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        Cowards die many times before their deaths. The valiant never taste of death but once.
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      The distress signal was impossible, yet there it was: a flashing pinprick of red on the console screen, and steady beeps—three short, three long, three short—from the comm officer’s headset. It was an ancient code, yet the ship’s computer had recognized it and flagged it for immediate attention.

      Major Wright gazed down at the enigmatic dot and passed the headset back to its owner.

      “Where is it coming from?” he asked again, leaning closer to peer at the mountainous topography of the region.

      “Nantgarw-y-garth,” Corporal Singh repeated patiently. “West Britannic Isles.”

      “Nantgarw… Where the hell’s that? It looks like the arse end of nowhere. Why would we have anyone there?”

      The corporal didn’t answer, no doubt guessing the question was rhetorical. “I didn’t know if I should alert the brigadier, sir,” he said. “Only…”

      Singh didn’t need to say any more. He hadn’t wanted to wake Colbourn in the middle of the quiet shift. Smart choice.

      Wright slammed one hand against the console and straightened up. A few of the officers on the Valiant’s bridge looked his way. He remembered he was barefoot and wearing crumpled standard issue pajama bottoms. He began to fasten the uniform shirt he’d pulled on after Singh had commed him.

      “Might be a covert mission,” he murmured.

      “Yes, but…” Singh ventured.

      “What?”

      “West BI? I thought the place was entirely EAC now, along with the rest of the country.”

      “It is,” replied Wright. “Has been for a couple of years.”

      The European Democracy’s epicenter, Berline, had fallen to Earth Awakening Crusade a decade previously, and the organization had pushed steadily westward, breaking down civilization as it went, eventually occupying the entire Britannic Isles. Wright had fought in some of the battles for his homeland, earning promotions, scars, and memories he would never forget.

      “But,” he added, “if they are covert operatives, why aren’t they alerting SIS? Why send out a general distress?” He’d heard of resistance groups that were fighting on in some areas, but he couldn’t see why any of them would broadcast a code that hadn’t been used for centuries.

      The two men regarded the puzzling blip.

      Singh coughed. “If it is a genuine distress signal…”

      “Yes, yes, all right,” said the major testily, tiredness making him irritable. “I don’t need you to inform me of the urgency of the situation, corporal.” He loved his job, but a good night’s sleep came a close second place in his heart. He rubbed his beard shadow, and then tried, absent-mindedly, to smooth down the tuft of hair that stuck up from the crown of his head. He was unsuccessful, as always.

      “There’s nothing for it,” he said. “I’ll have to tell the brigadier.”

      “Rather you than me, sir.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wright had failed to raise his superior officer via her ear comm, and she had refused an implant, so he had no choice except to wake her in person. By the time he reached Colbourn’s quarters, he had finished fastening his shirt and had tucked it into his pajamas. He thumbed the door buzzer and leaned on the bulkhead, propped on his forearm, as he waited for a response. When none came, he pressed again, long and hard.

      “Goddammit!” growled a voice over the intercom. “Someone had better be dying.”

      “It’s Wright, ma’am. Something’s come up that requires your immediate attention.”

      The intercom was silent, then, “Well, what kind of something?!”

      “A distress call, only…”

      Suddenly, the cabin door slid back, and an older woman’s bony head thrust through the gap. Her eyes were narrowed, angry, and piercing.

      “Only what?” Brigadier Colbourn asked, between clenched teeth.

      Wright knew he wasn’t receiving the full potential force of her ire, that she tolerated him better than others, yet he still took half a step backward before explaining about the incongruous signal.

      “West BI?” asked Colbourn. “What the…?” Scowling, she said, “Hold on.”

      She withdrew into the darkness of her quarters. Seconds later she re-emerged, wrapping a gray bathrobe over her sleep suit.

      As she marched down the passageway, he kept pace by her side and laid out the details of the situation.

      Age and tiredness showed in the lines of the brigadier’s face, and her white hair was cropped close to her scalp, making her head look positively skeletal. He always thought of her as an old war horse who deserved to have been put out to pasture years ago. But she never spoke of retirement. Like him, service was in her blood, and she would probably die with her boots on.

      When he finished updating her, the brigadier slipped in her ear comm and began barking orders. One of the Valiant’s companion corvettes, HMSS Daisy, was to be prepped for a mission. The BA’s corvettes were their only warships capable of space-to-surface travel.

      Turning her head sharply toward the major, Colbourn said, “I want you to assemble a rescue task force.”

      After a beat, he asked, “We’re going in?”

      “Of course we’re going in,” the brigadier spat. “Do you think we should leave them there? It’s our distress code they’re sending. Those are our people. The only problem is, we don’t have time to arrange a stealth op. We’ll have to get in and out fast, before the EAC have time to respond.”

