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            ATTACK

          

        

      

    

    
      The troop bay vibrated with the steady hum of the SILC’s engines. The twelve members of the 315th Special Forces Unit’s 1st Squad sat in pairs, three on each side of the cabin, facing their teammates across low storage bins and tied-down equipment. The setup left just enough deck space to gear up, though the atmosphere felt heavier than the confines of the bay.

      Most of the squad exuded a practiced ease born of countless missions. Some traded jokes, others checked their gear or meditated, and one even slept. Despite their different activities, the veterans had one thing in common: they seemed relaxed; used to the lull of mission insertion. Mark Taylor felt rigid and out of place in comparison. Chest tight, heart racing, he had to keep reminding himself to breathe slow and steady, to not hyperventilate.

      “Your challenge will not be incorporating into your unit or being accepted by your squad mates,” the Academy trainer had said a few months before. “No, your first real challenge will be striking the balance between calm preparedness and tense anxiety. Too much of either will kill you—and worse, it’ll make you a liability.”

      At the time, Taylor had thought neither would be a problem for him. He still didn’t, it would simply take a bit more work than he had expected.

      “They’re not as calm as they seem,” Kaydeen A’Tourie said softly, her voice slicing through his thoughts. “They merely had more practice hiding it.”

      Taylor met her hazel eyes, steady and knowing. Of course, she’d noticed. Din always noticed.

      “If this wasn’t a big deal, they wouldn’t have their rituals,” she said, her gaze sweeping the bay.

      Taylor followed it. Botch, the squad’s medic, was reading a small book while fondling the medallion hanging from the chain around his neck. He had pulled both from an ornate box he kept in one of his bunk’s compartments. It had been one of the most involved pre-mission rituals Taylor had seen so far. But he wasn’t the only one going into combat with a good luck charm. Mitwa, the squad’s designated sniper, had a plasma slug hanging around his neck. The story went that he had been shot with it on his third mission. Lucky him, it had malfunctioned and not discharged its deadly contents into his biceps, or he would have lost the arm. Dieran toyed with a piece of cloth in his pocket, and Tooley had a figurine stowed nearby. Even Hix, their team chief, passed a worn photo from hand to hand, muttering to himself.

      “Luck is for people lacking skills.” His mother’s voice rang in his ears, as sharp and unyielding as ever.

      Taylor thought back to their last goodbye. The officer at the recruiting station had called for parents to say their final farewells, offering words of reassurance. Skye Taylor had scoffed. “If my son needs luck, I’ve failed to prepare him properly,” she’d said. When it was time to board, she hugged him, kissed his forehead, and added, “You will be the best. The top of your class. I expect nothing less.” She’d walked away without a backward glance.

      He’d only been sixteen, and never been without her for more than a few hours. To others, she might have seemed callous, but he knew better. For as long as he could remember, his goal had been to join the Intergalactic Freedom Defense Force, or Intergal for short, in their fight to stop the Traverse. She’d encouraged that dream, trained him for it, and supported him every step of the way. By the time he had arrived for his Academy Entrance Exams, his survival and combat skills far surpassed those of the average sixteen-year-old recruit. He had never asked where his mother had acquired them. It hadn’t been his place. She had given him all her love, her time, her knowledge—and, in the end, her life. The moment he had stepped onto the Academy shuttle’s ramp that day four years ago, he had known he wouldn’t see her again. And as vague, or as accurate, as his hunches and feelings were at times, he had learned a long time ago they were never wrong.

      “Hey.” Kaydeen’s touch on his forearm snapped him back to the present. “You with us?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Now you are, but a moment ago, you were with your mother.” Her voice softened, but her gaze held steady.

      And they say Din needed to touch you to initiate a Reading. He knew Din required contact, more specifically bare hand-to-neck contact, to use their ‘Gifts.’ It was the largest misconception humans had about their ancestral cousins and one of the reasons Din usually preferred to blend in and not announce themselves.

      Taylor sighed. “I lost her four years ago.”

      Kaydeen frowned, unconvinced. “You know what I mean.”

      He did. As painful as that shuttle trip to the Academy had been, he was glad he had had four years to get used to the thought. So, when the notification of her death finally came, it didn’t shatter him. Though it had still been painful to hear that she had killed herself the day he graduated, the day she had considered her life’s work complete.

      He looked at her. “Kay, I’m fine. I had four years to get used to the thought. So, I’ll be fine.”

      Four years. The first had been easy. The schedule at the Basic Academy, where recruits learned to be soldiers, had kept him too busy and exhausted to let his mind wander too far. After that, Kay, Sal, and Tonee had been there.

      “You know a Reading could ease⁠—”

      “Did Sal put you up to this?” Taylor cut her off, glancing across the bay at Salayla K’Kaya, who was chatting with Anthony Patonee, their fourth teammate.

      Kaydeen’s frown deepened. “Salayla? Why would she⁠—?”

      “Because she’s been trying to dig that tidbit out of me since she found out.”

      “Grief isn’t a tidbit,” Kaydeen said, her voice bristling. “She just wants to help ease your pain. The ache I know is in there.” She touched her chest for emphasis.

      Taylor opened his mouth to retort, but she cut him off. “Others might believe the hard shell you put around you, but I know better. So does she.”

