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  Chapter One


A PALE GLOW FROM the planet's single, giant moon filtered through the dense trees to the nearby animal path, giving just sufficient illumination to ease the otherwise total black of the forest night. 
The lack of light did not bother Echo. With night-vision goggles, she could see the surrounding ground easily as she lay prone in the tangled undergrowth, cushioned by vegetation that surrounded and concealed her.
Faint noises!
Muffled rustles reached her ears from the darkness, betraying the passage of small creatures moving through the night on their never-ending quest for the next meal. Echo ignored them; nothing here could bite through the resilient fabric of her sortie suit, and besides, things that were more important concerned her now.
She reached up and fine-tuned the goggles to bring the nearby bush track into sharper focus. Just ahead, a pale-green line marked the path through the ghostly vegetation. Any minute, her enemy would pass that way.
Only two passable routes existed between Echo's camp and her opponent's base. Seven kilometers apart, the sites were separated by boggy marshlands and dense tangles of choking undergrowth, the ideal arena for tonight's mission.
An animal trail was the easier way, the alternative being a rough goat-track around the rugged cliffs lining the canyon. The trail was also quicker, following the bank of a stream that meandered over the flat valley floor. Echo's plan of action relied on one certainty: Lieutenant Jackson Cooney, the enemy commander, would choose the easy route and attack her by coming this way in force. He was in for a surprise.
The mission had time constraints, and he was as aware of them as she was. The cliff passage took longer, and this business had to be settled before the first rise of this world's sun.
Echo understood her opponent well. She expected he would not only come this way, but also would move with stealth and deliberation despite the time limitations. A creature of habit, he rarely rushed anything. Tonight, his predictable behavior would be his undoing.
Echo and her companions had sprinted through the night to conceal themselves at a point two-thirds of the distance between the camps. Cooney and his men would, she hoped, pass by without detecting them hidden in the undergrowth. It was a play-off as to who would succeed tonight, but she chose to gamble knowing her opponent would not. She was confident of success.
Head turned to one side, Echo pressed her lips tightly together and willed her body to keep as still as possible. She glanced towards the dark figure lying prone in the undergrowth two meters away. Only two of her team accompanied her—the best two. The others remained behind, well hidden and ready for any attack on her camp. At what would appear to be a poorly defended site, a trap awaited.
Located in a small clearing on the southern side of the valley, her center of operations comprised little more than a few dome-tents surrounding a pole on which flew the blue pennant of her command. Below it, concealed behind a barrier of piled equipment, two soldiers crouched at the ready, back-to-back and each keeping a wary eye.
Those men would never be able to resist an attack by a larger group, and therein lay the trap. Echo's squad consisted of ten, including her, her two sharpshooter companions, and the two guarding the flag. The remaining five hid in the trees surrounding her camp, positioned to be above and behind any approaching enemy force.
Cooney's biggest failings were his predictability, his unwillingness to take risks, and his complete self-assurance that he was always right. Completely lacking in imagination, he always did things by the book. How he attained his rank puzzled Echo, but she knew birth and privilege had been a factor, rather than ability. She expected him to try to surround his target, and that would be his undoing. Once there, he would find himself under attack from both front and rear.
With luck, it would not come to that. If Echo reached her goal first and dispatched his guards, she could conclude the mission before he reached her base. Her breakneck sprint through the night placed her much closer to his camp than to hers. Once he passed, she would move on, and her team would arrive while he was still en route. The risk was worth taking, and Echo knew Cooney would not expect it. It paid to know your enemy.
As she waited in the darkness, she allowed her mind to reflect. A few years ago, this would have been the last place she would have expected to find herself. She was now twenty-four years old. Seven eventful years had passed since the day the Tolleani invaded her planet, Corros, and destroyed everything she held dear, including her family, friends, and the home in which she grew up. Her world crumbled then, and she spent four years surviving alone, the final year with a Tollean research base occupying the mine site near her old town.
Then Ben Teague arrived. Sent to determine whether the forces of the Federation could retake the planet, his ship was brought down by the aliens. He escaped and stumbled into her forest refuge. Together, they found a way to flee the planet, but not before destroying the enemy base and stealing the research of the scientists who worked there.
Soon after, Ben received a promotion to captain, a new command, and a redeployment. Only weeks into his first mission, he went missing in action after an attack by pirates, and thus began the long chain of events that led Echo to this moment.