      “But what if they aren’t our people? It could be an EAC trap.”

      “Then it’s a damned good one,” Colbourn replied. “They must know we’d never abandon our own.”

      The brigadier strode through the door to the bridge. Every back in the place became bolt upright, and all eyes became intent on their screens.

      “Singh,” Colbourn snapped as she sat down. “Report on the origin site of the distress signal.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s called Nantgarw-y-garth—”

      “I don’t give a shit what it’s called. Wright’s already told me it’s in the back of beyond. I want to know terrain, population, latest intel, if we have any. You know what I need. Do I have to spell it out to you in words of one syllable?”

      “Yes, ma’am. S-sorry, ma’am. I do have some information…” His voice petered out under the intensity of her glare, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

      “Dammit, man. Speak!”

      “It’s mountainous,” Singh blurted. “Highest elevation five hundred and fifty meters. Latest population estimate, er, zero point three people per hectare. No known military installations. Scan data doesn’t indicate any evidence of armaments either.” He rattled off the local temperature and weather conditions, which were wintry. “I still haven’t established contact with the signal originator.”

      “Better. Wright, where are you with assembling the task force?”

      “Nearly there. I’ve picked twenty of the best from the platoon aboard the Daisy.”

      “Good. You’re leading the mission?”

      “I was planning to.”

      The brigadier’s stern expression grew pensive, and she didn’t answer immediately.

      The situation troubled Wright, too. No one in the Britannic Alliance would send a distress call from enemy territory unless they were in imminent peril. Even then, they might choose to fight it out rather than endanger the lives of their rescuers. This was going to be a high-risk expedition. They had almost no knowledge of what the rescue team might expect, and they would be under extreme time pressure.

      He waited for Colbourn’s decision.

      Briefly making eye contact with him, she gave him a curt nod, adding, “I’ll speak to SIS while you’re en route and update you about anything pertinent.”

      Her words weren’t particularly reassuring. If the individuals requesting rescue did have something to do with the Secret Intelligence Service, that didn’t mean SIS would tell them anything relevant or helpful. In Wright’s experience, the government department frequently operated as if it were independent, with interests and aims wholly distinct from those of the Britannic Alliance.

      Yet, despite his many reservations, at the end of the day, Colbourn was right: if there was a chance it was the BA’s people calling for help, they could not ignore them.

      “I’ll head over to the Daisy,” he said.

      Colbourn turned to speak to Singh again.
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      The game of xiangqi wasn’t going well for Taylan Ellis. It was her turn, and she’d been trying to figure out her next move for the last five minutes, but she couldn’t see a way to reverse the tide of battle. The enemy general was well beyond her reach, while her own was trapped in one quarter of the board, harried by soldiers, chariots, and cannon.

      She looked up into the face of her friend, Emeka Abacha, knowing she would find no mercy there. He gazed back, amusement twinkling in his dark blue eyes.

      “Take all the time you need, little chick,” he said expansively, his voice not much more than a soft rumble among the snores of their fellow Royal Marines in the ten-rack cabin.

      She’d never understood why he’d given her that nickname. She was far from little, and her days of being a ‘chick’ were long gone. Abacha was the only person Taylan would allow to call her that, and he knew it. At times like these, he took full advantage of the concession.

      Strike that.

      She did know why he used the nickname—it was to rile her, and he was doing a good job of it.

      She screwed up her face in frustration.

      Abacha’s grin grew wider.

      Wearing only undershirts and shorts, they crouched over a small table set against the bulkhead farthest from the cabin door. A single overhead lamp spilled its light over the table and aged board game. The lines of the game were nearly worn away, and the plastic pieces were barely identifiable anymore. But the game was the only thing the two insomniacs had to occupy them after lights out, when all electronics were banned.

      Taylan reached toward one of her adviser tiles.

      Abacha’s eyebrows rose.

      She hesitated, her hand suspended over the tile, before she dropped it to her side again and scowled.

      Her friend leaned over the table and gave her shoulder a friendly slap, nearly knocking her from her seat. “Concede defeat! There’s no shame in it. It’s only a game. Besides…” he stretched his long arms wide “…it’s late and I’m sleepy.”

      Taylan’s scowl deepened, and she studied the positions of the tiles on the board more closely. There had to be a way out of her predicament, if only she could see it.

      The figure of her friend suddenly stiffened, and Taylan, sensing the change in him, looked up. “What’s wrong?”

      “You don’t hear it?” he asked.

      She concentrated on the sounds around her. Aside from the noises of slumber from the other marines, all she could hear was the hum of the Daisy’s engines.