      “Do you now?” He could almost see her every hair stand on end at his words.

      “Of course. Three years of living, eating, and training together tends to bring people closer.”

      Especially if two are Din, he thought but did not say.

      “Not that I needed three years to figure you out.” She smiled, shaking her head. “And who says I would share your tidbits with Salayla?”

      “Because you two have been sharing each other’s secrets since you were little.”

      “You’ve been listening to our conversations?”

      “As you said, three years of living, eating, and training together doesn’t afford much privacy.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not what I said.”

      “Close enough.” He shrugged.

      She laughed. “All right. Now that you’ve succeeded in leading me off our original subject…do you feel any better?”

      “I never said I felt bad.”

      “Not with words, anyway.”

      Taylor snorted. Just like Kay to know exactly what to say—a skill she and Sal had down pat, though Kay relied more on logic and her perfect memory, while Sal made much more use of her feminine arsenal, even in combat gear and strapped into a crash seat.

      Salayla returned his glance with a smile and a wink. She looked almost fragile beside Tonee’s bulk. But that was as deceptive as her flirtations. Salayla could hold her own in any fight, and her gregarious personality and seemingly endless knowledge about cultures and etiquette, coupled with her training as an intelligence officer, gave her an advantage most people underestimated. He had yet to see somebody she couldn’t enchant.
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      “Five minutes to drop.”

      Taylor’s eyes flicked to the intercom. The pilot’s voice sounded bored, as if announcing the next stop on a regular shuttle route. Having done this countless times, he might well have been. Kaydeen, on the other hand, was not. Her fingers almost left marks on Taylor’s arm. She relaxed almost as quickly as she had tensed, but the damage was done. It took a sharp rebuke from Unit Commander Tess, seated at the front of the troop bay, to stop the ensuing remarks from some of the veterans.

      Taylor was sharply reminded of how unwelcome the timing of their arrival in the unit had been. Nobody wanted to be burdened with an unproven team during a major mission, no matter how well they had performed at the Academy. He had heard rumors suggesting each teammate be assigned to a different squad, a severe insult to teams with even the slightest experience. But they were CHiTs—Combat Heroes in Training—and as such had no status within the unit, no honor to be sullied. They would have to earn it first, and their trainer at the Academy had said it took at least five successfully completed missions to earn an SF Unit’s respect. Taylor intended to do it in three.

      The instant the ‘Ready’ signal in the cabin activated, Taylor’s hand was on the buckle of his crash webbing. He didn’t release it. He didn’t know why. No, he knew exactly why. His surroundings came into sharp focus as adrenaline rushed through his body. Minute details became snapshots, instantly dissected and analyzed as if his brain had hours to study them, not the moment it took his body to flood with the chemical. Something was wrong. It was a thought, a feeling, a certainty; but what, he didn’t know. It didn’t work that way. Just enough info to steer his next move, but not enough to explain it. He knew to trust it and follow its impulse. And right now, the last thing he wanted to do was unbuckle his crash webbing. His hesitation confused his teammates, but his instincts had proven themselves many times during training, and they followed his lead without hesitation.

      “You guys sleeping?” Commander Tess called from across the cabin. The rest of the squad was out of their seats and prepping to jump.

      “Looks like our Ace Cadets are nervous,” Dieran, standing halfway between Tonee and Tess, jeered. “The real thing’s different than the sims, huh?”

      The words had barely left Dieran’s mouth when an explosion in the cockpit rocked the ship, buckling part of the bulkhead and tossing people and equipment around like rag dolls. Commander Tess, who stood within arm’s reach of the bulkhead, was thrown across the cabin and smashed with a splattering crunch against the rear access hatch where he hung suspended for a moment before slipping lifeless and broken to the floor grates. A gagging stench of burned metal, plastoids, and flesh filled the cabin as the ship tilted and started to tumble.

      Taylor reached for his pack, but his chair’s Active Protection System kicked in. His crash webbing tightened, pulling him deep into his seat and in the process nearly cutting off his air supply. The sudden impression of possible asphyxiation brought his attention, and limbs, back where they should be. As soon as his arms returned inside the APS’ safety zone, its Softshell deployed, cocooning him into his seat. Sound and light still filtered through, but details were lost in the shield’s opaqueness. For that, he would need to access the bay’s cameras via his Heads-Up Display. His training kicked in. ‘Arms across chest to loosen the Fast Capture System to a breathable setting, then check oxygen flow and HUD, and report your status.’ He felt the airflow against his neck and cheek—the oxygen was flowing—but his helmet, which would normally block the air from reaching his skin, had not deployed. He retracted the glove around his right index finger and touched the side of the headband wrapping around his forehead, temples, and occipital bone, to activate the manual switch. The helmet deployed with quiet clicks that he felt more than heard as the links locked into place. His neck and the lower half of his face stayed uncovered. His visor, which looked like oversized eye protection, polarized to combat mode.

      The HUD activated, but the Squad Net indicator blinked red, signaling the squad’s network was offline. He switched to the UNet, the unit’s network, which was also offline, and then to his team’s network. Kaydeen, Tonee, and Salayla were all in the green. Hix, their Team Chief, wasn’t listed. What the—? But Taylor didn’t have time to ponder this oddity since he was busy refraining from ducking every time something impacted his seat’s Softshell. It was easier said than done to stay upright and seemingly fully exposed to whatever was trying to punch through the malleable membrane less than thirty centimeters from his vital organs.

