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Lieutenant Commander Moore’s commanding officer once
described convoy escort duty as nothing more than herding cattle.
Freighters of all shapes and sizes filled with fuel, food, and
spare parts, the lifeblood of the outer colonies, followed close
behind the warship. Until they became self-sufficient, which Moore
knew could take decades if not centuries, the colonists and
military detachments on the far-flung borders of the ever-expanding
human colonization of space needed constant re-supplying.

It was the third watch aboard the Terran Star
Ship—Raleigh and Moore, as second officer, was on duty on
the bridge. The Raleigh was a light cruiser armed only with
guided missiles for engaging targets and anti-missile batteries for
defense, not that she had fired a weapon outside of training since
she had been commissioned nearly twenty years ago. Aside from the
occasional skirmish with rebellious colonists or acts of piracy,
the Terran Fleet had not fought a war in almost a century.

Moore sipped his coffee as he paced around
the bridge. A tall, thoughtful man, Moore had never intended to
make a career out of serving in the military; however, after twelve
years of service, he did not see a good reason to change
professions. He turned his head and studied the tactical display on
the main viewing screen. There were two dozen dots on the screen,
each one indicated the exact location of the ships in the convoy
trailing closely behind the Raleigh. He had made the run
from the supply depot in orbit above Valerin-7 to the outer
colonies four times in the past year.

It was becoming routine and dull. He had
asked for a transfer in the hopes of doing something more exciting
but had been turned down. He would have to finish his two-year
assignment on the Raleigh before moving on.

On duty with him were three other people:
Lieutenant Takeda, the navigator, Chief Petty Officer Murphy, the
helmsman, and Petty Officer Ramirez, the ship’s communications
officer. They were halfway through their watch when one of the
vessels in the convoy reported that they were having engine
difficulties and asked if the Raleigh could cut her speed
slightly so she wouldn’t be left behind.

Moore nodded and then asked the navigator to
re-compute their arrival time at Tyr-431, a barren rocky planet
used as a military surveillance station monitoring the Disputed
Zone. The Terran-Kurgan War fought almost one hundred years ago had
ended not in victory but in a ceasefire. Both sides still claimed
vast stretches of space; however, the treaty strictly forbade
either side from entering the Disputed Zone without the permission
of the other side . . . and this was never forthcoming.

Lieutenant Takeda, the navigator, looked up
from his screen and said, “Sir, we can adjust our course and skirt
the asteroid field on the far side of Tyr-431. We should be able to
make up for any time lost due to the ailing freighter.”

“Do it,” replied Moore. “PO Ramirez, please
inform Tyr-431 that we’ll be arriving a little late and that their
shuttlecraft should be prepared to receive the freighters once we
are in orbit.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” replied Ramirez.

Two hours later, Moore finished his duty
report and started to get ready to hand over the bridge to the
ship’s captain. He glanced down at his watch and saw that he had
less than fifteen minutes left on shift. Moore was looking forward
to getting a bite to eat followed by a run on a treadmill in the
ship’s gym before putting his head down. On the tactical display he
could see the convoy passing by the asteroid field. There were
millions of rocks floating about. Some were no larger than a pebble
while some nearly dwarfed the Raleigh in size. He ordered
the helmsman to keep a respectful distance from the asteroids until
they reached their destination in three hours’ time.

The doors to the bridge slid open.

Moore turned his head and expected to see the
captain. Instead, Lieutenant Ford, a pale, slender blonde-haired
man, who usually kept to himself, walked onto the bridge.

Perplexed, Moore said, “Mister Ford, what are
you doing here? You’re not due on watch for another eight
hours.”

Ford looked past Moore, his eyes fixed on the
tactical display. “Where are we?”

“Passing an asteroid field near Tyr-431,”
answered Chief Petty Officer Murphy, the helmsman, without looking
up from his station.

“Good,” said Ford, his voice cold and
emotionless.

Something told Moore to be wary. “Mister
Ford, I asked you a question. Why are you on the bridge?”

“To do this,” replied Ford as he suddenly
pulled a hidden pistol from behind his back. Before anyone could
react, he fired three shots, coldly killing each man on the bridge
with one shot to the head. Ford walked over to the engineer’s
console, locked the doors to the bridge and quickly changed the
passcode preventing anyone from overriding the computer to open the
doors. Next, he moved over to the weapon’s console and with the
flip of a switch, he turned off all of the ship’s self-defense
systems. It was now helpless against an attacker. Ford smiled, made
his way over to the communication’s console and pushed the dead
body of Petty Officer Ramirez onto the floor. Using his sleeve to
wipe away the blood on the workstation, Ford opened a channel.

“It is done,” he reported.

A second later, just over three hundred
kilometers away, a dozen triangular-shaped fighters detached
themselves from behind some of the larger rocks they had been using
as cover in the asteroid field and raced toward the hapless convoy.
As soon as they had a lock on all of their targets, the fighters
let loose with a barrage of missiles. Without waiting to see the
impact, the fighters quickly banked away and sped back into the
asteroid field.