      Then she realized what Abacha meant: the engine noise had risen in pitch. They were no longer maintaining orbit, flanking the Valiant, they were on the move. Her stomach registered the new direction. The corvette was descending, which could only mean she was on her way to the surface.

      A quiet excitement rose in Taylan.

      “We’re going down,” she whispered.

      “Uh huh,” replied Abacha, but his look of delight as he’d anticipated beating her at xiangqi had faded. Now he looked sad.

      She wondered what was bothering him, but then she felt the beads of her necklace under her fingertips. When she’d realized they were going to Earth, her hand had unconsciously strayed to the child’s jewelry she always wore around her neck.

      She snatched her fingers away and looked down, embarrassed.

      Abacha was silent, and the cabin remained quiet, the sleeping marines unaware of the changing circumstances.

      Taylan raised her gaze to her friend, and saw he touching the side of his head, listening to a comm. Every marine had an implant surgically installed just behind their left ears. When you were given an order, there was no avoiding it, whether you were asleep or awake. If the device sensed you were sleeping, it would break into your dreams with an alarm that wouldn’t turn off until you were conscious. The comm would repeat until you gave the mental response you’d received it.

      Abacha’s eyes refocused as the message ended.

      Grunts, groans, and the rustle of sheets came from the racks as marines began to stir.

      Abacha got up and went to step away from the table, but then he halted. “You didn’t hear it?”

      “Nope,” replied Taylan. “What’s happening?”

      “Rescue mission. Gotta attend a briefing.”

      “Hm. Looks like I’m not invited.”

      “Looks like it.”

      Abacha began to leave, but Taylan grabbed his wrist. “Rescue mission on the surface?”

      “Wright didn’t say, but I guess so. That’s where we’re headed.”

      “If they’re sending a corvette down, it must be somewhere dangerous. Did he say where it is exactly?”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      Overhead lights came to life. Three or four grumbling marines dropped from upper racks to the floor and hastily pulled on their uniforms. The sleepers who hadn’t been called to the briefing groaned and pulled their blankets over their heads.

      Taylan hadn’t released Abacha’s wrist. She was thinking.

      “Hey, I have to go,” said her friend.

      “How about…” She hesitated. “Wanna swap places with me?”

      He sighed. “You know I can’t do that. Wright ordered me on the mission, not you.”

      “I’ll say you’re sick and I’m taking your place.”

      “I haven’t been to sick bay. If he checks out your story and finds out we both lied, I’ll be in a world of trouble.”

      “I’ll tell him…as soon as you woke, you threw up. Or something. C’mon, do this for me. How often do we go to the surface these days? This might be the last chance I get.”

      “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

      “I know we were above Europe.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. We’re aboard a freaking starship. The rescue could be anywhere.”

      While they argued, the marines who had received the summons had dressed and run out of the cabin. Abacha looked toward the open door. “Tay, the briefing’s in five minutes. I have to be there.”

      “C’mon!” she urged. “When do I ever ask you for a favor?”

      “Well, there was that time you made me help you get the cook drunk so you could shave off his eyebrows.”

      “Okay. But he deserved payback for the slop he serves up.”

      “And I distracted that warrant officer for you while you hid her helmet in the freezer.”

      “She’s a tool, and you know it.”

      “And let’s not forget you persuading me to help you smuggle Boots aboard.”

      Boots was the ship’s cat—a stray Taylan had rescued from the battle zone at their last engagement.

      “Give me a break!” she protested. “Boots is the best thing that ever happened to this ship.”

      Abacha shot her a skeptical look. He might have been thinking about the cat’s resistance to all attempts to house train him.

      “You have to admit,” Taylan went on, “he keeps the cockroaches down.”

      Abacha gently prised her fingers from his wrist. “I have to go.”

      She slumped against the bulkhead. “See ya later.”

      He put on his uniform in record time, and then strode quickly across the cabin, last to leave. Taylan felt bad. He would be reprimanded for being late. When he reached the doorway, however, he stopped and turned.

      She’d been watching him, resigning herself to the fact she wouldn’t be going to the surface. When Abacha halted, she sat up.

      “How do you do it?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Be so annoying yet so pitiful at the same time?”

      She jumped to her feet. “You’re gonna let me take your place?”

      In answer, he swept his arm through the doorway, as if inviting her to go out.

      She leapt up and yelled, “Yeah!”

      A pillow thrown by a disgruntled marine hit her square in the middle, but she barely registered it. She was already running toward the door. On her way, she snatched her uniform from her rack with one hand and with her other she grabbed her boots. When she reached Abacha, she leapt up and grabbed him in a quick hug. “I owe you,” she said, before racing out.

      But as she reached the junction at the end of the passageway, she remembered something and pulled up abruptly. Abacha had remained in the doorway, watching her, his arms folded across his sizable chest.

