mustache.

“You hearing me, Hancock?”

Jack nodded once.

“You know where you are?”

“Wet,” Jack muttered.

The instructor snorted despite himself.

“That’s good. Smartass means you’re alive.”

A medic shoved through the crowd carrying a hard case.

Young guy. Barely old enough to shave. Acne scars across his chin.

“Move,” the medic snapped.

He cut the glove open with trauma shears.

The dangling finger finally dropped free into the mud.

Jack watched it disappear.

Just sank out of sight beneath brown water.

Gone.

The medic glanced up.

“Don’t look at it.”

“Little late for that.”

“You want morphine?”

“No.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

The medic jabbed a needle into his arm before Jack answered.

Warmth spread through him slow and greasy.

Rain softened.

Voices stretched.

The floodlights turned fuzzy around the edges.

“Lucky it’s the left hand,” the instructor said.

Jack looked up at him.

“Yeah?”

“You shoot right.”

The instructor stood and blew rainwater off his lips.

“Could’ve been worse.”

Jack wanted to ask how.

The words never made it out.

Two medics lifted him onto a stretcher and carried him through the mud toward the infirmary tents.

He watched the tower disappear behind rain curtains.

Men still climbed it.

Training never stopped.

Not for weather.

Not for injury.

Definitely not for one missing finger.

That part stung more than the hand.

Inside the medical tent, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

The place smelled like bleach, wet canvas and blood.

Somebody cried behind a divider curtain.

Another recruit sat on a folding chair getting stitches over one eye while a medic chewed gum and worked the needle.

Nobody looked heroic.

Movies lied about that.

Real soldiers looked tired and damp and irritated most of the time.

Jack got parked in another folding chair while the medic wrapped his hand.

“You’re gonna need surgery.”

Jack leaned his head back against canvas.

“How bad?”

The medic glanced at him.

“You want the honest version?”

“I ain’t asking for poetry.”

“No reattachment.”

Jack stared at the ceiling.

The morphine drifted warm through his veins now. Heavy enough to dull the edges.

Still not enough.

“That it then?” Jack asked quietly.

The medic kept wrapping gauze.

“You can ask command. Maybe waiver it.”

“But?”

The medic tied off the bandage.

“But Ranger qualification standards exist for a reason.”

Jack laughed once through his nose.

There it was.

The careful language people used before burying dreams.

Outside, thunder rolled over the desert again.

The tent flap opened.

A man stepped inside wearing a black suit that looked expensive enough to buy somebody’s house back home.

Didn’t belong there.

Too clean.

Too dry.

The kind of man who smelled like airport lounges and classified meetings.

He carried a manila folder tucked under one arm.

“Private Hancock?”

Jack looked up slowly.

“That depends who’s asking.”

The man smiled without showing teeth.

“Name’s Cole.”

“No rank?”

“None you need.”

That sounded exactly like the sort of answer that meant government.

Cole pulled another folding chair over and sat across from him.

“You had a rough evening.”

“You recruiting for Hallmark cards now?”

A flicker crossed the man’s eyes.

Maybe amusement.

Maybe annoyance.

Hard to tell.

“You scored high on several evaluations,” Cole said.

Jack frowned.

“What evaluations?”

“Psychological. Adaptability. Response metrics.”

“I took rifle tests and obstacle courses.”

“You took more than that.”

The morphine thickened the room around him.

Jack blinked slowly.

Rain rattled the tent roof overhead.

Cole opened the folder and placed papers across Jack’s lap.

“Need your signature.”

Jack stared at the forms.

The words drifted around like fish underwater.

“Discharge papers?”

“Something like that.”

That answer landed wrong.

Jack looked up again.

Cole sat perfectly still.

No wasted movement.

No fidgeting.

Like a snake resting in tall grass.

“What happens if I don’t sign?”

Cole folded his hands.

“You’ll still lose the finger.”

“That supposed to be funny?”

“No.”

Silence settled between them.

The medic moved somewhere behind the curtain.

Metal trays clinked.

Rain hammered harder outside.

Jack stared at the blurry paperwork again.

“You know what my dad did?” he asked suddenly.

Cole tilted his head.

“Ranger Regiment.”

“Killed on Europa.”

“I know.”

Jack looked up sharply.

“Course you do.”

Cole said nothing.

That bothered Jack more than if he had answered.

The morphine dragged at him harder now.

His eyelids felt heavy.

“Get some sleep after this,” Cole said gently.

Jack picked up the pen with his good hand.

The signature looked crooked and ugly across the paper.

John Hancock.

Cruel joke from a dead father who thought history mattered.

Jack dropped the pen.

Cole collected the folder immediately.

Fast.

Like he feared Jack might change his mind.