      As the screech of mangled metal and the increasing whistle of the wind overpowered the screams of the injured, Taylor could only guess whether the impacts were caused by objects or people.
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      Commander Dean Richards stood stunned as the large communication screen turned to static.

      As Intergal’s liaison to the Tinaree Resistance Movement, or TRM, Dean had spent the last two years laying the groundwork for this mission. First, by contacting and organizing the planet’s resistance, and then, by helping to plan and coordinate its liberation from its two-year-long Traverse occupation. His hard work had finally paid off, and the Task Force had been dispatched. On board the flagship, the battlecruiser Cartage, Battle Group Commander Kilrian, leading the Task Force, had invited him to observe the mission’s progress from the BCC, the Battle Coordination Center. As S11 Commander, Dean held the same rank step as Kilrian, although not the same command authority, but his operational authority as mission advisor and TRM liaison should have given him automatic and unrestricted access to the BCC and not required an invitation. However, shoving one’s rank or position into people’s faces rarely facilitated positive work relations—though it did get the job done at times.

      A hush had fallen over the BCC. Not five minutes before, everything had been going according to plan. Now, all was in shambles, and 431 of Intergal’s best-trained troops were either dead or in enemy hands.

      The mission had begun as expected. The fleet had stayed at the edge of the solar system while its advance forces, composed of the 215th, 315th, and 415th Special Forces Units traveling in their specially equipped frigates, had easily made it to the planet’s moon. From there, each unit’s three commando squads had used Stealth Infiltrator Landing Craft, SILCs for short, to reach the planet. The squad-sized ships were fast, highly maneuverable, and equipped with the latest stealth technology Intergal had to offer and could easily slip past passive and active sensors and visual scans. Everything had gone well, and the ships had been past the planetary defenses and approaching the assigned HALO drop zones when the proximity alarms had sounded. With only seconds to react to the sudden missile attacks, few of the pilots had been able to maneuver, and none had escaped. The missiles had hit the nine ships almost simultaneously and either destroyed them on impact or damaged them enough to cause them to crash. Onboard computers from only five of the SILCs were able to send damage reports to their frigates.

      The mainframe of the 315th SF Unit’s frigate had received its squads’ reports at the same time as its sensors had registered a large number of Traverse starfighters, bombers, and other small attack craft. Comparing threat level to defenses, maneuverability, and escape vector, it had calculated the probability of escape at 3.937 percent and crew survival at 9.738 percent, warranting the commencement of emergency protocols. So, 0.263 seconds after receiving 1st Squad’s report, it had opened a communication channel with the Cartage’s BCC, dumped all data in its memory banks, and proceeded to transmit ongoing battle reports. The battle had been over within minutes, the sheer number of attacking ships overwhelming the three frigates like ants swarming over a piece of candy dropped on their hill. The 315th had held out the longest, its last transmission reporting critical system failures in shields, hull, and life support right before its communication link to the Cartage cut off.

      Battle Group Commander Kilrian, standing beside Dean, cursed quietly. Under normal circumstances, nobody but Dean would have heard it, but in the dead silence, everybody did. It broke the spell that had fallen over the BCC and loosened an avalanche of activity and noise as everybody jumped to the task of figuring out what happened and why.

      “What the hell just happened?” Kilrian shouted over the chaos. “Where did these ships come from, and why didn’t we see them? I want answers, and I want them five minutes ago!”

      Dean stepped out of the way as Kilrian charged past him, shouting orders and instructions, and made his way to the BCC’s exit to work his assets. The hatch didn’t open—of course not. The ship, and the fleet for that matter, had gone to Full Battle Alert. Now, the question was whether Kilrian had given him unilateral access as he had indicated during their last meeting. Dean waved his hand over the hatch access panel to activate the embedded ID reading sensor. If he had full authority, the motion should override the lockdown and allow him access to the panel.

      It stayed dark.

      Dean sighed. So much for working on equal footing. It seemed that having someone of equal rank, but technically outside his chain of command, run loose on his ship intimidated Kilrian more than he had let on. Well, he wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last. Dean settled into the corner next to the hatch and pulled out his comm. He would have to do his job the hard way—nothing new there, either.
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      The SILC bounced, tumbled, and skidded violently before coming to a smoldering stop. The Softshell retracted, and Taylor, spitting out a glob of blood, was out of his seat before the ship had fully settled. Seeing Kaydeen up and moving without hesitation or impairment, he turned to scan the nearly destroyed cabin.

      It was hardly recognizable. Loose and even some previously tied down equipment was mangled and scattered among buckled or collapsed bulkheads, dislodged seats, and storage bins. Blood and bodies, or parts thereof, were everywhere—some obviously dead, others, possibly still alive. The air had taken on a milky consistency, a yellowish haze that stung his eyes, scratched his throat, and thickened as it oozed to the lower parts of the wreck, making him wonder about its toxicity as he breathed. He focused on the equipment icon in the lower right corner of his HUD to deploy his helmet’s fullhead mode and lock it into his armor to provide a self-contained environment, but the icon was grayed out. He tried the manual switch, but it didn’t work either.

      Shit.