      She called out, “Which briefing room?”

      “Two.”

      “Shit.”

      She ran back the way she’d come. As she reached her friend, he held up a hand for a high five. Taylan slapped his palm as she passed him.

      She was going to Earth, perhaps even to the Britannic Isles, and who knew what she might find out while she was there?
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      As the marines who would take part in the rescue piled into the Daisy’s Briefing Room 2, Wright was struck by how young they looked. They had to be at least eighteen—he didn’t think recruitment had become so desperate the BA took on anyone younger—but some of them looked like kids.

      The men and women quickly took seats.

      How long had it been since he was as fresh-faced as them?

      Before he knew it, Wright was rubbing the old wound in his knee. He’d received it at his first engagement, when he’d been no older than the marines in front of him, at the Battle of Queen Charlotte Bay, last stronghold of the BA on the Falkland Isles.

      For more than sixteen years, he’d put off getting proper treatment for the injury. He needed the entire joint replaced, the doc had said. The lab could grow new bones and cartilage from his stem cells prior to the op, but afterward it would be two weeks before he was fit to return to duty. There had always been something happening that deterred him from taking so much sick leave; an upsurge in EAC attacks, new, illegal resource harvesting by the Antarctic Project, or influxes of new recruits, refugees fleeing lost homelands.

      Time had slipped by so fast.

      He took a head count. Only nineteen marines were present. Irritated, he decided to wait another minute for the latecomer.

      All his life, he’d known nothing but war. When he’d joined up, the struggle had already lasted fifty-eight years. He’d been in primary school when he’d learned about its origins. The Antarctic Project had been the instigator. Intent on harvesting the remainder of Earth’s depleted resources to build gigantic colony ships, the AP had been looting the planet, and it had been invading protected zones to stock up the finest genetic material from all species, including humankind.

      As governments defied the Project, it had militarized. What it had once stolen by stealth or political machinations, it now took by force. Few had been able to withstand its march across the globe. Only the Britannic Alliance had managed to hold it back, safeguarding the homelands and historical territories. Elsewhere in the world, the AP had done as it wanted, and sovereign nations had been too cowed to stop it.

      Then the Earth Awareness Crusade had appeared. When the organization first emerged, the EAC had seemed to be one of the BA’s strongest supporters and allies, sharing the ideals of conservancy and preservation. But as the months and years wore on, the Crusade had shown its true colors. The BA’s policy was to maintain the political status quo in the member states of its protectorate, never interfering in their governance. But the EAC would constantly try to subtly subvert this aim. Political leaders would die in mysterious circumstances, and their replacements would champion new and strange paradigms, ideas that happened to be central to the EAC.

      After several repeats of these strange occurrences, the BA realized these events were not coincidences, that the EAC was secretly asserting control. What was more, it was turning the newly acquired country’s populations toward bizarre, cultish belief systems at odds with concepts of personal autonomy and basic human rights.

      And now the BA seemed to be fighting a rearguard action. No superior officer had ever described it that way within his hearing, but year after year they lost more ground either seized by the AP or taken over by the EAC, displacing entire populations.

      He frowned. He didn’t know the solution. Perhaps the higher ups had something up their sleeves.

      Someone coughed, and Wright was mentally jerked back to the briefing. The latecomer still hadn’t arrived. He was annoyed and surprised. He’d chosen the best from the platoon across the skills spectrum. He didn’t have much of an idea what they would face so he’d wanted to cover all the bases. The last thing he’d expected was that one of the exemplary marines would be late.

      He would find out who it was later. He didn’t want to waste any more time.

      He quickly opened the briefing, and then said, “We touch down in…” He looked up and left, activating a clock that superimposed on his vision. “Thirty-eight minutes. As I explained in the comm, this is a—”

      The sound of a pair of rapidly running, booted feet echoed through the doorway. A woman burst into the room and stood to attention before noticing everyone except Wright was sitting down. She jumped into the nearest empty seat, keeping her eyes forward. One of her boots was unlaced.

      Her arrival seemed to send a ripple through the room.

      Clenching his jaw, Wright strode to the latecomer, coming to a halt a few centimeters from her.

      “Name?” he demanded.

      “Ellis, sir. Here to replace Abacha.”

      “Replace…?” He remembered he’d picked Abacha because the man was proficient at hand-to-hand combat. If they did meet any hostiles in the mountains of West BI, the fighting was likely to be up close and personal.

      “He’s sick, sir,” continued the self-appointed replacement. “Threw up all over his rack as soon as—”

      “Ellis,” chided Sergeant Elphicke, sitting to her left.