Alarms rang throughout the ship. Ford shook
his head. He had forgotten to disable the alarms. Not that it
mattered anymore. He stood there watching the incoming missiles
speed toward their intended targets. He felt nothing for the
thousands of people that were about to die. He was doing his duty.
Over the speakers, he could hear the ships calling, pleading for
help. None would be coming today. He reached over and turned off
the comms system. Ford sat down on the captain’s chair and watched
as one by one the ships vanished from the tactical display. Behind
him, people were frantically banging on the sealed doors demanding
to be let onto the bridge. He knew that it would not take them long
to find a torch to cut their way in, but they would be too late.
Ford stared intently at the screen as three missiles streaked
through the vacuum of space toward his ship.

Opening his arms as if he were about to
embrace a loved one, Ford warmly smiled, closed his eyes and said,
“Lord, protect me and cleanse my soul of all my sins.” A second
later, the first missile struck the Raleigh, obliterating
the bridge section and Ford with it. In the blink of an eye, the
other two missiles hit, blasting the cruisers into a million
pieces, killing the fifty men and women on board.

The first act of a bloody war had just been
played out.
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The sound of an alarm clock buzzing slowly stirred
newly commissioned Second Lieutenant Michael Sheridan to life.
Without bothering to open his eyes, he reached over and turned off
the alarm. He took a deep breath and then felt his stomach turn.
Like a runner taking off at the sound of the starter’s pistol,
Sheridan ran for the bathroom. In the dark, he nearly tripped over
one of his friends still passed out on the floor of his room. A
second later, with his head spinning and his guts churning, he
dropped to his knees in front of the toilet and threw up everything
from his stomach.

Gagging and gasping for air, Sheridan cursed
his stupidity. He and three of his friends, recently graduated from
the Marine Ground Warfare Battle School, had gone on an all-night
bender, drinking anything and everything they could get their hands
on. When all he had left in his stomach was bile, Sheridan let out
a moan and sat down on the cold floor of the bathroom. For a
minute, he waited to see if he was going to be sick again; when he
was not, Sheridan reached over, grabbed hold of the sink and pulled
himself up.

He flipped on the light above the sink and
felt his pupils shrink as the light burnt his bloodshot eyes.
Taking a minute to wash the sleep from his face, Sheridan looked at
the young man staring back at him in the mirror. At twenty-two, he
was just about to begin his career as an infantry officer in the
Marine Corps. Sheridan had short black hair, deep-green eyes, and a
square jaw with a scar running down the right side. For him, it was
a constant reminder of the tragic accident that had taken his
sister’s life when he was only ten. His body was fit and toned. At
just under two meters in height, Sheridan was of average height for
the Corps. The son of a fleet admiral, Sheridan had been expected
to follow the family tradition of serving as an officer in the
fleet. However, he had never liked the idea of being cooped up
inside a ship for months at a time. He preferred getting his feet
dirty and breathing real, not recycled, oxygen.

He quickly brushed his teeth and then,
feeling somewhat more human, he walked back into his room and
flicked on all the lights. “On your feet, you lazy bastards!”
Sheridan hollered at his still-sleeping friends. “It’s five in the
morning, and we’ve got a lot to do today.”

“Jesus, Mike, turn off the light and let me
sleep,” protested Harry Williams, Sheridan’s closest friend all
through the academy.

“Get up, get up!” yelled Sheridan nudging his
friend with his foot.

“I’d tell you to fuck off, but you’d just
ignore me, wouldn’t you,” said Williams as he sat up and ran a hand
over his smooth-shaven head. Williams was also the son of an
officer in the fleet. In fact, almost the entire graduating class
from the academy had a connection to the military in one way or
another.

“Wake the other two sleepy heads while I
throw on some clothes and rustle us up some coffee.” With that,
Sheridan picked up some clean-looking sweatpants from the floor and
pulled them on. He made sure he had his debit card with him and
then walked out of his room down to the vending machine at the end
of the hallway. He returned a couple of minutes later with four
piping hot cups of coffee in his hands.

“Thanks,” said Williams, taking a coffee.

Kicking an empty bottle of Scotch across the
floor with his foot, Sheridan took a deep breath and vowed to
himself that he would never drink again—at least, until
tonight.

Slowly, his friends came to life. They looked
as if they had been drinking for a month straight.

“What time is the graduation ceremony?” asked
Tony Hirato, still lying on the floor trying to focus his bloodshot
eyes on his watch.

“At ten,” replied Sheridan.

“Then why the hell do we need to get up so
early?”

“Because we need to hit the gym for a couple
of hours and sweat all this booze out of our systems,” answered
Sheridan. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to the parade smelling like
a brewery.”

Gregory Shipov sat on the floor looking as if
he were about to be sick.

“The toilet is in there,” said Sheridan,
pointing to the bathroom. “I’ve already christened it this
morning.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Shipov as he struggled
to stand. A split second later, his face turned green. He ran to
the bathroom.

“Here’s to being young and stupid,” offered
Sheridan as he held up his coffee cup, toasting his friends.