She had decided to join the Fleet Academy to become a flight officer after completing six months of intensive study. In times of war things happened quickly, and after basic training, she was waiting for assignment to a ship as a junior navigator when something unexpected changed her course.
Her commanding officer proposed an alternative option: to take a tour with a special force tasked with the purpose of high-level infiltration and rescue. Every member of the division was a volunteer, many of them officers. It was a hard and dangerous assignment, but Echo's commander thought her ideally suited.
Before entering Fleet, Echo had earned two Civil Cross awards, one for her activities on Corros and the other for rescuing Ben and helping the inhabitants of Kerac 5 overthrow a pirate family that held the small mining colony in virtual slavery, the same pirates who had captured Ben's ship months earlier.
Thanks to those affairs, Echo possessed greater skills in ground warfare than did the average raw recruit, and to her commander, a spell in the Special Forces seemed appropriate. The division was a part of Fleet, with squads in each operational task force. Most of her service time would still be spent in space, but she would have a chance to show her ground skills as well. She accepted the proposal without hesitation.
Something else influenced her choice: the knowledge that danger gave her a thrill of elation felt at no other time. On several occasions, both on her home world and Kerac 5, she had experienced a rush of adrenaline—a racing heartbeat, a sense of awakening and awareness, and a spreading warmth throughout her body—that she had grown to love. She was an adrenaline junky, and the threat of immediate peril added something extra to her life, something she craved.
Only Ben balked at the decision. After surviving Kerac 5, he returned to the front line of the ongoing war between the Federation and the Tollean Empire, while she attended the Academy. At first, he had opposed her choice, but he capitulated because of a promise that he would never stand in her way, no matter what path she chose. They had seen little of each other since, and she had no idea where their relationship stood. She dreaded how it would feel if he were no longer there for her.
Echo returned her attention to the moment and checked that her companions were still in position, well hidden from the track. In the dim moonlight and this dense undergrowth, it was difficult to spot anyone in a matt-black sortie suit. She lay still, listening to the sound of her breathing, waiting for the first warning of an approach.
As the moon slid behind the clouds, the forest turned darker and became almost silent. Only the soft chatter of nocturnal wildlife disturbed the otherwise absolute quiet.
Minutes after Echo and her team concealed themselves, the faint sound of footfalls reached their ears. Whispers grew to the gentle crunch of multiple feet moving through the night. Echo lay motionless; she lifted her night-vision goggles enough to see boots as they tramped past her position.
Holding her breath, she counted off as they passed by. There were six soldiers in the group, more than expected. The enemy squad, like her own, consisted of ten in total, so four remained at their camp—four obstacles between her and her target.
For a few moments longer, she waited as the footfalls faded in the direction of her camp. Her home team would have the advantage; seven against six were acceptable odds. For her, three against four was less so, but she had dealt with worse. With a wave of her hand to her companions, she moved away, two shadowy, silent figures following behind.
The moon reappeared. Two kilometers remained to reach the enemy camp, and Echo picked up speed as the bush gave way to clearer grassland. In the distance, black shadows marked another patch of forest, on the far side of which a rocky buttress, mottled a ghostly gray in the moonlight, stood out from the cliffs lining the basin's northern boundary. Her objective sat below the outcrop, an old, crumbled, drilling depot now little more than a derelict, concrete ruin.
Two hundred meters from the target, Echo stopped and waited for her companions to gather around. Crouched in the dense undergrowth, she raised her head and focused her night-vision on the scene ahead.
The ruined building sat hard against the buttress, the rock wall forming the rear of the ancient structure. At the front of the flat roof, a flagpole carrying the red pennant of the opposing force stretched up for three meters. Around the bottom of the pole, sandbags formed a forward-facing barrier. Echo saw a movement; at least one soldier was there, in a high position from which he or she could see any approaching threat.
The other guards would be at ground level, well hidden and ready to take down anyone who attempted an attack from the front. Their barriers would be no hindrance to heavy weaponry, but were more than adequate against the light laser rifles carried by Echo and her team.
The site was approachable from several directions, and the defense covered all options. Approach from the rear appeared impossible because of the sheer rock face, and Cooney had likely assumed his enemy had no choice but to come from the front. Echo was never so accepting. She studied the layout, searching for a flaw in his defense.