      Wright looked the woman up and down. He didn’t recall seeing her before. She wasn’t young like the others. She was closer to his own age. Her rank implied she’d joined up recently, unless her performance had been so appalling she hadn’t been promoted once in fifteen years of service. She was average build, her hair mouse brown and cut just below her ears. Her cool gray eyes remained fixed forward.

      The rest of the team didn’t like her. That was what the non-verbal reaction had been about when she entered the room. He wondered what she’d done to earn the other marines’ animosity.

      Disappointed that he was down one of the platoon’s best fighters, he hoped Abacha’s mediocre replacement wouldn’t prove too much of a liability.

      Wright returned to the front, reminding himself to check Ellis’s story later.

      Addressing the room, he said, “We’re going into BI—”

      Had that annoying marine jumped a little?

      “Currently EAC-held territory,” he continued. “I’m going to be honest: It’s a rescue mission, but I don’t have a clue who we’re rescuing. All we have are the distress signal coordinates. This area isn’t well defended as far as we can tell, but the EAC is not going to miss the Daisy’s arrival. Once we’re on the ground, speed is going to make all the difference to our success or failure. We have to rescue this person or persons and get out of there before the EAC arrive. Flight time from the nearest military airport is thirty-five minutes, and we can expect them to detect us going in, so that leaves us with very little time.”

      He went on to share as many details of the mission as he could tell them, but they were precious few. Within a couple of minutes, he was finished.

      He told the marines to suit up.
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      The Daisy’s ramp split from the bulkhead and began to lower. Instantly, snowflakes whirled through the gap. As the outdoor air flooded in, Taylan watched the temperature displayed on her HUD drop to minus two degrees C. It was a cold night in West BI.

      Along with the rest of the team, she lined up at the opening hatch. Ahead of her, a square of black night appeared, pierced by the corvette’s lights.

      In the few months since completing Basic, she hadn’t got her space legs, and she was feeling like her stomach remained somewhere in the upper stratosphere. But she was jubilant. She was returning to her homeland. Despite the risks of persuading Abacha to allow her to take his place, she had no regrets. Anything she could find out while she was home could be useful.

      The only downside was the short time they would be there.

      So far, they’d been lucky. The Daisy hadn’t been fired upon during the descent. The EAC must have had the surprise of its life when the BA warship swooped down from open skies, but even now it would be rushing to challenge the invasion.

      The ramp hit the ground.

      “Move out,” came Elphicke’s order.

      Taylan jogged into the night, her rifle gripped across her chest, snowflakes melting on her visor. As she left the Daisy, the ship’s lights cut out and her visor’s night vision kicked in. A gray-green, rocky landscape appeared, cracks and hollows already filling with snow. The distress signal pulsed high on her display. According to the map overlay, it originated 634 meters north-north-west and 178 meters up.

      The marines in front were already running up the rising ground, seeking paths between the boulders. Others were flanking out right and left, sweeping for hostiles. Her job was also to protect the core team, who would push forward and make the rescue.

      As she looked from side to side, checking for movement or spots of heat that might signify enemy soldiers, she scanned for long range data too. The major hadn’t been specific about the location, but her suit’s computer soon began to extrapolate from the surrounding topography and narrow down the potential places. It quickly told her she was in West BI.

      Yes!

      It was more than she could have hoped for. The European mainland would have been good, the Britannic Isles even better, but the land of her fathers? It was as if it was meant to be.

      Her computer identified a settlement in a valley to the east, naming it Trecenyyd. She turned her head sharply right, knowing what she would find. The name Efail Isaf popped up on her HUD.

      She’d been there once, as a child. It was a tiny, old-fashioned village; a place out of time. She’d gone into its only shop and bought sweets with actual cash, not via a tele-trans, or even a card, but a paper note her grandpa had handed her before she set out. And then, as well as a bag of delicious chewy gums, the shopkeeper had given her round pieces of metal he called ‘change’.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw movement.

      She jerked her head around.

      The mountainous landscape spread out, gray-green, speckled with falling flakes, and still.

      Nothing.

      Had she imagined it?

      She slowed to a stop and squatted behind a rock for cover. Leaning her back against the stone surface, she replayed her helmet recording of one minute prior.

      There it was! She froze the recording. She had seen something.

      She expanded the frozen image and brought up what looked like a shoulder and half a head poking out from behind a rock, among fuzzy motionless snowflakes.

      The rest of her team was clearly marked on her HUD, the closest fellow marine seven or eight meters away. Whatever was out there, it wasn’t one of her own.

      They were being watched, and she’d caught one of the watchers just before he ducked out of sight.

      “Sergeant,” she commed to Elphicke, “we have a voyeur.” She relayed the image and figure’s coordinates.

      “Good spot,” Elphicke replied. “Blake, Chen, McEndry, assist Ellis in dispatching the gawper.”