“To being stupid,” answered Williams, holding
up his own cup.

 


Five hours later, Sheridan and his friends, now
dressed in their Marine Corps dress blues, stood on parade. The
graduating class of nearly one thousand new Marine officers stood
at ease and listened while the commanding officer of the Marine
Ground Warfare Battle School congratulated them on completing the
grueling three-month course in the deserts of Nevada. All Marine
officers regardless of their future specialty had to attend the
training. Infantry officers rubbed shoulders with pilots,
logistical officers, and even padres. As their instructors kept
pointing out, the job may be in outer space, but the battles were
still won on the ground, and that was why the Battle School was the
final part of their combined arms training.

Proudly, Sheridan ran his hand over his new
gold bar on his jacket collar. He had worked hard to earn his
commission, finishing in the top ten of his class at the academy as
well as the Battle School. He already had his eye on an assignment
with an infantry regiment in the elite First Division. Every
commandant of the Corps in the last century had served in the First
Division, but only the best and brightest were chosen to be part of
the finest fighting formation in the fleet. He was sure that after
the parade wrapped up and the duty assignments were given out that
his name would be found beside one of the three infantry regiments
that were part of the First Division.

After yet another long and boring speech that
Sheridan tried his best to ignore, the graduating class was called
to attention. The commandant of the Marine Corps stepped up behind
the podium and eyed the sea of officers before him.

“Good morning, Marines,” said General
Steinmetz, his voice deep and gravely.

“Good morning, sir!” loudly replied a
thousand voices.

“Normally, at this time, I would welcome you
all into the Corps and wish you well with your chosen careers.
However, events have transpired along the Disputed Zone, which has
changed everything.”

A loud murmur ran through the crowd of
spectators watching the parade.

Steinmetz continued, “Three days ago at
precisely 0745 hours, installations and ships all along the
Disputed Zone were attacked. The exact scope of the losses suffered
has yet to be determined. However, initial indications are that we
suffered heavy losses during this unprovoked and cowardly sneak
attack. The Federation Council met in London this morning and
authorized the mobilization of the fleet to safeguard the colonies.
Marines, we are once again at war with the Kurgan Empire.”

Some people in the crowd began to cry, afraid
for their loved ones already serving along the Disputed Zone. The
Marines on the parade stood silent, expectantly waiting to hear
what was going to happen next.

Steinmetz took a sip of water and then spoke.
“Marines, effective immediately, all post-course leave is canceled.
You will all be shipping out today. I will grant you one hour to
say goodbye to your friends and family who came to see you here
today. After that, you are to assemble in the main hangar where you
will find your duty assignments already posted.”

With that, the ceremony ended. Anxious family
members flooded onto the parade grounds, hoping to see their loved
ones before they departed.

Sheridan stood there, not sure how he should
feel. On the one hand, he knew that this was what he had enlisted
for; on the other, he struggled to believe that after a century of
relative peace, they were at war. He turned on his heels and tried
to see his mother through the swirling crowd. Out of the corner of
his eye he spotted Tarina Pheto looking down at her feet. With a
smile on his lips, Sheridan worked his way through the crowd. “Hey
there, why the long face?”

Tarina turned and looked up at Sheridan. “My
parents couldn’t afford to make it here today. I was hoping to
spend a few weeks with them before attending advanced flight
training. Looks like I won’t get that chance now.” Tarina Pheto was
from Soweto. A slender young woman with dark skin and a bald head,
she and Sheridan had had an on-again-off-again relationship for the
past three years. At the moment, they were apart.

“Well, my mother is here somewhere; why don’t
you come with me and spend some time with her?”

Tarina’s expression instantly soured.
“Michael, she’s the reason that we are not together.”

Sheridan hated to admit it, but she was
right. “I know my mother can be a bit old-fashioned at times.”

Tarina shook her head. “Michael, you need to
open your eyes. She’s not as old-fashioned as you keep saying;
she’s a racist. If I were white, things would be different, but I’m
not. And you know it.”

Sheridan reached over and took her right hand
in his. “Tarina, you know I don’t care about your skin color.”

“I know you don’t, but I will never be part
of your life if your mother has anything to say about it and until
you stand up to her, we can never be together.” Tarina fought back
the mix of feelings raging in her heart. She let go of Sheridan’s
hand and melted into the crowd.

“Michael . . . Michael!” called out a woman’s
voice.

Sheridan turned to see his mother, escorted
by a Marine colonel, making her way toward him.

“Was that Miss Pheto?” asked Sheridan’s
mother.

“Yes,” replied Sheridan bitterly.

“I thought you two weren’t together
anymore.”

“We’re not.”

“Well, it’s for the best with all that’s
happening along the Disputed Zone.”

Sheridan ground his teeth. He wanted to lash
out at his mother and tell her to go to hell, but his strict
upbringing and the colonel standing a few meters away prevented him
from showing his true feelings.

“Have you heard from Father?” Sheridan asked,
steering the conversation away from Tarina.