On one side, high grass provided cover along the foot of the cliffs to where a cleft split the rock. Deep enough to hide a climber, the split extended up to the highest point on the buttress. Echo waved her team closer.
“Katch,” she said, addressing one of her companions in a low whisper. “Move around to the western side and get up that big tree over there. Sarra, you do the same in those trees on the other side. Try to get a clear line of sight to the camp; you need to have a clean shot when the guards on the ground show themselves.
“I'm going for the buttress. I'll fire on them from behind and force them to adjust their position. When they do, they’ll show themselves, and you take them out while I deal with the one under the flagpole. Go!”
As the others moved away to their appointed tasks, Echo crept into the trees seeking to reach the rocks without being seen. Then she turned west and began the long crawl towards the buttress.
Voices drifted up from the base of the blockhouse, sounds of conversation and subdued laughter. The guards were not expecting an attack so early; it looked as if Echo's headlong rush across the valley might pay off.
Once through the tall grass, she eased into the rock crevice and began the climb. The gap was less than a meter across at the base and narrowed higher up, perfect for climbing. Ten minutes later, she reached the top and scrambled out to a narrow ledge.
The position was exposed; even with her head down, Echo ran a risk of being shot if spotted. Luck stayed with her as the moon once again vanished; a solid shroud swallowed the star-speckled sky as black rainclouds moved in, heralding predicted bad weather. She hoped it was the end of the moonlight for a while, or at least long enough to allow her to carry out her intended plan of attack.
With her rifle pushed ahead, she slithered along the ledge until she had a view of the roof of the old station and then braced herself, raising up on her elbows enough to see her target.
Her original assessment had not been quite correct. Two guards sat behind the defensive barrier at the base of the flagpole, and not the solitary one she had expected. One faced outward, peering into the night with his weapon propped in front. Echo thanked the gods for the intermittent cloud cover, without which the guard might easily have spotted her team when it first emerged from the forest.
The second guard sat behind the first, legs stretched out on the roof and fiddling with a rifle. This one faced towards Echo, head down and paying no attention to anything but the malfunctioning weapon. She determined to take him out last; the possibility that the rifle was faulty might give her a few minutes extra.
Staying alive 101, she thought. Make sure your gun is working before you need it to avoid being dead!
Visible beyond the edge of the roof was the ground-level barrier built around the ruined yard wall of the ancient outpost. Two more guards hid there, rifles at the ready, facing out and keeping low. They would be hard to hit from a frontal attack, their bodies well shielded by the makeshift fortifications.
Echo's team members were not attacking head-on; by now, they would be positioned as ordered, and as high as possible. With the curve of the fortification wall, each enemy soldier was exposed to attack more from the sides than from the front.
Carefully, Echo aimed at the first of the rooftop guards, the one keeping lookout. Sighting on the intricate harness of his body armor, she pressed the contact on her rifle. A bright, pencil-thin beam lashed out, hitting him squarely in the back.
The webbing crackled with green electric current, neutralizing the enemy soldier as his suit stiffened. The second guard looked up and saw Echo, the malfunctioning weapon dropping from his hands as he lunged for the rifle of his downed companion and struggled to rise to a firing position. Another bolt from Echo's laser hit his chest harness and released a web of current through his body armor. His loud cry alerted those below as he toppled forward, temporarily unable to move.
At ground level, the two remaining sentries turned towards the sound, raising their rifles as they searched for the source of the unexpected rear assault. They did not have time to retaliate; laser fire from the trees on either side of the encampment cut them down as they rose from cover. It took only seconds to dispatch all four guards; disabled by their armored sortie-suits, they lay motionless where they fell.
Without hesitation, Echo climbed off the ledge and inched her way down the rock face to the roof. With barely a glance at the prone bodies, she scrambled to the flagpole, at the top of which flew the red pennant of the enemy, set in a metal socket.
Her rifle on her back, she wrapped herself around the pole and shimmied towards the top, reaching up until she could grasp the flag. With one heave, she lifted it free and dropped it.
In a split second, everything changed. Floodlights sprang to life, bathing the area for a hundred meters around in pseudo-daylight. At the foot of the pole and on the ground below, the enemy soldiers stumbled onto shaky feet, the electric current in their armor now off and their webbing glowing a dull red.