      It seemed odd the EAC had operatives out here in this lonely place, assuming the watcher was EAC. He was suited up, so Taylan guessed he had to be.

      How many more of them were out there on the hillside?

      It was already too late to prevent him from sending a message to his command. If the arrival of the Daisy hadn’t been enough to trigger an imminent attack, the marines were now on a rapid countdown before the soldier’s buddies turned up.

      Taylan rose and, keeping low, began to circle to the right, round to the rear of the hostile’s position. On her HUD, she saw Chen do the same in the other direction, while Blake and McEndry slowly approached him from the front. If the onlooker was alone, they would catch him easily as they closed in.

      “Eyes open,” said Blake. “Don’t forget there might be more of them.”

      If the soldier wasn’t by himself, Taylan might have to make and lose some new friends en route, but there was nothing of military interest in that remote place. She couldn’t believe the EAC would have many troops on the ground.

      She was five meters from the man, who didn’t seem to have moved, when, as she stepped between two boulders, her right boot slid down into the gap.

      She cursed and tried to pull it out, but it was jammed in.

      After a couple of seconds of tugging, Chen asked, “What’s up, Ellis?” He must have noticed she’d stopped.

      “I’m stuck, but I’ll be…Shit!” Her boot had slipped farther down. The narrow gap opened up at the bottom, and in her struggles she’d accidentally pushed when she’d meant to pull. Now, her foot was free below the opening, but she was trapped by her ankle.

      She let her rifle swing free from her neck and shoulder and braced herself by her elbows against the rocks on each side of her. They were slippery with crystalline ice. With a great effort, she wrenched her leg upward. The hard stone ground into her ankle bones, but she couldn’t free her foot.

      Meanwhile, the other three marines had nearly reached their target.

      “Going in without you, Ellis,” McEndry said.

      “No,” she protested. “Wait.” She groaned as she twisted her lower leg, feeling the bite of solid mineral and the tearing of her skin. Nothing seemed to help.

      It was no good. She was well and truly trapped.

      “We don’t have time,” came McEndry’s impassive reply.

      Taylan swore some more.

      The friendly dots on her HUD showed McEndry and the others drawing closer to the watcher. There wasn’t anything she could do to help her team now, but she guessed they would be okay. It was three against one, and they were all experienced marines.

      She returned her attention to her foot and noticed that the gap between the boulders was uneven. If she could squeeze her ankle forward, she would reach a wider area where she might be able to lift her boot out.

      A voice burst from her comm: “Chen, watch out!”

      It was Blake.

      Flashes exploded to her left.

      Damn!

      Her team was under attack. The EAC had closed in on them.

      She desperately tried to force her lower leg forward.

      More flashes erupted to her left. On her HUD she saw, with horror, the dot representing Chen wink from green to blue. He was gone. Dead in an instant.

      Their sergeant had seen it too.

      “Blake,” barked Elphicke. “Sitrep.”

      “We’ve lost…Shit! I think, I think there’s four of them.”

      Pulse rounds split the night.

      Blake’s comm remained open. Everyone connected heard his scream.

      His dot changed color.

      Taylan yelled, “No!”

      She’d managed to push her ankle forward, but now it felt like it was cemented in. She couldn’t move it a millimeter in any direction.

      With a cry of frustration, she lifted her rifle above the boulder and pointed it upward. Squeezing the trigger, she let off round after round, frantically trying to draw attention away from McEndry, the remaining living marine of the three who had joined her to kill the watcher.

      McEndry’s dot turned blue.

      Elphicke’s curse came over her comm. “Ellis, what the hell are you doing? Why haven’t you moved for the last two minutes?”

      “I’m stuck, sir. I…”

      She swallowed.

      Three fellow marines had died, and there hadn’t been anything she could do about it.

      “Stuck? What do you mean?”

      “My foot’s trapped.”

      “Can you take off your boot?”

      “Negative, sir.” Even if she’d been able to reach through the gap, her ankle was now wedged so tightly, removing her boot wouldn’t make any difference.

      “Well, I can see you discharged your weapon,” said Elphicke stonily, “and announced your location to the world. I can’t send anyone to help. We’re under fire here. You’re on your own.”

      Taylan could see the flashes of pulse rifles firing higher up the mountain. The place was crawling with EAC, though even sheep would see no reason to be out on the mountain in the middle of winter.

      In her peripheral vision, something moved.

      They were coming for her.

      “I understand, sir,” she said.

      Elphicke paused a beat.

      “Good luck, Ellis. Over and out.”
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      The distress signal blinked stubbornly on Wright’s HUD. Glaring at it, he adjusted his scanners, short and long-range, for the second time, but the result was the same.

      It was coming from inside the mountain.