“Yes, I have great news. He’s been promoted
to vice-admiral and given command of the newly formed Sixth Fleet.
If anyone can give the Kurgan Empire a good swift kick in the
behind, it’s your father.”

Sheridan forced a smile. “Mother, I doubt
I’ll get a chance to speak to him before I ship out, so could you
please pass on my congratulations.”

“You can pass them on yourself. I bet you’ll
be serving under his command before too long.”

Sheridan cringed at the thought. The First
Division was assigned to the First Fleet and he wanted to serve
there and nowhere else. “Well, I find out soon enough.”

For the next thirty minutes, Sheridan made
small talk with his mother while several admirals and generals, all
of whom knew Sheridan’s father, feted her. If there was one thing
he had to give his mother credit for, it was her ability to
schmooze with party guests. He soon grew bored, gave his mother a
hug, and joined the stream of young officers making their way
toward the main hangar.

Harry Williams ran over and enthusiastically
slapped Sheridan on the back. Together they walked in silence.
Sheridan could feel the tension building in his chest. Four years
of school all came down to this event. Where you went after Battle
School determined your future.

Inside the hangar, the air was electric. On
the far wall were several screens broken down alphabetically.
Sheridan and Williams ran toward the monitor with their names on
it. Together they elbowed their way to the front and searched for
their duty assignments.

Williams let out a loud whoop. “Second
Regiment, First Division.”

Sheridan found his name; it was listed beside
the Third Regiment, Nineteenth Division. Feeling as if he had just
been punched in the gut, he stepped back and dug out his phone.
With a growing sense of panic, he looked up the Nineteenth Division
and where its regiments were stationed. His eyes widened when he
saw that the division was responsible for a sector of the Disputed
Zone. It has to be a clerical error, thought Sheridan. He
had come near the top of all of his classes. Only the best officers
went to the First Division and not to some unheard of unit in an
out of the way corner of the galaxy.

Sheridan’s instructor at the Battle School
walked past. “Sir!” Sheridan called out trying to get the major’s
attention.

“Yes, Mister Sheridan,” said Major Jowett, a
short, balding man with a crooked nose on his weathered face.

Sheridan came sharply to attention and
saluted Jowett. “Sir, I think there’s been a mistake with my duty
assignment.”

“Oh, why is that?”

“Sir, I’m posted to the Nineteenth, not the
First Division,” explained Sheridan.

“It’s a good division with a fine reputation.
It’s on the front line, so you’ll be in action long before many of
your friends.”

Sheridan didn’t give a damn about the
division’s reputation or where it was located. He blurted out,
“Sir, I’d expected to go to the First.”

Jowett looked into Sheridan’s eyes. “Mister,
we go where the Corps wants us to go. We don’t always get what we
want. Get used to it. Remember, we all serve at the discretion of
the Corps.” With that Jowett turned around and walked away, leaving
Sheridan wondering what he could do.

Williams walked out of the sea of
well-wishers and placed his hand on Sheridan’s shoulder. “Hey,
Mike, I just saw your duty station. There has to be a mistake. I
came behind you in every class. You should be the one going to the
First Div, not me.”

Sheridan shook his head. “It’s no mistake.
I’m being sent to some second-rate division in the middle of
nowhere.”

“Say, why don’t you talk with your mom. I bet
she can straighten this mess out.”

For a brief moment he thought about going to
see his mother and asking her to chat with his father’s friends to
get him re-assigned. However, that would mean he would be indebted
to his mother and that was something he wasn’t about to do, not
after the way she had treated Tarina. Cursing his unbelievably bad
luck under his breath, Sheridan congratulated Williams and wished
him luck. Reluctantly, he downloaded a copy of his orders and saw
that he was due to leave in three hours. With a tension headache
building in the back of his neck, Sheridan turned on his heels and
went to pack. Why he wasn’t assigned to the First Division dug at
him. With each step he took, he grew angrier. By the time he
reached his room he was in a black mood.
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Sheridan walked off the shuttle and handed the petty
officer processing the new arrivals on board the transport ship his
tablet. After scanning the orders and the retina of his right eye
to confirm his identification, the PO saluted Sheridan and told him
that he was to stow his gear in the officers’ quarters.

A short while later, Sheridan opened the door
to his room and was surprised to see that he was the only occupant.
After the general’s speech, he had expected
to find at least a dozen other officers shipping out with him.
Sheridan dropped his rucksack and duffle bag onto the floor next to
the nearest bunk bed and let out a deep sigh. This was not how he
saw his military career starting. Someone somewhere must have
screwed up. He vowed to himself to ask for a change of duty
assignments the minute he reached his regiment.

His stomach growled, reminding him that he
hadn’t eaten a thing since last night’s supper. Sheridan stepped
out into the hallway of the aged transport vessel Churchill
and looked up at a map on the wall. He quickly found directions to
the mess hall. As he walked along, he was surprised that the ship
seemed almost empty. Only two crewmen passed him on the way to the
mess hall.

Sheridan stepped inside the mess hall and saw
a platoon of young-looking Marines sitting at a long table eating
their supper meal. They were having a loud and animated discussion
about something that had happened in training to one of the
Marines. It was lost on Sheridan.