It was finished. Echo knew her rifle, as well as those of her opponents and companions, no longer worked. At her base, her other team members would know it was all over, their weapons also neutralized. Somewhere on the path between the camps, Jackson Cooney, the man who was always right, would be cursing under his breath as he saw his harness and those of his force glow red.
Echo had claimed the opposition flag; the exercise was over.






  
  Chapter Two


FOR A BRIEF MOMENT, the cloud cleared again, but it no longer mattered. With the conclusion of the exercise, powerful lights flooded the clearing. Echo sat at the edge of the blockhouse roof, dangling her legs and waiting as her two sharpshooters picked their way through the grass towards her. 
Below, the four defeated soldiers huddled together deep in conversation. They stood motionless with arms hanging loose, their heads shaking in denial as they stared at the ground, perplexed by the apparent ease of their defeat.
The failure rested not with them but with the tactics employed by their leader. These exercises always contained hidden flaws within the scenario, designed to allow the opposition to take you out if you failed to appreciate and cover your weakness. This approach was not general knowledge, and teams received no warnings beforehand, but Echo had worked it out early in her training. Her opponent for this exercise never had.
At her camp, the flaw was its location in a clearing surrounded by dense bush. A guard stationed inside could not possibly cover all approaches at once. A leader on top of his or her game would take advantage and attack from all sides, so Echo had positioned most of her team in trees outside the perimeter, hoping they would see what those further in could not. Anyone attempting to sneak in would pass beneath them and present a clean target without knowing they were in the line of fire.
Her opponent's home base sat at the foot of a sheer, barely scalable, rock buttress. The deep split in the edifice, difficult to see from the old station itself, allowed an enemy sharpshooter to reach a position above and behind the defenders without detection. As expected, Cooney had failed to survey his surroundings. Echo found the crevice and took advantage.
Below where she now sat, her two companions reached the old wall. The first was Sergeant Akachi Khamisi, called 'Katch' by all. With his dark skin and deep brown eyes, the huge man resembled a walking shadow in the now floodlit clearing.
His tall, solid build gave him a bear-like aspect as he walked forward, waved an acknowledgement to Echo, and flashed his pearly white teeth. Despite ruthlessness in the field, he was a gentle man, his smile that of a close friend.
As he stepped into the clearing, he punched his fist skyward in a victory salute.
Private Sarra Corian strode in not far behind. In comparison to Khamisi, she was diminutive, but that did not limit her in any way. Her olive complexion, brown eyes, and dark brown hair made her appear more demure than was the reality. This woman was a born fighter. Lean and fit, she moved as fast as her bigger associate did, and her abilities as a sniper surpassed everyone else in the squad.
Echo sometimes wondered about this pair. There was no doubt Katch had strong feelings of attraction for Sarra, despite their complete physical dissimilarity, and that they were extremely close. They never betrayed their feelings in public, aware of the effect it might have on their work. To Echo, their friendship was obvious.
Both slung their now useless weapons across their backs as they stopped below.
“Easier than expected,” Akachi concluded, looking at the huddled enemy group.
Echo nodded. Across the clearing, the members of the opposing team took glancing looks in her direction. They had followed the plan given to them, and she knew well where the blame for their defeat lay.
“Not their fault. Bad strategy on their leader's part.”
A piercing whine shattered the night as a troop transport swooped in and landed beyond the ruined wall, sending the grassland debris in swirls as its massive feet settled to the ground. The ramp at the stern dropped, and a solitary officer stepped out, turned towards the blockhouse, and stood with feet apart, hands clasped behind his back.
Echo dropped from her vantage point and walked to the shuttle, then snapped to attention and saluted the motionless figure. Commander George Brenner returned the salute and smiled.
“Well done, Sub. You may have set a new record for this exercise.” He reached out a hand to shake hers.
“Thank you, Sir. It would not have been possible without a first-class team.”
“Or a less than equal opponent, I suspect,” Brenner said, smiling again. “I think we should have found you a more fitting challenge; this kind of thing’s a little below you now.”
“Thank you, Sir. May I board my people?” Brenner stepped aside and waved her to the ramp.
A minute later, the ship departed, turning across the valley towards her camp to retrieve the remaining participants in the exercise. Less than half an hour later, all twenty were aboard, Echo and her squad seated to one side of the cabin, the opposing group on the other.