      No time to troubleshoot. He moved on. The noise finally subsided. The screaming and screeching of the crashing ship had given way to the creaking and hissing of the settling wreck and other more subtle and less distinct sounds—some possibly human-generated. Noting the locations of potential survivors, he continued searching for the familiar forms of Salayla and Tonee. His HUD marked both as alive, though Tonee’s indicator was blue, implying he was impaired. That could signify anything from being knocked out to having a broken bone or other wound. At least it wasn’t tinged purple, as that denoted critical wounds or dropping vital signs. He tried to raise them on the comm, but that was offline, too. Maybe there was something actively interfering with his system.

      Kaydeen, who had moved away from him, spotted Tonee at the same time he spotted Salayla. They quickly climbed over the rubble to the debris pile where the two were buried, still strapped into their seats. Unlike Tonee, Salayla was conscious and had already manually retracted her seat’s Softshell. They soon had enough debris cleared to allow her to slide out of her seat and crawl out of the pile. Tonee, on the other hand, was not as easily freed. The teammates had to remove most of the debris around him before they could reach the external access hatch of his seat’s control panel. Taylor had barely opened it when he heard the rumble of an approaching vehicle. He twisted toward the only visible exit from the wreck, a jagged hole in the bulkhead that used to be the access hatch to the cockpit, and watched Salayla look outside. Her tensing posture told him their chance of escape was dwindling before she signaled the arrival of a tracked Tinaree Guard Troop Carrier. Most likely, they were mercenaries the Traverse had hired to replace the original Tinaree Guard personnel.

      He turned back to work the manual controls without waiting for her report on how many disembarked. It didn’t matter if it was five or fifty, it would take only one shot into the ship’s fuel cells to bring all resistance to an instantaneous and fiery end. No, if they wanted to fight and survive, they needed to escape the wreckage before they were surrounded or vaporized. But first, he had to get Tonee on his feet.
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      “Commander Kilrian requests your presence in the Situation Room, sir.”

      Dean looked up at the young man in front of him. He was in his late twenties and looked like a typical staff officer who had never seen a battlefield in person.

      “Thank you, Mr. Bastogne, but I need to check in with my team.”

      “You can do that from the Sit-R, sir.”

      Dean knew that but preferred to talk to them in private first. Commander Kilrian obviously had other plans. Bastogne didn’t budge, so Dean followed him across the BCC to the adjacent conference room.

      His concern that he wouldn’t be able to vet his information and reactions before presenting it to Kilrian and his staff was short-lived. The Sit-R was nearly empty. Only two officers occupied the alcove workstations surrounding the large central display table. Dean couldn’t see their insignia, but he guessed they were intelligence specialists gathering and sifting through the information that wasn’t readily disseminated by the personnel in the BCC.

      Bastogne followed his gaze. “They’re Intelligence Officers supporting the BCC staff,” he explained, mirroring Dean’s thoughts.

      “Only two?” Considering the myriad of minor battle and intelligence details the BCC personnel didn’t have time for or outright ignored because they didn’t seem important at the time, Dean would have had at least a team of IOs in here.

      “The Intelligence Section handles the rest.”

      Dean raised his eyebrows, “Do they, now?”

      “Yes.” Bastogne nodded. “Commander Kilrian receives regular reports.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      Bastogne bristled at his tone. “Those reports are objective and inclusive.”

      “I’m sure they are.” Dean smiled at Bastogne’s misinterpretation of his comment, though his tone wasn’t as friendly. His tolerance for people jumping to conclusions without verifying facts wasn’t very high.

      Flustered, Bastogne showed him to a comm station and asked for his team’s comm codes. Transferring the codes to his handheld without so much as a second glance, he left Dean alone to stare at the blank terminal screen.

      Within moments, the screen came to life with the list of his team members and the message ‘Active and notified’ blinking beside each. The first to check in was his assistant, Robert Teak, who had been making his way toward the BCC. Since a call to Battle Stations included sealing all hatchways and shutting down lift tubes to unauthorized personnel, his progress had been slow. However, his S9 rank and training as a Psychological Operations Specialist had, as usual, gotten him where, by regulations, he had no authority to be—three decks up and within four hatchways of the BCC.

      It took only a few minutes to update him on the status of events and lay out their next steps. Robert signed off, and Dean leaned back and stared at the blinking status indicators on the screen in front of him. Five names, two of which, Teak and Nick Torrents, a cyber specialist on loan from the battleship Cooley, were the only ones Dean could trust the status indicator was correct about. The other three were located on Tinaree; high-ranking members of the Tinaree Resistance. And, while the comm signal might have gone out to them, Dean had no way of knowing if it had made it to the ground. For that, he needed Torrents, and the slicer took his time checking in. Robert had warned him about that. Less than a year out of the Academy, the nineteen-year-old had already been repeatedly flagged, getting himself into trouble even while still at the Academy. But he was one of the best in his field, and that was exactly what Dean had been looking for.
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      Taylor was pulling the last of the crash webbing out of the way, when Tonee finally stirred. “About time you chose to join us.” He grinned. “I was starting to think you expected us to carry you out of this thing.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to lift me.” Tonee touched the contusion above his right temple and flinched. His helmet was mangled but had probably saved his skull from being caved in.