      He looked up the slope. The mountain face rose above him and disappeared from sight into darkness and falling snow. Nothing he saw indicated the presence of a passage into the hidden chamber.

      Behind him, farther down the mountain, EAC troops were closing in. The organization had responded fast to the Daisy’s arrival, he had to give them that. Unbelievably fast. Elphicke would keep the enemy back for a while, but not indefinitely. Wright estimated he had maybe ten minutes—fifteen, tops—to retrieve the person or people in distress.

      But how was he supposed to do that when they were behind several tonnes of rock? He’d tried comming them on the same frequency as the distress signal but received no reply, and no other frequencies generated a response either.

      Something else was bothering him deeply—how the hell was the signal penetrating solid stone?

      None of it made any sense.

      “Should I scout for an entrance, sir?” asked Marks, one of three marines accompanying him.

      “Yes, do that.”

      He didn’t hold out much hope the woman would find anything, but he didn’t know what else to do. Maybe the people sending the signal had traveled through the mountain from another spot and then discovered there was no way out. Thinking about it, that was the only answer, but it didn’t help him.

      He climbed the final few meters up to the vertical mountain face. On a closer look, it appeared as though it might have formed from a rockfall eons ago. The surface was jagged and split, and tough, stunted shrubs sprouted from the nooks and crannies. Thin cracks divided the crammed rocks, but they were far too narrow for a human being to have slipped through. Even a child wouldn’t have made it. Judging from the long, leathery roots that gripped the stone, it hadn’t been disturbed for years.

      Wright rested one hand on the impenetrable surface and, with the other, popped open his visor.

      “Hello?!” he shouted. “This is Major Wright of the Britannic Alliance. Can you hear me? Please respond.”

      He awaited a reply, but all he heard was hiss of pulse fire coming from below and the sigh of the wind around the mountain. He tried to make contact a couple more times, with the same result.

      He thumped the stone with a fist. Somewhere not far from where he stood, people were trapped, possibly injured or dying, and he had no way of reaching them.

      Marks returned. “I couldn’t find anything, sir,” she reported breathlessly.

      Should they stick around, trying to find a way in? The chances of a safe exit for his marines was growing slimmer. Or should he abandon the mission as hopeless? Could he justify continuing to risk the lives of his men and women?

      “Can I make a suggestion, sir?” asked Marks.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Blow it open.”

      “Blow…the rock face?”

      “We brought an XM57 along,” Marks said. “We could try. What do we have to lose?”

      “What we have to lose are the very people we are supposed to be rescuing, if they’re anywhere near the outer wall.”

      Wright wondered what Colbourn would have to say if he returned to the Valiant bearing several rescued corpses.

      “Sir,” said Elphicke. “There’s been a skirmish on the lower slopes. Blake, Chen, and McEndry have blued.”

      Wright closed his eyes.

      Dammit!

      “Okay,” he said to Marks. “We’ll give it one try.” He gave the order for the XM57 to be brought up.

      While he was waiting for the mortar to arrive, he yelled toward the rock face some more, telling anyone who was inside to move deep into the mountain.

      He guessed there was a good chance they would cause a rock fall, but he was out of time and ideas.

      Marks had been surveying the rock face. She inserted a hand into a gap. “I think here would be best.”

      In response to Wright’s questioning look, she continued, “My family are miners. They all work for the AP.” She grimaced. “I switched sides.”

      He nodded and moved away, down the slope. “You take the lead.”

      The XM57-bearer, Cole, appeared, scrambling over rocks, scattering scree as he climbed with the mortar on his shoulder. Marks quickly directed him to a position to stand the weapon and indicated where he was to fire.

      Wright gave the order for everyone else to stay well away.

      The whoomf of the mortar was magnitudes louder than the soft hiss of a pulse round. Wright received the full force through his still-open visor. When the missile hit the mountainside, there was an ear-splitting explosion. Rock crumbled and fell. He ran up the slope, but when the dust cleared, the mountain face remained solid.

      “One more try, sir!” said Marks. “If there is a cave there, I’m sure we’ll break through next time.”

      “Just one, then we’re out of here.”

      Marks gave more instructions, and the XM57 fired once more. After the second hit, the ground shook, and large stones tumbled down.

      She ran up the slope. “We’re in!”

      The dust began to clear, and Wright saw what she meant: Among the shattered debris, a cleft had opened.

      “Wait,” he ordered, hurrying to catch up to the young marine, who was about to enter it.

      Marks halted. Her helmeted head turned toward him.

      “Get back,” said Wright, conscious the opening could collapse any minute.