Across from her sat the leader of the enemy team, Lieutenant Jackson Cooney. He was of medium height, a muscular man in his mid-twenties. His black hair was so short as to be almost a crew cut, and his eyebrows met to form a bridge across ice-blue eyes that gave most people the willies. Those frowning eyebrows and glowering orbs made it quite clear their owner was livid.
“How can you take my flag before I even reach your camp?” he growled, tapping his feet with agitation on the deck. “You weren't on the path. How’d you get there so quickly?”
“We were there.” Echo kept her voice as calm and businesslike as possible. “You walked right past us. You were so intent on where you were going, you forgot to open your eyes. You missed us.”
“Don't tell me what I did or did not do, bitch. I’ll…”
“You’ll address your fellow officers with more respect, Lieutenant,” Brenner said as he stepped down from the cockpit. “Your team failed because you used transparent tactics and did not allow for the obvious flaws in the defense of your flag. Sub Bourke, on the other hand, took a calculated risk, and it paid off. In the future, you will try to remember that the purpose of these exercises is not only to win, but also to show initiative.”
Cooney sat back and went quiet, but his eyes never left Echo. She returned the stare, unwilling to be intimidated. The man puzzled her. Having trained together in the same squad for several months, they had developed an unusual relationship. Sometimes he behaved as nicely as could be and showed a distinct sexual interest, one never reciprocated. In his case, it was a lust-hate thing, but for Echo, one of simple dislike.
There was no doubt Cooney was a superb fighter, but he was no leader. Arrogant, rude, and authoritarian, the man’s approach to leadership was one of total dominance and control. In Echo’s eyes, that made him a bad officer.
It was common knowledge that he gained his position through influence, coming from one of the most powerful families on Brenton, the home world of Fleet's largest academy. His father, a senior administrator there, held enormous authority. Echo guessed Cooney did not share his father's talents for organization.
Luckily, this was only training. Assignment to a permanent squad and a task force would follow soon, and with luck, she would never see the arrogant fool again. Looking around, she noted Katch and Sarra seated forward of her. She hoped that when the fateful day came, they would be on her team.
She had chosen them to accompany her on the mission for good reason. They were intelligent and reliable, could be trusted to watch their fellows’ backs, and never failed in their duty. They were also the best shots in the group, and her friends.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later and back at the academy, Echo allowed the warm water from the shower to ease her frustrations. It felt good to wash away the dirt of the last few days and feel clean again. Soothed by the streaming water, she rubbed her soapy hands over her stomach and thighs, then closed her eyes and let the water run on her face.
At twenty-four, her body was trim and fit thanks to intense training. She kept her hair, now back to its natural light brown, cut short in the manner of all spacers. Her green eyes bore a look wiser than ever before. She was more self-assured, no longer the naïve, young girl first discovered by Ben Teague in the forests of Corros. Upon leaving her home world, she had entered a new life both socially and physically demanding, and every day had grown more adept at dealing with the highs and lows of existence. The events of recent years had left marks only she could see.
To one side, the other participants in the exercise also showered. Beside her stood Katch, his glorious, dark skin flawlessly draped over muscles Echo found close to perfection. Beyond him was the smaller figure of Sarra Corian, oblivious to her surroundings as she washed soap from her black hair.
Echo often found herself secretly admiring Katch’s physique—there was no denying he was a beautiful man—but she never acted further on her thoughts. For her, Ben Teague was the only man. Months had passed since she last saw him. Their last parting had not been on the best of terms, but it did not matter; he was still the most important person in her life.
It had taken Echo time to adjust to the showers. At the Academy, teams comprised both male and female, and as a general principle, all lived and worked together without favor or privilege, as they would in the field. The bathroom and locker room facilities were common to all, as were sleeping quarters for the ordinary soldiers. No concessions were given based on sex alone. It was something to which all adapted in time.
As a junior officer, Echo shared a twin bunk room, but at present she occupied the room alone so there at least, she found some privacy.
Until now, she had always enjoyed her solitude, allowing others in only when desirable. Here, that did not happen. Everyone coped and adjusted, kept their eyes in all the right places to ensure their companions' privacy, and expected the same in return. Not all behaved as thoughtfully as was required, sadly.
Turning to wash the soap off her back, she saw Cooney enter, a towel slung over a shoulder but otherwise naked. Nudity did not concern him in the least, and neither did respect for others. As he strode into the room, he made a point of running his eyes over Echo's body, raising his eyebrows in mock appreciation.