      “We would’ve managed, but I’m glad we don’t have to.” Taylor pulled the pain patch Kaydeen had handed him from his pocket and carefully applied it to the bruise.

      Tonee closed his eyes, and his face softened as he relaxed back into his chair with a sigh.

      “Better?” Taylor asked as he stole a glance at Salayla.

      “Much. The hammer in my head is shrinking rapidly.” Tonee’s previously glassy and unfocused eyes had cleared up. “Why aren’t we moving?”

      “Because we crashed,” Taylor answered, a smile playing around his mouth.

      “Of course, we crashed,” replied Tonee, “we were shot down.” He looked at the pile of rubble beside him. “They knew we were coming.” He tried to sit up, but Taylor didn’t budge. Frowning up at him, Tonee lay back down. “They’ll be looking for survivors.”

      Taylor nodded slowly.

      “Then, why am I still on my back?”

      “Because we need to make sure you’ll be able to get up without passing out.” Taylor scanned his body for visible wounds one more time. “I need you able to move without help.”

      “We can do the slow rehab later.” Tonee tried to push past Taylor again. “Right now, we need to get—” he broke off, his brown gaze flicking from Taylor to the pile of rubble, and then to Kaydeen and Salayla. “How much I cost you?”

      “Cost?” Taylor didn’t have to follow Tonee’s gaze to know he had correctly put together the clues around him—the moved debris pile, the single exit, and Taylor’s unhurried demeanor. They had not become and stayed the top-scoring Academy team without being able to quickly and correctly interpret each other’s moods, signals, and actions. But this skill was failing Taylor now, because he had no idea what ‘cost’ Tonee meant. “What are you talking about?”

      “How long was I out?”

      Taylor shrugged. “Didn’t time it.”

      Looking back at Taylor, Tonee said quietly, “This isn’t funny.”

      “I’m not laughing.”

      “How long?”

      “Long enough.”

      Tonee’s eyes widened. “They’re already here?”

      “Arrived a few minutes ago,” Taylor answered. “Some big mouth is barking orders.”

      “Are we fighting?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re in no shape to fight, have no weapons to fight with, other than our sidearms, and are inside a highly volatile tinderbox with only one exit.”

      “So, we’re just going to give up?”

      “No,” Taylor scoffed, “we’re going to do whatever it takes to survive, as per SERE protocols.” He jumped off the chair and grabbed Tonee’s hand. “Let’s get you on your feet.”

      Once Tonee was steady, Taylor released his grasp to step back, but Tonee’s vice-like grip pulled him closer.

      “You should’ve gotten out.”

      “And leave you behind?” Taylor frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      Tonee’s eyes took on intensity as he gazed at the debris pile beside them.

      “It took too long to dig me out. Because of me, you missed your chance to escape. You shouldn’t have allowed that to happen.”

      Tonee’s words hit Taylor like a frozen sledgehammer, filling him with an ice-cold, almost physical, pain. He shoved it down, forcing it into a corner of his consciousness, and poured heat onto it until the cold dread burst.

      Only inches from Tonee’s face, his voice turned quiet and precise, his eyes cold. “We are a team. We live as a team. We fight as a team. And we will die as a team, if necessary. But we will never leave a teammate behind. Whatever comes, we will go through it as a team.”

      A sensation in his neck brought him to a sudden stop. Like dipping into a pool of water on a hot summer day, it spread slowly through his body, filling him with a cooling, calming comfort as alien and strange as it was familiar and safe—and utterly Salayla. He could feel her, smell her, taste her with every part of his body, inside and out, and knew instantly that he hated this sensation as much as he loved it.

      Behind him, Salayla said quietly, “Calm yourself.” Inside, he felt as if she screamed every word into his very being, “This is not a time or place for anger.”

      “Anger?” With his face still only inches from Taylor’s, Tonee looked at Salayla, “He looked intense; felt, first ice-cold, then scalding hot; and had me locked down—still does—but he didn’t seem angry.”

      Taylor released Tonee’s wrist and shirt. He hadn’t even realized he had grabbed them. “I wasn’t angry.”

      He felt Salayla’s disagreement slam into every fiber of his being, as if all the oxygen was sucked out at once. Unable to breathe, Taylor’s knees weakened, and he struggled to remain upright and coherent. “What…are you…doing?”

      Her regret and apology flashed through their contact as quickly as her disapproval had. He liked them much better.

      “I’m Sharing your pain, your anger.”

      My anger? He could’ve sworn the anger, if that was what had just ripped through him, had originated with her, not him; but he didn’t argue the point, he didn’t need a repeat demonstration. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “It is a more intimate Reading, usually reserved for Mates,” she explained. “Anger and pain might not have been the correct terms to use, but they are the best human expressions to describe the manifestations I sensed.”

      He wanted her to elaborate, but a thud, followed by a surprised yelp, brought their discussion to an abrupt halt.

      “Whatever happens, don’t fight them,” Taylor instructed as he slid past Salayla and moved around the debris pile. Her astonishment at the ease with which he pushed her out of his mind and slipped from her grasp surprised him. His steps faltered.

      He saw the soldier crouched behind a piece of debris a few feet past the opening at the same time the man’s targeting laser lit up his chest. Cursing himself for letting Salayla’s reaction distract him, Taylor spread his arms to his side, palms facing forward, and froze. He hoped his footing was as stable as it looked.