A young private spotted Sheridan and
instantly jumped to his feet. “Attention, officer on deck,” called
out the Marine. As one, the Marines shot to attention.

“At ease, as you were, Marines,” said
Sheridan, a bit uncomfortably. He had never actually served side by
side with any enlisted Marines before. All of his interaction to
date had been with his instructors at the academy or the battle
school, and that was always in a formal setting.

“There’ll be none of that from now on in the
mess hall,” said a voice from behind Sheridan. A second later, a
staff sergeant entered the room. “From now on, save that crap for
the parade square.” The man’s accent was English; Sheridan guessed
the man came from the north of the country.

Sheridan saw the man looked to be about
thirty and as tough as nails. His brown hair was cut close to the
scalp. He was as tall as Sheridan, but with broad shoulders and a
strong muscular build. His dark brown eyes seemed to examine
Sheridan for a brief moment. Walking past Sheridan, the sergeant
nodded in greeting, grabbed a tray and then helped himself to some
food before taking a seat at a table away from the young
Marines.

Sheridan didn’t know what to say or do.
Training was one thing, being out on his own without anyone to
guide him was another. He decided to act as if none of this
bothered him, served himself some food and then walked over to the
table where the staff sergeant was sitting. “Mind if I join you,
Sergeant?”

“Not at all, sir, take a seat.”

Sheridan sat down and put out his right hand
in greeting. “Good day, Staff Sergeant, my name is Second
Lieutenant Michael Sheridan.”

“Staff Sergeant Alan Cole,” replied the
sergeant, firmly shaking Sheridan’s hand.

“Are you assigned to the Nineteenth Division
as well, Sergeant?” asked Sheridan as he poured some hot sauce all
over his meal.

“Yes, sir.”

Sheridan looked around the room. “For a ship
this size, there aren’t many of us deploying.”

“With war declared, it looks like Fleet
Headquarters has decided to send whatever they can find out to the
line units without delay,” explained Cole. “Until mobilization
fully kicks in, we’re going to have to do with what we’ve got. I
was told that we’ll be joining the First Battalion, Third Regiment,
before moving to our staging area, wherever that may be. As for the
ship, they’re busy packing it with rations, ammo, and whatever
spare parts are needed by the division. Don’t be surprised if they
fill your room to the roof with crap as well. From what I can tell,
for this trip out, the ship is double-hatted as both a troop
transport and a supply ship.”

“Sergeant, do you know these Marines?” asked
Sheridan looking over his shoulder at the young soldiers.

Cole shook his head. “I picked them up from
Camp Lejeune yesterday. I was supposed to be escorting two hundred
new Marines to the regiment, but this is all they could spare. The
rest have been assigned to other units spread throughout the
fleet.”

“Have you ever served with the Nineteenth
Division?” queried Sheridan, taking a bite of his food.

“No, I was with the First Division for eight
years until I rotated home to teach at the NCO academy.”

“You were with the First! How was it?” asked
Sheridan.

“Sir, to be honest, I hated it. They’re just
a bunch of parade square soldiers. Damn they look good, but just
don’t ask them to fight. They’re all show and no action.”

Sheridan couldn’t believe his ears. All of
his instructors at the academy had drilled it into his head that to
serve in the First Division was an honor. “Sergeant, no disrespect,
but I find that hard to believe.”

Cole grinned. “Sir, I’ve got ten years in the
Marines, and I can tell you that the First Div ain’t all it’s
cracked up to be. I bet you were told in the academy that it’s the
best of the best. Am I right?”

“Yes.”

“Sir, if you want to learn politics, then the
First Div is where you should go. If you want to learn what it
means to be a Marine, then service in another division, especially
one stationed along the Disputed Zone.”

Sheridan pursed his lips and then said,
“Sergeant, how do you explain that for the last one hundred years,
the Marine Corps commandant had at one time commanded the
First?”

Cole grinned. “Sir, we haven’t had to fight a
major war in a hundred years, that’s why. Like-minded people
promote like-minded people. It’s an old boys’ club, and that goes
for the officers as well as the NCOs. Trust me, a couple of years
from now, you’ll be thanking God that you didn’t end up there.”

Sheridan had a hard time believing Cole. He
began to wonder if the sergeant had been removed from duty with the
First Division for some transgression.

A woman’s voice came over the ship’s
intercom. “Attention, all hands, this is the captain speaking; the
ship will be departing in thirty minutes. Please ensure that all of
your gear is properly stowed before we head out past the asteroid
belt and then make the jump to Illum Prime.”

Sheridan dug into his shirt pocket and pulled
out his hand-sized tablet.

“Sir, what are you doing?” asked Cole.

“I’m looking up Illum Prime and trying to
figure how long it will take us to arrive.”

“Sir, put that thing away,” said Cole
bluntly. “Never let the men see you looking something up. It makes
them think you don’t know what is going on and it makes NCOs like
me nervous.”

“But I have a question, that’s why I have my
tablet out.”