Echo turned away and ignored him as he walked to the far end of the room and the last shower. Katch threw a glance Cooney's way and then at the expression on Echo's face, then moved to place himself squarely between the two. Echo smiled her thanks and refocused on her ministrations, determined not to let Cooney get at her.
Ten minutes later, she sat in the locker room, dry, dressed, and occupied in lacing her boots, when Cooney walked out of the stalls, still naked but now with his towel around his waist in the fashion of a short skirt. Aware of Echo's presence, he stopped and stood in front of her. She did her best to ignore him.
“I suppose you feel pretty clever winning that exercise.”
“Not particularly. It was easy.” With her eyes down, Echo did not see the look of repugnance that swept across Cooney's face.
“I’d be careful of that smart mouth, little girl. Keep putting people down, and it's going to get you hurt one day.”
“Oh, I'm sorry.” Echo's voice took on an innocent and conciliatory tone. “I don't speak to everyone like that: only those who ask for it.”
For a moment, Cooney said nothing and moved away, then stopped and turned back towards her, his nostrils flaring as he clenched and unclenched his fist.
“Don't think that's going to happen again,” he said. “There's only so far you can ride on a couple of civilian bravery awards and a hero boyfriend. Oh, don't worry, everyone here knows you're screwing Teague, the captain who lost two ships and only got the second back again with the help of his little girlfriend.”
Echo felt her patience grow thinner as her mood started to turn. True, Ben had lost his last two ships, but neither through any failing on his part. The first, on Corros, resulted from the incompetence of Ben's captain, a brand new commander who, like Cooney, received his commission because of his father, a senior politician on Cymbel 3. Promotion through social favor was one of the greatest failings of the Federation forces.
Pirates from Kerac 5, a dark world, took Ben's last ship, his first full command, through stealth. Fleet did not reprimand him; he handled the situation according to policy, and this time official procedure failed him. In time, he took the vessel back, and not just with Echo's help. If anything, those affairs had boosted Ben’s standing, showing him to be an officer who could perform in difficult, spur-of-the-moment circumstances.
“Well, at least he's a real hero, not a wannabe. And yes, he and I have a relationship. That's the whole point here, isn't it?”
Cooney scowled, unsure of where she was leading. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I mean he has me, and you don't!”
For a moment, Cooney's face blanched. His eyes narrowed, and Echo could have sworn smoke was rising from his ears. The hand not clutching the towel closed into a tight fist as his arm began to rise. Then he glanced up towards the shower-room doorway.
Katch stood calmly leaning against the door frame, watching the encounter with amusement. He raised an eyebrow in a questioning manner, his face passive. Cooney turned his attention back to Echo, dropped his hand to his groin, and clasped the towel suggestively.
“One day, Bourke, you’re gonna get hurt so bad,” he hissed. So saying, he turned and moved away between the lockers. Katch stepped forward and sat down on the bench beside Echo.
“Thanks, Katch,” she said, continuing with her boots.
“You can report him for that, you know.”
“Yes, but there’s no point. We’ll be rid of him soon, once we get our assignments.”
“Don’t be so sure.” Katch shook his head. “Baby Girl, that arsehole has the hots for you, I'm guessin'.”
Echo grinned up at her friend. “You think?”
“Oh yeah. He wants you bad, and he's pissed he can't have you. I figure he's also got the shits because this is the third straight time you've made him look like a fool.”
“Yes, well, it's hard not to. He's hopeless at strategy and easy to beat. I'm not about to throw an exercise to bolster his ego, and I won't let my team down. I don't know what else to do about it. I'm a sub, and somehow or other he's a full lieutenant.”
“I don't think I'd worry about that,” Katch replied. “He got his commission through daddy's influence; you know that, and so does everyone else around here. Before much longer, you'll be promoted, while he isn't going anywhere. Another six to nine months and you'll outrank him, guaranteed.”

      [image: image-placeholder]In her room, Echo sat on her bunk and sighed. It was not getting any easier. She had hoped the decision to join this squad would make a difference, but so far, all she had achieved was to show a superior strategic ability in training exercises and make an enemy of a fellow squad member who was technically her senior officer.
