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      “Incoming!” a voice screamed in my earpiece. It was accompanied by the sound of roaring energy pulses that distorted the rest of the message.

      I squatted, waiting for somebody to start shooting at me.

      I looked at the pulse rifle in my left hand. Thanks to a pair of surgically implanted energy ribbons, the grip stuck to my hand like magic, or at least, like magnets. I still remembered having a hand that wasn’t made to hold a weapon. That’s how new I was.

      But somehow, I was also an officer. Captain Tim Oberon.

      That rubbed some of the guys the wrong way. Specifically, the guys who’d been here every day trying not to get killed, actually earning their promotions.

      It is what it is. You can’t always be one of the good guys who pulls himself up by the bootstraps. Sometimes you’re the spoiled brat who gets to jump to the front of the line.

      Until you end up on Planet Hell, that is. Then your silver spoon just gets shoved up your ass.

      The ridge exploded around me like it was made of firecrackers.

      “Son of a bitch!” I shouted as I fired aimlessly in the general direction of the energy pulses that were raining down on me. My rifle was old and second-hand so I doubted I could do much better if I took my time.

      I was on a narrow ridge that fell away to nowhere on either side. I could keep moving up the ridge, or turn tail. As I was trying to decide what to do, an energy pulse ripped into my shoulder. The combat gear I was wearing did its best to absorb the blow, which I really appreciated.

      But it still hurt.

      I turned tail. I had nothing to prove. I started running back down the ridge, calculating just how far I’d have to go before I could find cover again. Not that there was any real cover out here, but, you know, the excuses for cover you could find on a burned-out husk of a planet.

      A rock under my foot gave way.

      I landed on my ass and spun around as the full weight of the backpack I was wearing dragged me backward. For a moment, I spun like a top. I saw the fire-red sky, dead like everything else here, as it spun over my head.

      I came to a stop with my arms and legs pointed straight forward. My back was hunched forward as far as my abs could manage, while my ass balanced on the ridge. I held the pose like a fat man trying to hold a sit-up, while I bargained with whatever deity I was willing to sell my soul to this week to not let me fall off the ridge.

      I leaned forward, and felt the weight of the backpack shift forward with me. Whatever had been shooting at me was still out there, but for the moment, I just took a breath and tried to draw my legs back down to a sitting position.

      Then I turned over and started to get up on one knee.

      Slow, asshole. Something’s still out there.

      A beam of energy exploded in my face.

      At least it felt that way. It must not have, because I still had a face, but it was damn close. If I’d stuck out my tongue, I might have lost half of it.

      That would make me popular. A mute officer.

      But I didn’t stick out my tongue. I did the next most stupid thing. I jerked my head backwards. It was involuntary, but what could I do? I didn’t want to have my face burned off.

      It was only after I jerked backwards that I realized that gravity now had all the ammunition it needed to win the little tug-of-war with the heavy backpack I was wearing.

      I swung my arms out, clawing at the air like an idiot, but it was too late now.

      I tumbled backwards off the ridge.

      The world started to spin. What a world it was. Barren rock and dirt as far as I could see. Out there somewhere was whatever the hell was shooting at me.

      A rock smashed into the back of my head, and I saw stars. Something punched me hard in the gut. A boulder the size of my first dropship flew past, then another.

      If my gun hadn’t been attached to me, it would have gone flying. So score one for the engineers who’d figured that one out.

      I smashed down on my face in between a pair of rocks about the size of my head. A joke entered my mind.

      Hey, left ball.

      Yeah, right ball?

      Who’s the penis in between us?

      I got up on my hands and knees and realized that the real joke was I didn’t have my pulse rifle after all.

      I stared up at the ridge above. It was a long damn way up to the top, and now I was going to have to climb it again.

      That’s what happens when you’re on the ass end of a mission up the side of a mountain, and you fall off.

      I rolled over as I heard the static clear in my earpiece.

      “Cap just went over the hill!” someone said. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I was still getting to know these guys. It wasn’t like we went back or anything; I’d met most of them a couple hours ago. And at the time, I didn’t think I’d need to remember their names.

      I’m sure the feeling was mutual.

      “Captain, can you hear me?” said the voice of Sergeant Lam. I knew that one. He seemed to know what the hell he was doing out here, so that seemed like a name to remember.

      I spat out dirt. “I hear you,” I said, trusting that the high-tech toys the engineers had shoved in the computer that was embedded in my ear would understand that I was responding to the sergeant. “But I lost my—”

      A twig snapped to my right.

      I did the smart thing and spun directly toward the noise, utterly defenseless, my instincts as spot-on as ever.

      The big black muzzle of a pulse rifle slid around the side of a rock about as tall as I was.

      “Shit,” I said.

      I threw myself to one side, slipped, and fell on my face as I did it. I landed next to a long, skinny indention in the rock that I slithered into like a snake into a wagon rut.

      It was hot everywhere, but somehow, it was even hotter in that rut.