      He passed her and leaned into the dark interior. His helmet light revealed a small space, only roughly four meters wide and deep, though the roof of the cave was higher. It rose to a central point about six meters above. It looked naturally formed with a dusty, sloping floor and a rugged ceiling and walls. More than half the space was taken up with rubble from the mortar fire.

      He tensed. Were people buried under the broken rocks? He closed his visor. His enhanced view showed no signs of warm bodies as his gaze roved the rocks. He swept the rest of the place. No one seemed to be in the chamber at all. No people, no transmission equipment, and no exit. The rear wall was solid rock.

      Except…

      On the far side of the chamber, something glowed, very faintly.

      The gap they’d blown open was narrow. He had to turn sideways to ease through it. A few steps across the chamber brought him to the scant heat source. At step three, he thought he might be able to save someone’s life, but by the time he reached the figure, that hope was gone.

      He stared down at it.

      What lay upon the flat, raised, carved surface was barely recognizable as human. Fleshless skin stretched taut over the bones, the closed eyes were wells in their sockets, and the hair was wisp-thin, clinging to the scalp. The prone body might once have been a large man, but he had died years ago, probably due to a large wound that had torn open his stomach and chest.

      The corpse wore strange ornaments. A thick torque encircled his neck, and another gripped his bicep, the pure gold gleaming richly, uncorrupted by the passage of years. The same could not be said of his clothes, which had rotted away to bare threads, exposing the man’s skin in many places. Across his shoulders and upper chest, stylized tattoos of animals pranced, fixed in time.

      Wright had heard of cadavers like these. In very dry conditions, the human body didn’t rot but remained whole and preserved for millennia. He guessed the heat the body was giving off was caused by extremely slow decomposition. At another place and time, he might have found the mummy interesting, but right now it was only a distraction.

      He scanned the rest of the cave again. There were definitely no exits other than the one the mortar fire had created. He concluded the body must have been placed there before the rockfall sealed off the place. Other than that, the place was entirely empty.

      So where was the distress signal coming from?

      He checked his HUD for it, and sucked in a breath.

      The signal was gone.

      Marks leaned in through the breech in the wall. “Find anyone, sir?”

      “No. I thought I told you to get back.”

      It was time to leave. The fighting down slope had to be intensifying. Wright felt sick with disappointment and frustration. The BA had sent a warship into enemy territory and three men were dead, for nothing. The distress signal must have been…He had no idea what could have caused it.

      “What’s that?” asked Marks, focused on the mummy.

      “Nothing important. We’re pulling out, heading back to the Daisy.”

      The young marine took a final look at the dried-up cadaver, and then withdrew.

      Wright told Elphicke the mission was over, but as he went to leave the chamber, he paused.

      How remarkable it was that the mummy should be here, in the very place where the glitch in the system had placed the distress signal. An odd coincidence. If he had never come here, the body would have lain undiscovered for thousands of years, if not forever.

      Now the chamber had been opened, the EAC would probably find it. It was just the kind of thing they liked. Maybe they would use it in one of their weird ceremonies.

      Marks reappeared. “Are you coming, sir?”

      “Yes, I’m on my way.”

      She hesitated.

      “Go! I’ll catch you up.”

      His attention had been drawn again to the stunningly beautiful torques around the dead man’s neck and arm. It was a shame the EAC would get a hold of them, but he didn’t have time to—

      He started.

      The thick curve of metal around the mummy’s throat had moved. Or had it? He bent closer and opened his visor, shining his helmet light down to see the thing more clearly. The torque had only seemed to move a fraction, but it had caught his eye.

      He exhaled a long breath.

      It was moving.

      Almost imperceptibly and very, very slowly, the torque was rising and falling, as if the mummy were breathing. He placed a trembling hand on the corpse’s chest, but he didn’t detect any movement through his thick gloves.

      What am I thinking?

      Incredulity gripping him, Wright activated his field medic scanner and requested the general health status.

      Snapping his visor closed, he read the display.

      He blinked, almost not believing what he was seeing, vaguely wondering if he’d taken a hit to the head.

      His HUD displayed a health status of two percent and pulse and respiration rates that were impossibly low. He’d only ever seen such poor prognoses for survival in marines taking their last breaths. Yet this figure lying before him must have been here for years. The man was a living, breathing miracle.

      How was it possible?

      But he couldn’t spare any more time to wonder at the phenomenon. He had to return to the Daisy with his team. He decided he couldn’t leave the man there, not while he was still alive. Though he was certain to die soon, he felt obliged to do all he could to save him.

      He scooped up the fragile figure in both arms, finding it hardly seemed to weigh anything. He carried it across the chamber and gently maneuvered it through the gap in the wall. A strange feeling coursed through him, a sense of unreality, as if he were awake and aware while in the middle of a dream.

      When he emerged into the night, the snow had stopped falling and the clouds
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