Cole shook his head. “Sir, let me give you a
few words of advice. If you don’t know something, tell your platoon
sergeant, he’ll understand. Never let the men see that you don’t
know. They look to you for leadership and guidance. They trust you
with their lives. So act like you know it all. Be confident without
being cocky and your troops will follow you anywhere.”

Sheridan discreetly slipped his tablet
away.

“To answer your question, sir, in this old
rust bucket it’ll take us four days to reach Illum Prime. These
Marines may have completed their training, but they’re still wet
behind the ears. I have scheduled weapons training in the cargo bay
for 0800 hours tomorrow morning. You’re welcome to attend. In fact,
I strongly suggest that you do. Some of these men may be in your
platoon in a few days’ time. Watching them go through their drills
will give an insight into their skills and capabilities.”

“Thanks, I’ll take you up on your offer,
Sergeant.”

 


Next morning, Sheridan, dressed in his multi-cam
fatigues, joined Cole as he put the new Marines through several
hours of weapons handling drills. The soldiers were busy stripping
and assembling their weapons, racing against the clock and each
other. The standard weapon issued to all Marine infantrymen was the
lightweight M5A2 Assault Rifle. Capable of firing 4.22mm caseless
ammunition at a rate of six hundred rounds per minute, the rifle
was also equipped with a grenade launcher built into the forestock.
A laser and IR sight helped ensure accuracy in combat. Due to its
high rate of fire, each Marine’s standard combat load was ten
one-hundred round magazines and six grenades, usually a mix of high
explosive and fragmentation.

Sheridan looked around and noticed that the
cargo bay was nearly full of supplies and equipment. “They didn’t
leave much room in here,” said Sheridan to Cole.

“It’ll have to do. Beggars can’t be
choosers,” replied Cole. “Sir, did they issue you an M5 before you
boarded?”

Sheridan shook his head. “No, I only have my
pistol with me.”

“Not to worry, you’ll get one soon
enough.”

For the rest of the day Cole put the Marines
through their paces. Teaching them to shoot instinctively, he
drilled them for hours building muscle memory, so they could
swiftly react and engage a target without having to aim. He kept
stressing that technology had made weapons lighter and more lethal
over the years with the ability to reach out and kill someone at
over eight hundred meters. However, most engagements took place at
fifty meters or less. The person who got off the first shot was,
usually, the one left standing when the dust settled.

Sheridan stood back, quietly observing the
soldiers. They were a mix of people from all over the planet.
Slavic accents mixed with North American, English, German, and
Chinese. Of the thirty Marines, four were women. They looked as
equally tough and capable as their male counterparts did. The one
constant was their age. He doubted that there was anyone over
nineteen years old. If they were green and inexperienced, they
didn’t show it. If anything, he thought they were acting a bit too
overconfident.

Over the next three days, Sheridan attended
all of the training sessions put on by Staff Sergeant Cole. He
gradually got a better understanding of the man and his
experiences. While he was reticent to talk about his personal life,
Cole told him that he had been a Marine fresh out of boot camp when
rebels on Setius-5 tried to take power in a violent coup. For ten
months, Cole and his fellow Marines were engaged in a deadly
counterinsurgency campaign to defeat the rebel forces. When it was
over, one thousand Marines and ten times as many civilians had lost
their lives.

After a late supper, Sheridan turned in for
the night. He was growing anxious to get off the ship and get on
with his job. His bitterness at not being posted to the First Div
had somewhat faded. Still, in the back of his mind, he was hesitant
to believe everything that Cole told him about his time with the
division. Before turning off his bedside light, Sheridan opened up
his tablet and reviewed the latest fleet intelligence report on the
Kurgan Empire.

The Kurgans are a race of highly intelligent
and aggressive reptiles. Their technology is on par with Earth’s.
Their society and culture are as old as the human race. They are
highly religious and believe that spreading the word of their Lord
is the purpose for which they were created. Fanatical, Kurgans have
never allowed themselves to be captured, preferring death to the
dishonor of being a prisoner. The only prisoners ever taken were
those incapacitated in combat and unable to commit suicide.

Their society is ruled by a hereditary ruler
on their home world. Like the ancient Roman Empire, after they
defeat an enemy, they bring them into the Empire and give them
citizenship. Although Kurgans make up more than ninety percent of
the Empire’s population, they are also reputed to have large
insect-like creatures as members of their far-flung territory.

Sheridan studied a picture of their
adversary. It was a 3D image of a Kurgan warrior. He stood two and
a half meters tall with reddish-brown leathery skin. He had a short
snout and golden yellow eyes. His body was covered with armor from
the bottom of his feet all the way up to his neck.

Although no one had seen a Kurgan in nearly a
century, fleet assessed that their military and social structure
had not changed much, and if anything, they had become more fervent
in their religious beliefs.