      The soldier didn’t move or speak and neither did his weapon, but others with him did. Taylor picked out four distinct voices, two right outside and two farther away, or maybe one farther away and one coming through a comm unit—it had a clanky sound to it. He didn’t understand what was said, couldn’t even identify the language or region it came from, and he didn’t dare turn to check with Salayla, their language expert.

      He waited. It didn’t take long. More voices approached, some sounding agitated, and then the opening darkened as someone ducked through. Taylor noted the targeting laser never wavered from his chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The man—his crumpled uniform’s insignia identified him as Juvak but didn’t give a rank, position, or unit—was in his late thirties and rough looking, as if he partied too hard and lost too many fights. Yet his posture stated he won more fights than he lost, and his mannerisms hinted at a highly educated background. His olive skin was a sharp contrast to his light hair. Taylor had no idea what to make of him. The man’s appearance contradicted his presence to the core.

      The L-Slugger he casually aimed at the ground as he scanned the wrecked cabin was an older model fixed-rate laser pulse rifle that discharged a powerful, and deadly, projectile-like burst of energy. A targeting laser built into its trigger-control improved its accuracy but made careless handlers accident-prone. If the weapon pointed at him was the same, Taylor hoped the gunman had steady fingers and didn’t get a cramp.

      Juvak’s eyes took in the scene and then flicked to the others momentarily before settling on Taylor with a smile as if happy to see him.

      “Look who has returned,” he said in excellent Trade, as if discussing merchandise with his favorite customer.

      Taylor frowned. Traverse and their mercenaries were not usually fluent in the commerce language of the Free Galaxy. Juvak’s smile grew wider, though now it reminded Taylor of a back-alley drug dealer watching a first-time customer take a sample of his special concoction.

      “And the boy brought new friends.” His facial expression iced over as he paused. “Follow instructions, and we’ll be fine.”

      Taylor knew Juvak was goading him, leading him on, feeling him out. It was Battlefield Psychology 101, to unbalance and take control. But even knowing what it was and how it worked, didn’t help him shake its effect. He felt as outmatched as he had the first time he had faced the close-combat instructor on the mat. Back then, his stubborn refusal to quit, to cede the fight and leave the mat, had earned him a grudge from a trainer and a trip to the med ward. Now, it could cost him much more. But, like then, backing down or giving anything less than his best wasn’t an option. It would only make him weak and his teammates targets. He’d simply have to deal with whatever came their way.

      Taylor straightened, met Juvak’s gaze, and nodded. The time to evade and escape was past, and resisting was not yet an option. That left only one objective of the SERE protocol—the most important one—for his team to survive.

      “Good.” His smile friendly again, Juvak motioned with his weapon. “Drop your kit and then head out one at a time.” He pointed at Taylor. “You first.”

      Taylor released his battle harness and, after disconnecting the armor actuators on his limbs and around his neck with a quick twist of the wrist, he added the separate pieces and his helmet to the debris pile by his feet. As he did so, he tempted the laser burning an imaginary hole into his chest to glance at his teammates and, using the sign language they had learned at Basic and later refined for their use, reiterated his earlier instruction. He wasn’t sure if Juvak, whose gaze was locked on him, recognized or understood his signal but seeing his expression unchanged, thought he might not have. He was wrong.

      As he moved forward, he sensed Juvak’s arm twitch an instant before the rifle slammed into the side of his knee. It was such a small, quick movement, he wouldn’t have been able to dodge it if he had tried. As it was, he gasped in pain and went to his knees. The targeting laser never wavered from his chest.

      Behind him, Tonee, in the process of lowering his own kit, started forward but stopped before taking a step. Taylor froze. He didn’t have to look to know Tonee was ready to pounce, to smash that maggot in front of them. The smallest sign or even a wrong move, and he would explode into motion with a speed most people didn’t expect a man his size to be capable of.

      Juvak did. An expectant smirk played on the corners of his mouth as the strange man eyed them. He knew exactly what Tonee, or any of them for that matter, was capable of. And he was ready to take him down—possibly permanently.

      Juvak stepped beside Taylor and leaned down. “I don’t think your friend got your message.”

      But his gaze was on Tonee, his eyes boring into him, daring him to move, to so much as twitch a muscle. Taylor willed his friend to see the situation for what it was—a non-contest he could neither win nor lose because either would be detrimental. He was outmatched. They all were. And this battle of wills was not to test Tonee’s resolve, but Taylor’s. It was a thought, a fact, as clear and true as the sharp pain shooting up and down Taylor’s leg.

      “Got it,” Taylor said, as much to Tonee as Juvak.

      It broke the spell.

      Juvak’s forehead twitched. Respect or contempt? Taylor wondered. The man held Tonee’s gaze a moment longer and then stepped back.

      Taylor knew the blow was coming before it did. One last move to demonstrate where the base of power lay—for now. Sharp pain exploded across his lower cheek as his blood splattered across the debris, but all he could think of was for Tonee to not take the bait. He didn’t. He held his peace and watched as if memorizing every instant.