Months ago, she realized she was more suited to ground operations than flight duty, even though she now suffered less from the queasiness that plagued her on her first space journeys, from Corros to Cymbel 3, and from there to Kerac 5 and back again. Having spent the return journey from Kerac awake on Ben's destroyer, she now had a better idea of what life in a small, tin can could be like. It required a particular mindset she was not yet convinced she possessed.
She was far more effective with both feet planted on the ground. The years spent in hiding on her home world, and the subsequent cat and mouse game played between her, Ben and the Tolleani, had revealed a peculiar trait in her personality: the high she got from being an adrenaline junkie made her a more effective fighter. The rush sped up her thinking and drove her on.
A year later, she experienced the same thing on several occasions during the Kerac affair, when she descended to the planet in an insubstantial emergency bubble and escaped from a terrified and lonely farmer armed with an ancient and unstable projectile weapon. It happened again when she joined the rebels on a critical raid into the mines of that planet to free Ben, the rebel leader, and hundreds of prisoners.
The sensation was intense, almost orgasmic, and undoubtedly addictive.
Echo stood and opened a locker to put away her gear. On the top shelf rested a small, transparent box, inside of which resided a golden medal. Across the blue and yellow ribbon stretched a gold bar, indicating she had won the award twice, firstly for Corros and again for Kerac.
The data block she and Ben stole from her old home world contained details of the experimental device that remotely disabled Ben's ship, and the gaining of that knowledge was proving a great boon to the human war effort. The data also contained incomplete schematics for a bomb that made a thermonuclear weapon look like a child's toy, and could destroy all life on a world without damaging the planet itself.
Her old mentor, General Molliner, had assured Echo that should they ever get it to work, humanity would never use it against a populated world, even an alien one. Over the last few years, she had learned that the best of intentions did not always follow through. Because of the device, her part in that business mortified her, and although the Civil Cross was an undoubted honor, especially when received twice, it was hard to reconcile.
Worst of all, she did not think she deserved either award. The stolen data was Ben's doing, not hers; she would have left it behind. Their subsequent escape was also a result of his efforts in repairing an old dispatch ship.
In the war against the pirates of Kerac, her only contribution had been to talk the few remaining rebels into fighting back one last time and show them how to use crossbows, effective if somewhat antiquated weapons, they could make with limited resources.
The real credit for overthrowing the Pace regime went to the rebels themselves and to Ben and his crew. Even David, a young navigation officer from the cruise liner she had arrived there on, did more than her by launching a backtrack beacon to lead the Federation to the forgotten world.
Neither affair concluded through her efforts alone. That was a prime reason for joining this team; she needed to prove herself, to do something where she could honestly accept that her contribution made a difference.
Beside the medal sat a small, velvet box. Inside was something else that caused her concern, a magnificent ring set with a large blue sapphire surrounded by clear diamonds. Ben gave it to her following the Kerac affair, telling her the design came from a famous ancient piece from Old Earth.
He had intended to propose to her at the end of the mission when the pirates took his ship. Afterwards, aware of her wish to enter Fleet training, he gave her the ring as a token of their relationship but did not stand in her way.
Now it was another cause for concern. After her decision to join the division, she and Ben had fought, and with him away on assignment, they had not spoken since. With no idea if their relationship was still on, she was unsure whether she had any right to keep it. When she knew beyond a doubt it was over, she would give it back, but for now…
Lower down, a crossbow sat at the back of the locker. It was a fine weapon, a work of art created for her by two of the artisans of Kerac. She no longer used it, but it would always remain a prized possession, more so than the medal.
She had another now, a smaller but more high-tech and powerful bow built from Carbon fiber and the finest of spring steel. Made to order by a private shop here on Brenton, the lightweight folding weapon fitted into a rack on the back of her battle harness.
The beauty of the Special Missions Division was that it was an ensemble of already-skilled individuals. Every member of the team brought his or her special abilities to the group, and while all were proficient in the standard weaponry, each carried their weapons of choice if they so chose.
Her two closest friends, Katch and Sarra, as well as being excellent snipers, were both knife experts. Katch carried a set of deadly throwing knives on his belt, and woe betides an enemy who came within range. Sarra, small, fast, and stealthy, kept a long, thin poniard on her right calf, a weapon able to stab through a skull as easily as a heart. Such weapons were not permitted during training exercises, but when the time came, Echo would carry her bow and her companions their blades.