Fatigue soon took hold of Sheridan. He turned
off his light and closed down the briefing. An image of Tarina
smiling filled the screen. He smiled back. Vowing to never listen
to his mother ever again, Sheridan hoped that he and Tarina would
someday cross paths and that he could make up for his past
behavior. He knew the chances of them seeing one another in the
vast reaches of space were slim. However, slim was better than
nothing, he told himself before turning off his computer and
closing his eyes for what he expected to be his last good night’s
sleep in a long time.
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Sheridan shot up wide-awake. His heart was racing
away in his chest. Sweat covered his body, soaking his sheets. He
looked about and saw that he was in his darkened room on board the
Churchill.

He got out of bed, flipped on a light, walked
over to the sink, and turned on the water. Sheridan waited until
the water was good and cold before splashing some on his face. He
took a couple of deep breaths to calm his wildly beating heart.

It was always the same nightmare. He was on a
planet he didn’t recognize, lying trapped and helpless when a
darkened shape appeared out of the fog. It was a Kurgan Warrior.
Without making a sound, it walked toward him. Sheridan tried to
pull his trapped legs free, but it was no good, he was going
nowhere. His weapon lay just out of reach. The Kurgan stopped and
looked down at him. It seemed to be studying him. Instead of
finishing him off with its assault rifle, the warrior knelt down,
grabbed Sheridan and twisted his head up. Baring its razor sharp
teeth, the Kurgan brought its mouth down on his face. Blood dripped
down Sheridan’s face as he was eaten alive.

He had never read of Kurgans eating their
prisoners, but it was the same horrible dream he had been having
since he was a child. Shaking his head to clear the troubling
images from his mind, Sheridan looked back at his bed. He knew he
would never get back to sleep, not now. He checked his watch and
saw that it was nearing three in the morning. He threw on his
fatigues and decided to go for a run through the ship’s
corridors.

There was an unexpected knock on his
door.

“Sir, sir, are you awake in there?” asked
Cole

Sheridan told him to enter.

“Sir, did I wake you up?” queried Cole.

“No, I was already awake. I was just about to
go for a run,” answered Sheridan, telling a half-truth.

“Sir, the captain called. She wants us up on
the bridge right away.”

Sheridan instantly grew curious. “Did she say
why?”

“No, and I didn’t ask. The tone of her voice
told me it was important.”

A minute later, they walked onto the bridge
and were met by Captain Lefol, who took them over to the
communications console. “Gentlemen,
listen,” she said as she opened up a comms channel. A twenty-year
veteran with the fleet, Lefol had reddish-blonde hair and light
blue eyes. She was short and lean, but projected a confident air
about her. Anyone who met her instantly could tell that she knew
her business.

An automated voice came over the speaker.
“This is the freighter California, we have struck a mine and
have suffered heavy losses; I say again, we have struck a mine and
are in need of assistance. Please come at once.”

“Ma’am, is that all you’ve received?” asked
Cole.

“Yes, it repeats itself every ten seconds,”
explained Lefol, her accent French. “We have tried to reach the
California on all the usual channels. Nothing! Not a single
word in reply. This can only mean that they are unable to respond
for whatever reason, or they are being jammed by the enemy.”

Sheridan asked, “Ma’am, shouldn’t she have
been in a convoy? Where are the other ships?”

“That’s a good question. According to my
records, the vessel was part of a small convoy led by the frigate
Orion.”

Cole asked, “Ma’am, do you know what the
California was transporting?”

“Yes, air-defense batteries for Illum Prime,”
she replied gravely.

“Jesus,” muttered Cole.

Lefol said, “I think it is safe to assume the
convoy was attacked and probably destroyed. We should also assume
that our forces on Illum Prime are also under attack, perhaps even
overrun by the enemy.”

“But we’re still light years from the
Disputed Zone,” declared Sheridan.

“It must have been part of a coordinated
series of deep strikes designed to eliminate the reinforcements and
logistics needed to defend the border,” explained Lefol. “It’s a
smart move and one that we would have done if we had struck
first.”

“Ma’am, what do you intend to do?” asked
Sheridan.

“We’re not a combat vessel. We wouldn’t last
five minutes against a Kurgan destroyer if we bumped into one.
First, I want to see if there are any survivors on board the
California. After that, we are going to jump behind one of
Illum Prime’s moons and see what is happening. If the Kurgans are
there, we’ll jump back to the nearest colony and warn them that the
Kurgans are already this deep into our space.”

“Ma’am, if we’re not needed anymore, Mister
Sheridan and I will get our Marines prepped and ready for battle,”
said Cole.

“That would be prudent,” responded Lefol.
“I’ll let you know the instant we rendezvous with the
California.”

“Ma’am,” said Sheridan and Cole in
unison.

They left the bridge and walked back to the
cramped quarters where the young Marines were sleeping.

Sheridan left Cole to roust up the soldiers
while he went back to his room to grab his gear. The instant the
door slid closed behind him, Sheridan fought off a wave of nausea
in his stomach. He had trained for years to lead men into combat;
now faced with the prospect of people fighting and dying under his
command, his mind was filled with doubt. He was an untried leader
about to take a platoon of inexperienced Marines with only one NCO
into battle. He dug into his rucksack until he found his helmet,
ballistic glasses, gloves, tactical vest, and thin bags of liquid
body armor. He placed the lightweight armor into pouches on his
trousers and shirt to protect him from small arms fire and blast
fragments. Made from a shear-thickening liquid, the armor remained
a liquid until struck, at which time in less than a millisecond it
hardened, protecting the person from grievous bodily harm.