      Taylor swallowed the coppery fluid pooling in his mouth and picked himself up. His knee throbbed as he straightened it, but he refused to let the pain reach his expression. He wouldn’t give Juvak the satisfaction. Plus, he couldn’t allow it to influence his teammates’ actions. They would each have to fight an uphill battle already, no reason to add to it. Breathing through the sharp pain shooting up and down his leg with each twisting step, he picked his way around oozing puddles and unstable debris. As he approached, he saw that his earlier approximation of the opening’s location had been correct. The top part of the cockpit hatch was still visible above, but the ragged inward-blossoming edges of the slightly taller than wide hole gave him the disturbing impression that, if he turned around, he would find a pilot’s chair embedded in the opposite bulkhead.

      He banished the unpleasant image from his mind and pressed on. Why worry about the dead when there were still living to take care of? The closer he drew to the outside, the more he realized how toxic the air around his team was. No wonder Juvak had taken only a few steps into the wreck.
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      The combat boots he saw on each side of the opening were his first hint he wouldn’t be allowed to walk of his own accord, the hand grabbing his neck, his second. After that, everything happened so fast, he was barely able to keep his wits about him and his feet below him.

      Pulled from the hole and then shoved forward, he caught his balance long enough on the edge of a broken piece of bulkhead to realize the rifleman crouched below was ignoring him. The man didn’t even flinch when a hard kick propelled Taylor over his head and onto a teetering slab of cockpit control panel. Landing in a partial crouch, his hand shot out for balance at the same time as the acrid stench of still smoldering electrical circuits bombarded his senses. His hand was faster. Grabbing a handful of wires, he immediately felt the stinging burn of electricity course through his skin.

      His resulting hiss drew a snicker from his right. He looked up in time to see the butt of a rifle coming his way and started to dodge, but remembering his own instructions, he turned his shoulder into it instead. It didn’t hurt, at least not much. The two meaty fists meeting his chest and slamming him into a tangle of cables and rods did, though. He wasn’t sure what hurt worse: his front, his back, or everything in between. He didn’t have the time to contemplate the question since he was immediately hauled to his feet. Still fighting to get air back into his lungs as he stumbled along, Taylor tripped over a sharp, jutting piece of metal that would’ve cut deeply into his ankle had his boot not been in the way, and barely caught himself before his face slammed into the jagged end of a broken piece of bulkhead. Yet to take a full breath, he was grabbed again and shoved down the embankment of the furrow the wreck had carved. His knee gave out, and he landed face-first in the dirt a few meters from the Tinareean transport.

      Moments later, Salayla landed beside him. He chanced a glance at her, but the butt of a rifle slammed into his neck and shoved his face back into the ground before he could get a good look. The weapon’s owner leaned over him, increasing the pressure painfully. Taylor didn’t understand the barked orders coming from the direction of the transport but was happy to feel the soldier push off him. His relief turned to dread when the snickering man aimed the gun’s barrel at his face and slowly squeezed the trigger, causing the red targeting laser to light up his cheek. Another barked order, this one from Juvak, caused the soldier to pull up the barrel right as the weapon discharged.

      The bolt hit the ground inches from Taylor’s face. The dirt absorbed it instantly. Had it hit rock, he would have felt much more than the tingle of intense heat passing by. He squeezed his eyes shut, ignored the soldier’s laugh and obvious snide remarks, and concentrated on getting his racing heart back under control.

      After a short but vocal argument, two soldiers grabbed his arms and dragged him toward the transport. By the time he had his feet under him to walk, they had stopped in front of a pudgy middle-aged officer, whose insignia identified him as the commander of this group.

      The officer studied him, nodded, and gave an order. A third soldier stepped up and helped the first two strip him of all insignia and uniform pieces identifying him as an Intergal trooper. They pulled him back to his feet for another inspection. Satisfied, the officer nodded and turned away. The soldiers bound Taylor’s wrists, pulled a cloth sack over his head, and tightened its cord around his throat.

      Blind and barely able to breathe, Taylor was unable to cushion his fall when the soldiers dragged him up the transport’s ramp and threw him in. Landing hard, he groaned in pain and reached for the cord around his neck, but his wrists were pulled above his head before he could touch it. He tried to pull free, but the constant battering and lack of oxygen left him too weak to do more than slow the motion. Nevertheless, even this minute resistance was immediately repaid with a blow to his side. Taylor screamed and curled up, jerking his wrists free as he did so. His tormentor grabbed his shirt and pants, picked him up, and slammed him onto his back. Out of air, Taylor lay were he landed and groaned.
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      After signing off with Commander Richards, S9 Commander Robert Teak accessed a ship terminal to locate S3 Technician Torrents. The ship’s communications system tracked everybody’s location, though Robert would not have been surprised to find that Torrents had hacked into his comm’s transponder and changed or turned off its signal.

      He hadn’t.

      It took him a while to cross the ship, but Robert found Torrents exactly where his comm signal said he was—in the temporary quarters he had been assigned for the duration of this mission. The slicer was busy working on his terminal, his personal comm silently flashing the contact alert beside him. He had clearly gotten the notification; the audible alert could not be turned off until it was acknowledged—unless, of course, Torrents had hacked it.

      “The comm signals aren’t reaching Tinaree,” Torrents said without so much as a greeting or acknowledgment of the superior officer’s arrival. “So, either they’re blocked groundside, or the relays are out.” He didn’t give Robert a chance to reply. “I’d prefer a problem with the relays, ‘cause if it’s groundside, then we’ve been hacked, and the guys down there are in for it.”

