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An away mission deep into enemy space goes wrong and only the best will make it out alive...

Captain Hux Carter has been tasked with taking a ragtag group of four members of the Eon fleet deep into enemy territory, to the remote no-man’s-land of Outpost Toth that exists on the rim of their territory and the Alteria Empire. They have come looking for intel and resources that could help them win the four-way fight for dominance in the galaxy. 

What they find instead is the enemy outpost abandoned, and the remnants of a hostile alien force like nothing else the galaxy has ever seen in their wake. Can these elite four make it out alive?
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Mission Briefing Log, Captain Hux Carter,

2/30 15 3202 OEH

We materialize twenty units from Outpost Toth; start to get our bearings. 

Things are normal. We beam in all facing the same way and that way’s north. You can never know which way is north, or how north works on these different worlds. So whatever way you’re facing when you materialize, that way is north. Until you get evidence otherwise, that way is north. I’m in command so I don’t move, I stay north. I am north. That’s the way these things run. You don’t look for north, your CO is north until he looks up what north is and tells you different. And even then, it’s only because he tells you different. Good officers, they never really believe it. When you’re on an Away Mission, your CO is north. That’s just the way it is.

We materialize outside Outpost Toth right where we were supposed to and I’m facing this floor of salt and sand that stretches out forever, for as far as the eye can see. Dunes of it. It’s on the wind; I can taste it on my lips, and I’m dry with it. Toth, there’s a reason it was never colonized. You ever been to Toth? It’s this nasty place that shouldn’t have atmosphere but it does. I’ve done three tours there. It’s not like a desert on a normal world, not like the desert areas back on Eon. The deserts on Toth are equal parts sand and salt. The deserts on Eon dry you out, sure, but the deserts on Toth are trying to dry you out. You open your mouth to take liquid and salt goes in on the air and you just get more thirsty. Geologists say it was all water, once. That the whole planet was ocean except for these hills of vegetation that are mountains now, and that a rogue planet screwed up its orbit and the whole thing got too close to its star and evaporated the seas until there was nothing but salt and sand from the ocean floor left. There’s still water, of course. A sea of water runs under the whole thing in caves and passages. On one of my tours we found a cave down to one of those saltwater lakes, and it was a thing to see. An ocean under the ground. It stretched on as far as I could see, a cave with a horizon line. You haven’t seen anything like it, I swear.

We materialize and I’m north and the team does what they’re supposed to. Ursula turns east, weapon out of her holster. Ready. You can’t materialize with your weapon out, against protocol. You know that. Horror stories of some new recruit getting shook on his first jump and firing, itchy triggers and all that. One idiot kid sending diplomatic relations back twenty years because he made us look like we were on the offensive.

But we know that’s an old wives’ tale, because we never tried diplomacy, did we fellas? No. 

Ursula is east beside me, checking her quadrant. Nothing but dunes there too, signs of hills in the distance. What we expected. “East Quadrant clear, sir!” she yells, the way she’s supposed to. Belt it out, pretend you’re speaking to the cheap seats. Good working with Ursula, she gets it.

Ash is south; she has my six. Nothing but dunes there either. “South Quadrant clear.” She doesn’t add the sir, never adds the sir. I never minded, it wasn’t an issue. The rule about adding sir went out a long time ago, now it’s just tradition. Now it’s just habit. It’s not something to get yourself bunched up over.

Rich is west, with his gun out so fast I have to wonder if it was really holstered. Was he that quick on the draw? Can you look back in his file for me? Damn, he was quick. That is a quick draw. Maybe he did have it holstered. I wouldn’t have bet on that even if I was betting with your money. Impressive. Damn impressive. Wouldn’t have thought it. Would have thought he was just nervous on the trigger. “West Quadrant clear, sir,” he says, but he just kind of says it. He doesn’t broadcast it like Ursula does, you know? You can barely hear it above the wind. It’s fine, I hear it and it’s fine. I’m tempted to make him repeat it but I don’t. Nobody wants to start an Away Mission on that kind of footing. But if we’d been anywhere other than the desert? Hell, if the wind had just been picked up a little? I wouldn’t have been able to hear that call.

I’m just saying.

I take out the transponder and watch it as it counts down from thirty. Standard Operating Procedure. We have thirty seconds to call for the materialization to be reversed, otherwise it can’t be reversed. Thirty seconds to let command know if the four quadrants aren’t clear, if our intel was wrong, if we’ve been fubar’d. Thirty seconds to pull us back out because after that you’ll never line up the beam right again, the rotation will have taken you too far out of step. You can send us to a place no problem, because you can control the variables. You can’t beam us back, not after thirty seconds. 

I watch the transponder count down from thirty, red lights flickering around its perimeter until it’s down to one and the whole thing turns green. The lights fade, yellow ones turn on in its middle. It’s done its job, it’ll never reverse a materialization again. Now it’s just a call button to bring down transport.