“What exactly did I sign?”

Cole stood.

Something moved behind his calm expression then. Satisfaction maybe.

“We’ll talk when you wake up.”

The tent lights blurred together.

Jack tried to sit straighter.

The room tilted sideways instead.

He heard thunder again.

Or maybe engines.

Hard to tell anymore.

Then darkness folded over him before he could ask another question.
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“Rise and shine, Ranger.”

The voice cut through darkness like a boot heel through thin ice.

Jack opened one eye.

Instant regret followed.

White light stabbed into his skull hard enough to make his stomach roll.

He groaned and rolled toward the wall, dragging a blanket over his face.

“Dead men move faster.”

That voice sounded different. Female. Flat. Cold enough to frost steel.

Jack pushed the blanket down slowly.

A woman stood in the doorway wearing gray fatigues with no patches, no insignia, no flag. Tall. Broad shoulders. Pale skin pulled tight across sharp cheekbones. Red hair braided down her back.

Her expression carried all the warmth of prison concrete.

Jack blinked against the light.

“Where am I?”

“Late.”

“That narrows it down.”

She tossed a folded bundle onto the foot of the bed.

“Get dressed.”

Jack pushed himself upright and stopped fast.

Pain should have hit him harder.

His shoulder barely ached from the fall tower.

Even stranger, his left hand felt numb instead of shredded.

Bandages still wrapped the missing finger, clean white against tan skin.

He flexed the hand carefully.

No fire.

No pulse-throb.

No agony.

That alone scared him more than the injury.

The woman watched him noticing it.

“You heal quick.”

Jack looked up sharply.

“How long was I out?”

“Long enough.”

Not an answer. Just another brick wall sentence.

The room around him looked small and square and wrong in ways his brain took a second to organize. No windows. Smooth metal walls painted dull gray. Sink in one corner. Toilet bolted beside it.

Military clean.

Not military standard.

Even the bed looked too nice for Army property.

Jack swung his legs over the side.

Cold floor beneath bare feet.

The folded clothes turned out to be a black compression suit made from slick material that shifted color slightly when he moved it beneath the light.

“What is this?”

“Uniform.”

“It looks like something bicycle racers wear.”

“You done talking?”

Jack glanced at her again.

No humor anywhere in that face.

He started dressing.

The material clung tight at first, then loosened around joints and chest like it adjusted itself to his shape.

That stopped him halfway through zipping it.

“What the hell?”

“Adaptive fabric.”

“Of course it is.”

She checked a watch on her wrist.

“You’ve got three minutes.”

“For what?”

“Orientation.”

“That sounds friendly.”

She stepped back into the hall.

“Move.”

Jack followed barefoot at first, then spotted boots beside the door and shoved them on while limping after her.

The hallway stretched long and bright beneath recessed lights. No exposed pipes. No peeling paint. No smell of bleach or sweat like every military installation he’d ever seen.

The place smelled filtered.

Processed.

Air-conditioned deep underground.

His boots echoed off polished floors while the redheaded woman marched ahead without looking back.

“You got a name?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He waited.

Nothing followed.

Jack smiled despite himself.

“You this charming with everybody?”

“You aren’t everybody.”

“Lucky me.”

She turned left down another corridor.

Black glass domes dotted the ceiling every twenty feet.

Cameras.

Jack counted six before they reached a wide automatic door.

The panel beside it scanned the woman’s face.

Locks clicked.

The door slid open.

Inside sat three people around a metal table.

One giant.

One blond pretty boy.

One nervous man in a lab coat clutching a tablet against his chest.

The giant looked carved from ship armor. Bald head. Dark skin. Neck thick as bridge cable. He sat perfectly still with hands folded on the table.

The blond man leaned back in his chair spinning a pen between his fingers.

Movie-star face.

Too handsome for infantry.

He grinned the second Jack walked in.

“Well look,” the blond said. “Nine Fingers made it.”

Jack stopped walking.

“Got jokes already?”

“Only easy ones.”

The redheaded woman pointed at an empty chair.

“Sit.”

Jack sat slowly without taking his eyes off Blondie.

“Thought Ranger school washed out smartasses.”

“It does,” Blondie replied. “Then they sent you here to balance the numbers.”

The giant rumbled something that sounded almost like a laugh.

The nervous scientist stood quickly.

“Excellent. Everyone’s conscious.”

“That your medical standard now?” Jack asked. “Breathing and upright?”

The scientist gave a quick uncertain smile.

“You can call me Dr. Norris.”

“Doctor what?”

“Sam Norris.”

Jack looked around the room.

“No ranks anywhere. No unit patches. Everybody talks like hostage negotiators.” He pointed at the blond man. “This one looks genetically engineered for toothpaste commercials.”
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