      He turned with his last words and, remembering protocol, added a quick “sir” and jumped to attention.

      Sharp, intelligent brown eyes framed by curly ash blond hair barely within regulation length watched as Robert’s studying gaze ran over his disheveled uniform, which looked like it had been stored crumpled in a ball. Torrents’ skinny frame didn’t help the matter, and his lack of concern to do more than meet regulations didn’t, either. No wonder he kept getting flagged. Military discipline wasn’t in his blood, though looking at his pedigree, it should have been. Tenth generation Intergal—his family had served pretty much from the day the Intergalactic Freedom Defense Force was founded. His grandfather had been a retired Senior Force Commander. Something went wrong in the boy’s track and maybe someday Robert would have the time to figure out what it was. But for now, he had more urgent concerns.

      “The relays. You’re talking about the relay satellites?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Can you check them?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then do,” Robert instructed with a nod.

      Torrents jumped to it, his fingers flying over the virtual keyboard before he had settled into his seat. Robert picked up the still-flashing comm.

      “You overrode the sound but not the visual?” He acknowledged the alert to shut it down.

      “So I don’t forget to answer it,” Torrents answered without apology.

      Robert wondered if he had forgotten or ignored the fact that tinkering with a comm was against regulations and considered a breach in security.

      “You do realize it had a ‘Highest Priority’?”

      “Yes, sir,” Torrents answered while keeping his attention on his screen. “I figured Commander Richards was looking for answers, so I wanted to have them before I commed.”

      “And you knew what answers he was looking for?”

      “Well, it was obvious from what happened.” Torrents slowed as he realized his mistake. His fingers stopped moving for a moment, then he drew a resigned breath and continued, “I watched the live feed.” He added a “sir” with the slightest pause, as if hoping it might buy him leniency.

      “From here?”

      “Well, yeah, it’s not like I’m authorized in the BCC.”

      Robert said nothing and merely watched as Torrents’ fingers continued to fly over his keyboard, bringing up screen after screen, sending out commands and responding to results. While keyboards weren’t quite obsolete, most people accessed the screen directly or used voice controls. Not Torrents, he preferred to use the virtual keyboard. Even with this, what many people would consider a major handicap, he worked faster than anybody Robert had watched before, and with better results. Now, if he could stay within regulations and stop accessing data he wasn’t authorized for, he could fly through his service time with his pick of assignments and duty stations or be set for life in any civilian market.

      “I can show you a replay,” Torrents ventured, “so you can see it firsthand.”

      “You recorded it?” Another security breach.

      “Well, yeah, so we can study it in detail to figure out what happened.”

      “We could study the official recording.”

      “But then we’d have to go through all the bureaucratic stuff and ask for access. This way, the unedited raw footage is all here, ready to go whenever the commander wants it.”

      “And that’s why you did it.”

      “Of course,” he replied without missing a beat. “Mission first, whatever it takes.”

      “Right.”

      Another screen appeared above the ones Torrents was working on, angled to optimize Robert’s view. It showed the Infiltrator craft leaving the three frigates and then jumped ahead to right before the attack. As he watched the replay, Robert considered that some would see this as an attempt on Torrents’ part to mitigate negative consequences by making Robert an accomplice to his breach. Thankfully, Torrents wasn’t that conniving yet, which was why he kept getting caught and flagged. But, if his deceptiveness ever caught up to his slicing abilities, he would have to be watched. That would be somebody else’s issue, though. I do need to check and tighten the security setting on my personal logs and data.

      “Well, this is interesting,” Torrents mumbled beside him.
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      Taylor wasn’t sure how long they had been in the transport. He remembered hearing distant gunshots and then a loud explosion before feeling the floorboard vibrate with stomping feet as the mercenaries boarded, kicking and stepping on their prisoners without regard. The transport had rumbled to life, and Taylor had been jostled around with every bump and hole in the ground. Every time he moved, he had received another kick or punch, until a barked command had brought him some respite, at least until the transport had stopped and the mercs had piled out, again leaving their boot prints all over him. Then the transport had fallen quiet, the only sound coming from his teammates’ ragged breathing and his feeble attempts to get oxygen into his own lungs. He had finally found a rhythm of shallow breaths that let him stay conscious without too much light-headedness when he felt a presence behind him.

      At first it was tentative, as if someone was trying to sneak up on him without knowing how to go about it. Then, fingers ever so softly touched his neck in search of a pulse, then the rope. After a short and unsuccessful struggle, he heard the scrape of a blade coming from its sheath and then felt its cold metal gingerly push under the rope and twist. He hoped the blade was single-edged, or at least, not too sharp. A jerk, and suddenly air and precious oxygen flooded his lungs. He breathed deeply and immediately coughed.

      “Shhhh. No, don’t. You have to be quiet, or they’ll find us.”

      Taylor barely heard the young, Tinareean-speaking voice over his coughing fit. Hands struggled to turn him over and remove the cloth over his head, but even if he’d had any mind to follow the softly spoken instructions, his body wanted no part of them as it tried to purge the carbon dioxide from its cells while taking in as much oxygen as possible.

      The boy—at least that’s the impression Taylor had of the person beside
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