I step back into the middle of the circle we’re making and put it down in the sand. SOP is to bury it, but there’s no need to bury it on Outpost Toth. Wind and sand and salt will do that for us. SOP is to bury it until all you can see is the lights, as they’ll get brighter as it gets covered. Not bright enough to attract lookie-loos, only bright enough that you’ll see it if you know what you’re looking for. It’s that proper shade of yellow that you’ll mistake it for sunlight if you don’t know what you’re looking for. Marigold, I think it’s called. Marigold.

We can’t take it with us because it calls the transport ship to come take us home, and on some planets there’s no way to tell if the site is clear of enemies until you get there, planets like Outpost Toth, where the wind can make a blanket of salt over the sky that blocks everything out of sensors. One too many times the enemy got a hold of the call buttons from an Away Mission, called down transport and ambushed them. They didn’t even see it coming, couldn’t. So now SOP was to leave it at the materialization point. It made it so we had to get back to get extracted, but that was that. That’s the job.

We’re twenty units out of the target, I say. I point north, along my quadrant. Check my instruments, confirm it’s actually east. Tell the crew, that’s east. It’s east not because the instrument says it is, but because I say it is. That’s the only way this works. 

On Outpost Toth, there’s an Outpost named Toth. That seems contradictory, but the planet was named after the outpost. When you go on vacation and you say the name of the resort instead of the country, nobody corrects you. Everyone knows what you mean. After long enough, people might think the name of the resort is the name of a country, if they didn’t know better. Didn’t study their geography. So eventually that unnamed planet that housed Outpost Toth became Outpost Toth, and everyone just kind of accepted it. Not even sure which faction came up with the name, if we’re being honest. 

And just so we’re clear, I know Toth isn’t a planet. Not in the strictest sense. It has atmosphere, but not a lot of the other things that the Eon Science Council needs to register something as a planet, and I get that. I don’t care what you call it, a planetoid, an asteroid, a space rock. I don’t care. It’s Outpost Toth, that’s all that matters to me. I just don’t want some whiny well-actually reading this report in fifty years time after the war is over and thinking that I didn’t know Toth wasn’t a planet. I know; it’s just easier that way. Bullshit.

We’ve gotten word that the Alterians have a new outpost, I tell them. We don’t discuss the mission before we materialize, more SOP. Too many times an injury has forced someone to bow out at the last minute. That’s how spies used to get intel out to the Alterians: they’d sign up for Away Missions and get the mission briefs and then take ill. Back in the day, they’d just claim to be sick. When data got out and the medics started checking, they’d take capsules to make themselves sick. When the docs started checking for that, they’d shoot themselves in the damn foot during training, claim it was friendly fire. Damn Alterians will do anything, I swear. Anything. So eventually SOP became for the Quadrant not to know about the mission brief before you went down, above and beyond the critical intel. Only the Quadrant leader knew, and he told them when they materialized and confirmed they didn’t require immediate extraction. Only I knew.

And now I was telling them. The Alterians have a new outpost on Toth, and we’re twenty units out from it. They’re using it to house resources between raids, to refuel ships and men. It’s not a colony, it’s a gas stop, and they’ve established it outside taken space. It’s not in Alterian space or Eon space, or even in disputed territory. It’s at the very edge of the void, the cleavage between our two empires on the outer rim. The furthest something can be out and have us still care about it; any further than that and it was all just inky black. Any further out and stars were still just stars, not suns that planets revolved around. Any further and anything beyond it was still just sky, undiscovered and unmolested.

You look up into that Outpost Toth sky at night, and you know how the old days must have felt. Before we could look up into the night and not just name the stars, but name the friends you had that came from them. Name the battles you fought there, and who won. Curse the spark that gave you light from your enemy.

Outpost Toth was untaken ground. Nobody took it because nobody wanted it. The outpost the planet had been named after had been abandoned for decades and a ghost town. It was five units west. We were heading twenty units east. It was a shiny new refuel station that made it so that the Alterians didn’t have to retreat so far when they retreated. They could get close enough to listen to transmissions, I told the Quadrant, close enough to attack supply lines before they got a chance to sound off an alert. Then they could slither back, right to here. Close by. Close enough to attach Eon territory and also close enough to retreat back to Alterian territory. 

The mission was to flush them out. Take the tech, take the people, take the resources. Trade the people back in exchange for some of our people the Alterians had. Hostage exchange was always a smart move if you could negotiate it. We had three people in an Alterian prison right now, pretending they’d been captured when really they were sent in to gather intel from the inside. We swap them out for real prisoners and we could collect that intel. But the important thing was: this was not a kill mission. Nobody was supposed to get hurt, if all things went right. We were not expecting military combatants; we were expecting the pimply-faced new recruits that manned the refuel stations: gas boys, cooks, maybe some companionship-salespeople. The mission was to take the resources, take the tech, take the people, and send a clear message: this is not Alterian territory. Attempting to expand into here will be met with aggression, so stay in your lane.

Nobody was supposed to get hurt.
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27/30 14 3202 OEH

Twenty units outside the suspected area was optimistic. It was twenty units ‘as the crow flies,’ not as reality dictated. Three of them — Carter, Ursula, and Rich — could all run a four minute mile under normal circumstances, but Outpost Toth was not normal circumstances. It had been deemed uninhabitable by all four empires in the galaxy, and it wasn’t just the heat or the salt that made it so. The terrain made land missions nearly impossible. Dunes stretched up and up on steep slopes, then too quickly down, meaning that once an ascent was surmounted a troupe then had to find a way down the other side. This typically meant having to go far aside the twenty-unit estimate, adding three, six, even nine units to an estimate.