Before he left his room, Sheridan loaded a
magazine into his pistol and slipped it into the holster on his
vest. Not sure what lay ahead, he grabbed four extra twenty-round
magazines, just to be safe. With his helmet under his arm, he
stepped out into the hallway. He could hear the sound of Cole’s
deep voice yelling at the young Marines to get dressed.

The instant Sheridan stepped into the hangar
Cole walked over to Sheridan and handed him an M5 rifle and ten
mags. “Sir, I broke into one of the supply boxes and stole us a
couple of rifles,” explained Cole. “I think we’re gonna need these
before the day is out.”

Sheridan looked down at the weapon in his
hand. “Yeah, you may be right.”

“Sir, if Captain Lefol is right, and I bet
she is, then Illum Prime is gone. We’ll be lucky if we survive the
next few hours to warn the other colonies that they are in
danger.”

Sheridan didn’t reply. He stood there and
watched Cole as he turned on a dime and cursed up a storm at some
of the Marines who weren’t moving fast enough for his liking. It
all seemed to be happening in a blur.

 


The ship’s jump engine switched off. In the blink of
an eye, the ship dropped out of faster than light travel and came
to an almost dead stop five hundred meters from the
California. It was obvious that the freighter had been hit.
Jagged holes covered the side of the vessel where enemy missiles
had penetrated the hull. Debris and bodies littered the space
around the stricken vessel. Worse than that, the remainder of the
convoy, including the frigate assigned to defend it, had also been
destroyed. Less than a minute later, Lefol hailed Sheridan and Cole
to meet her in the ship’s briefing room.

Sheridan and Cole in full fighting order
walked into the briefing room. On the wall was a 3D tactical
display showing the destroyed convoy.

“Jesus,” muttered Cole as he studied the
wreckage.

Lefol walked over beside the two Marines.
“The only life sign we have been able to detect is coming from the
California. It looks like someone is still alive in the
medical bay. It’s weak, but it’s evidence that someone survived the
attack. The ship has totally depressurized so whoever is over there
must be in a survival suit.”

Sheridan looked at the California
floating dead in space. He could see that the main air lock doors
commonly used for boarding the vessel had been destroyed. If they
were going to board her, it would have to be through another
entrance.

“I can see by the look on your face that you
have noticed that we can’t dock with the California,” said
Lefol to Sheridan.

“Looks like we’re going for a spacewalk,”
observed Cole.

“Ma’am, what are your orders?” asked
Sheridan.

“I want you to board the California
and help whoever is trapped over there. I also want you to download
her computer logs. Fleet Headquarters is going to need to know what
has happened, and I want to know what we are up against before we
jump to Illum Prime.”

“And if the Kurgans return while we’re over
there?” asked Cole.

“Then you’re on your own,” replied Lefol. “I
won’t risk this ship and the supplies she is carrying to save
you.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

Cole may have understood. Sheridan, however,
was still having a hard time wrapping his head around the fact that
he wasn’t in training anymore and that he was at war.

“Gents, we can’t afford to waste time. You
have one hour to get over there ASAP, find what you are looking for
and get back to the Churchill, or I will leave you
behind.”

Sheridan and Cole came to attention, turned
and left the room.

“Sir, how are you in zero gravity
environments?” asked Cole.

“Sergeant, if you’re wondering if I get sick,
the answer is no. At the academy, I was the top of my class in zero
gravity combat training.”

Cole stopped in the hallway, looked both ways
to check that they were alone, and then looked Sheridan straight in
the eyes. “Sir, you need to lose three words from your
vocabulary.”

“What might those be, Sergeant?” replied
Sheridan defensively.

“‘At the academy.’ Those words show
that you have zero experience and are used by every platoon leader
that I have ever come across. Flush them from your mind and you’ll
sound more knowledgeable when talking with your men.”

“Well then, Sergeant, what should I have
said?”

“Sir, all you needed to say was you don’t get
sick. Look, I know you think that I am being overly critical, but
you need to understand that there isn’t time to bring you along and
inculcate you into being a platoon leader. Your time is now. You’re
in command and the Marines you are about to lead over to the
California need to know that you know your job.”

Sheridan was about to push back but realized
that he was wasting time, and Cole may have a point. Instead, he
asked a question. “Sergeant, how long do you think it will take us
to suit up, move over to the California, do everything
Captain Lefol wants done and get back here?”

“It’s going to be tight. However, the only
two people who need to get ready are you and me. I figured this
might happen so I ordered eight Marines to don their suits while
we’re gone.”

Sheridan realized that he should have thought
about that himself. Cole’s depth of experience and his lack of any
was beginning to show. “Good thinking, Sergeant.”

“I thought so,” replied Cole
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