A knock came on the door, and Sarra poked her head into the room.
“Have you heard?” she asked. “The news just came through; the push to take back the Corros system has started. Your Ben will be there, guaranteed, and your home planet will be ours again soon, I bet you.” As quickly as she had come, Echo's friend disappeared.
Echo sat on the corner of the bed and stared at the wall opposite. She always wondered how long it would take to attempt a reoccupation of the system, considering how necessary the mineral mined there was to the war effort.
But her home? No, not anymore. It was a part of the past and would remain so, for now at least.






  
  Chapter Three


BEN GAVE A DEEP sigh as the ship thumped down on the hangar deck of the mother ship, the Fleet carrier Pellargo. His first mission in his new command was over.
This vessel was a stealth fighter, similar to other destroyers but fitted with the latest dispersion-field generators. When activated, the field disrupted, absorbed, or scattered any waveform that hit it, including light, sound, radar, microwave, and any other kind of wave detection employed by the enemy. The ship was designed for clandestine operation, and that had been Ben’s task in this battle.
Re-acquiring Corros had been a long, hard campaign. A fleet of small, fast, and deadly robot drones, each a respectable attack weapon in its own right, began the process by swarming through what Fleet hoped would be the least guarded of the wormholes to the system. Corros had three, two leading to human territories and a third opening to the Cardoon system, from which the initial enemy invasion of the planet came years earlier.
Tollean destroyers blocked the chosen entry point, as expected. No drone could match one of them, but the little robot fighters served to draw fire long enough for the larger Fleet contingent to enter and for the human crews to regain their mental acuity.
Any transition through a wormhole affected human responses adversely. For several minutes afterwards, the mind was mired in a state of foggy dissociation, unable to respond quickly or think clearly. Most non-crew would make the passage in a sleep chamber, but for operational personnel, that was not an option.
Given time, an experienced officer adapted to the sensation, but only to a point, and so standard practice involved exiting a gateway with defensive shields up, just in case. With armed and alert enemy craft waiting at the other end, the drone fleet served as a valuable diversion and extra precaution.
Ben had entered with the second wave and with the dispersion field on maximum. As soon as his ship emerged, it turned away from the conflict and, hidden from view, snuck away into the system at full bore, intent on closing the Cardoon gate to any warning drones the Tollean defenders might send.
Because of the planet’s Trilatenite deposits, a Tollean base now occupied Corros. The original alien research station was destroyed by the enemy's experimental bomb, triggered by mines set inside its casing by Ben on the fateful day he and Echo escaped. At the time the Fleet invasion began, a full Tollean naval squadron guarded the planet, with three capital ships at each of the gates leading to human space. An orbiting Tollean carrier served as the enemy command center. The gargantuan alien vessel now lay at the bottom of one of Corros's oceans.
Thanks to good intelligence reporting, the Pellargo fleet knew what to expect, but the battle resulted in heavy losses for Fleet regardless. After weeks of intra-system cat-and-mouse maneuvers, the battle was over, and Ben was home, his ship parked in a bay on one of the vast hangar decks making up the forward section of the Pellargo.
The flagship, commanded by Admiral Lord Salazar Baquir, was one of the largest vessels in the Federation fleet. A colossus that could carry a thousand small fighting craft far beyond their normal ranges, it was also the beating heart of a swarm of larger ships ranging from gunships and destroyers to heavy cruisers.
Ben nodded to Jerry Bayer, his second in command, then rose from his seat and headed for the airlock, exhausted and looking forward to a long, uninterrupted sleep. No sooner had he alighted from the boarding ramp than a young ensign floated up, almost losing his balance as he attempted to snap to attention in zero-g. 
A newbie, Ben thought.
“Pardon me, please, Sir, but Lord Baquir requests your presence in his day room immediately.” Without waiting for a response, the ensign saluted again, more carefully this time, and propelled himself towards the bay exit.
“Damn,” Ben muttered. “No rest for the degenerate.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Fleet Admiral Baquir was not a man to whom Ben warmed easily. Without doubt a commander of the highest ilk, the man had a little too much of the bookkeeper about him for Ben's liking. More a manager than a fighter, he saw warfare as a business and did things by the numbers.
Baquir got things done despite his strict adherence to protocol, and most of the credit went to the large number of top-quality officers he managed
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