      I waited to get shot in the back, but when that didn’t come, I figured what the hell and started to crawl forward like mad. The least I could do was make it hard for the bastard to kill me.

      As I reached the end of the rut, I felt the hairs on my arm stand straight on end. I knew what that meant, but I didn’t know much I could do about it. I tried to squeeze myself as small as possible as the dirt over my shoulder erupted from a plasma blast.

      Somehow, the idiot had missed. I rolled out of the end of the rut as mud splashed up in my face.

      I jumped up and started sprinting toward what looked like a promising group of rocks. There were five of them standing in a semi-circle, almost like they were doing a rock version of kum-bi-ya, and I happily dashed into the mix.

      A plasma blast lanced through the air and cracked into the rock just past my head. The rock exploded, splintering open under the energy bolt like a tree trunk hit by lightning.

      I dove to the ground and scrambled behind another of the rocks, hoping it would manage to hold up a little better than its buddy.

      “I’m pinned down,” I panted. “I lost my plasma rifle!”

      The rock I was behind turned out to be narrow. It was barely thicker than my torso. I squeezed up against the rock, trying to make myself disappear into it.

      With my pulse rifle gone, I reached for the punch pistol that hung on my utility belt. I half expected it to be gone, but to my surprise it was still in the fancy holster than came with the fancy combat suit that had already saved my life once.

      With only the punch pistol, I needed to get a good close shot. I felt my heart rate finally begin to slow to something I could manage.

      I was a good shot. I knew that. I knew if I took my time, I could kill this bastard. I might be a spoiled bitch, but I was still the oldest son of an Archduke.

      “Don’t return fire,” Sergeant Lam said.

      “Say again!?” I asked, knowing that I sounded on the edge of hysteria, which was a good representation of how I felt.

      I could make out the man shooting at me now. He was wearing brown tactical gear. Great job blending in with all the shit-colored rocks around here, pal.

      The bastard was walking openly toward me, like I was no threat at all.

      That really pissed me off.

      “I say again, do not fire,” Lam said. “Aliens are inbound.”

      Aliens. Shit. That means—

      The earpiece was supposed to be shielded so that there was no way sound could leak out, but Mr. Tactical Gear shifted his stance and fired his pulse rifle in one motion. I jerked back behind the rock just before it exploded behind me.

      I dove forward as two more energy beams roared through the air just over my head. I dropped to the deck and rolled clear.

      “Tell that to this asshole!” I barked to Lam.

      I was dead if I just lay here. The guy was just nonchalantly walking toward my position. Screw it. If I was going to die, I wasn’t going to do it watching this prick walk up on me.

      I jumped to my feet and rushed the guy. I tried to crouch as low as I could, and moved in a jerky, zigzag motion. I was closing fast; another couple of steps and I’d have a meaningful shot at the guy with the pistol in my hand.

      Then a bright light exploded in front of me, bathing everything in brilliant white. I gasped and put my hand to my eyes.

      I figured I was dead. The guy must have thrown a flash grenade, and I didn’t even realize it. I mean, I didn’t hear the detonation, but what else could it be?

      I staggered, my eyes watering, looking for movement ahead of me.

      Then I saw it.

      Only it wasn’t moving towards me. It was moving upwards, away from me, into the sky.

      It took me a second to realize that the guy was suspended in mid-air, slowly floating upwards in a tight beam of light. His legs were sprawled below him, kicking like he was in water. His mouth was open, frozen in a soundless scream. The man’s gaze locked onto me, an animal in the grip of complete panic.

      I followed the beam of light upward until it terminated at the base of a perfectly square alien ship floating serenely in the sky. The gleaming cube seemed to be made up of several smaller perfectly square shapes. There was no way to know what was going on inside. Nobody had ever been in one and come back to tell the tale.

      The edges of the cube blurred, and when I looked down, the guy’s body convulsed and seemed to coalesce into the beam of light that was holding him. Then the beam disappeared.

      I felt my jaw go slack.

      The cube floated perfectly still another full second as I felt a tingling sensation wash over me. Then it blurred again and flashed across the sky too fast for my eyes to follow.

      I stared stupidly up at the empty sky as the trees rustled and my asshole slowly unpuckered.

      Then I heard someone whistle behind me and I spun around to find one of the Marines from the drop team standing there shaking his head.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      “Aliens, man,” he shrugged. “Hell of a way to go.”

      He nodded at the punch pistol I was still holding in my hand, then patted his own pistol in his shoulder holster and winked. “They don’t like guns,” he said.

      I looked down at my weapon. It seemed so insignificant compared to what I’d just seen that it was comical to think the aliens would care about it. I holstered it. “They don’t like guns?”

      He considered me. “Guess they didn’t see you as much of a threat.”

      The insult didn’t even register. “Does this happen often?”

      The Marine glanced up at the sky, shrugged again, and then turned around. “Welcome to Planet Hell.”