Carter was not one to allow that, and it was one of the reasons his commands always returned on time. Which in turn was one of the reasons he’d made captain to begin with. He didn’t go around, he didn’t find alternative routes. If the target was twenty units away as the crow flew, then they would travel in as straight a line as the crow flew as possible. There was only so much hustle that could get you over a steep embankment in average time, there was no doing anything about those delays, but he would not go around.

Carter took water from his thermos until the circle of lights on the side stopped cycling and flashed at him, beeping at him to stop. It kept track of how long the mission should take, and how much water each team member had. It beeped when someone was about to take too much water and go over their limit for what this stage of the journey dictated was rationed. On other planets, a small silent motor in its base would dehumidify, draw moisture from the air and use it to refill its reservoir — not on Outpost Toth. He could spend his whole allotted mission time waiting for it to fill but one drop in this climate, and all the water in the bottle would get was more salinated.  

He wiped the excess moisture from his dry lips with a calloused hand, then brought it to his mouth as sucked it from the pool of his palm. Nothing wasted, not a drop. Not in a salt desert.

Ursula trotted, stepping out of file to catch up to him and stride up alongside him. “So this is a no kill mission?” she said, eyes forward. She spoke as though they had been in conversation just moments before, none of the idle chit-chat and small talk that previewed the main point of normal conversation. That was for people with time to waste, who lolled about waiting for trains. People with time to kill. She had never been good at small talk, and didn’t consider it a failing.

Carter turned and cocked an eyebrow at her. He thought he caught the ghost of a grin playing alongside the side of her face that faced him, but it was gone by the time she was out of his peripheral vision. It was likely his imagination anyway. He had done a tour with Ursula before, and wouldn’t have considered a wry smile to be in her character. Not having character would be all that was be in her character, by his experience, although he’d seen her off duty several times and knew that that was not the case. She had the same attitude as he in that function, and he appreciated it. Personality was a switch, and as much as possible, that switch was off when one was on the job. You weren’t here to be you, you weren’t here to be an individual. There was a reason the government called in ‘Boots on the Ground’ and not ‘Men on the Ground’; it was to remind you that you weren’t a person when you were here. You were a tool, as much as the rifle they both held, and they were both fine with that distinction. It was when you chafed up against it that there was a problem, and there was no problem here.

He looked at her. Her jaw was set, lower lip out as though it were her version of attention. Her hair was close-cropped in a way they didn’t make you do anymore, but she did. Long hair was something that could be grabbed in close-proximity combat, and she looked built for combat. The close-cropped hair made her brow look thicker than it was, made her eyebrows pop. She looked like she was in command. Any room she was in, she looked like she was in command.

“This is a no-kill mission,” Carter reiterated, after getting the measure of her.

She threw a glance back behind her, at Rich and Ash. They were far behind, also out of formation. Talking. Instead of marching single-file they had grouped into two-by-two, and that was fine. 

If Carter had thought about it, he would have given that order when they’d set out, but doing so now would seem passive-aggressive. It was best to just let it be. Behavior you allow is the same as behavior you command, he reminded himself.

“It doesn’t look like we have the means for a capture not kill back there,” she said, back to eyes forward so that they couldn’t see her lips move. “You expect the two of them to march over heavy terrain with hostages in tow?”

“Rich could handle it fine. I’ve done tours with him.” Carter left Ash out of his defense of Ursula’s remarks, and that exclusion was telling. He glowered, struggling to find something to say. “And Ash can keep them doped up and compliant. Med techs aren’t just SOP in case we get hurt, they’re to keep the enemy calm.”

“Depends on how many enemies there are, doesn’t it?” Ursula shot back, chuckling. She’d heard the hesitation in Carter’s voice, the gap between his assertion that Rich was capable and that Ash was, and took it as confirmation. All the confirmation she needed. “If we go back with ten hostiles? Sure. Maybe. It’s still a rough hike with hostiles back over this terrain.” She avoided a mound of salt that had calloused into something with the density of a stone that would have tripped her, as if illustrating her point. “But what if there’s fifteen Alts there, Carter? Hell, what if there’s fifty?”

Despite himself, Carter looked back. He tried to never look back, not unless it was to give an order. To annunciate his words. The mission was forward, face it. Face forward. But he looked back at Ash and Rich. Ash was covered in a thick layer of sweat, the heat of the march and her pack getting to her. She tried to keep her brow dry but it was there under the arms. Her cheeks were puffed and flushed, veins visible through them. Rich stood next to her, the picture of a soldier. But he was back with her, not up with them. Some soldiers went to the front, while some stayed behind and went by the speed of the slowest member. “If there’s fifty, there’s a problem,” Carter admitted.

“If there’s fifty, there’s a problem,” Ursula reiterated, agreeing. She let that linger, for
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