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          Forward Operating Base BB14 (Big Boy)

          Three hours earlier

        

      

      

      “Don’t jump, Captain.”

      I knew the voice of my brother, so I didn’t bother turning around. I just kept staring over the lip of the station at the planet far below. “How about I just throw you, Major,” I said.

      “Murdering a member of the Guild of Juuvlin carries serious repercussions.”

      “Not for another member of the same Guild,” I reminded him.

      “You love me too much,” Mason said.

      “Debatable,” I said. I licked my salty lips. I was still sweating from my run. “I need a beer.”

      “The suns aren’t even up yet,” Mason said.

      “Details. I just finished a five-mile run.”

      “Don’t you have to be at your duty station soon?”

      “Since when did my little brother care about duty stations?” I asked.

      Mason snorted. “Got me there.”

      He joined me at the lip. I didn’t know what the official name was, but “lip” would have to do. It was one of the few places on this huge floating base where you could stand near the actual edge and look over. Whether it was by design or by engineering necessity, nobody seemed sure.

      I could feel the heat from the gigantic thrusters firing somewhere far below, always burning night and day, keeping the platform floating 19 miles up.

      “Quite a view,” Mason said. He was sucking on an energy drink, the kind the soldiers drank before a mission. “Can you believe this used to Udeba? Remember when it didn’t look like shit?”

      “Can you keep it down?” I said.

      “What?” He spread his arms. “Nobody’s up this early.”

      “Everybody’s up this early,” I said. “It’s a military base.” I could see activity on the central landing platform. Dropships were already coming and going, ferrying missions down to the surface. They were full of Union soldiers. Most were convict conscriptions. Even the lowest Guilds in the Union could manage to get their mandatory military service somewhere other than Planet Hell these days. The average life expectancy for these poor bastards was … well, not good.

      Mason rolled his eyes. “What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that we don’t need people knowing that we’re from here,” I hissed. “It’s weird enough that we’re here at all.”

      “I think people know that this used to be the Guild of Juuvlin’s home world.”

      “They don’t need to know that our family …” I paused. “That we lost people here.”

      “Most of our Guild lost people here,” Mason said.

      His voice was steely. Resolved. Devoid of emotion. This was the Mason I’d seen too much of lately. The one who pretended that revenge wasn’t the only thing he thought of, as if I didn’t know that.

      “Not like we did,” I said. Lots of people had family spread throughout the Union, but not us. Not the ruling family. Our home world was our everything.

      “It’s mandatory military service,” Mason said. “I think they know why we’re here.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said. “We don’t need to be here. Our Guild could place us anywhere in the Union. There’s no reason we’re on a floating platform, miles above a nightmare. No reason except you have a death wish.”

      Mason said nothing for some time, while we looked down. “So why are you here?” he finally asked.

      “To watch after you,” I said, and it was the honest truth. My brother was all I had left. I didn’t want revenge. I just wanted to live my life.

      “And I’m here for answers,” he said.

      “You’re here to kill aliens, which is crazy.”

      Mason smirked to himself. “Let me ask you a question.”

      “Okay,” I said, instantly on the defensive.

      “In or out?”

      “What?”

      “In or out?” he said again.

      “Of what?” I asked.

      Mason nodded as if I’d already answered. “That’s about what I thought.”

      I was exasperated. “What do you expect, Mason? I’m not going to just say yes to something until I know what it is.”

      “But I would,” he said.

      “That’s crazy,” I said. And it was. I was sure of it.

      I would never admit to my brother that there were plenty of times in my life when I’d asked myself what Mason would do. Times when I should have been brave, or bold, or fearless. What would Mason do?

      But there were limits. I wasn’t going to jump without a net. That was a Mason trait I was happy to live without.

      We didn’t speak for some time. I stared over the lip, thinking about the palace of my father, Archduke Anderwylde. Thinking about the life I had then that I would never have again. The Guild of Juuvlin moved and rebuilt. My brother and I were still some of the richest people in the universe; certainly the richest orphans. Life would be fine.

      But never like it had been before the aliens arrived.

      “You finish your morning run?” My brother startled me out of my thoughts with his mundane question.

      “You know I did,” I said, adjusting the straps on my ruck. It was loaded down. I always wore my light combat gear, as well. I liked the challenge of it. I needed the runs to clear my head. “Remember? Looking for a beer?”

      “Shooting earlier?”

      “Yes, you’ve correctly identified my usual routine,” I said, annoyed. I always went to the shooting range in the morning. I always did a full-gear run to start my day. I’d been doing it since we got here.

      “Touchy, touchy,” he said, leaning forward over the lip, taking more risk than was necessary to throw his empty energy drink over. He pulled out another and ripped off the top, and threw that over as well.

      The floating station was officially called BB14, but everyone called it Big Boy. Big Boy had been above the surface of Planet Hell for several years now, slowly moving positions every few months as the missions to strip the planet of all its remaining military assets continued. They were stored in the huge armory in the station’s belly before they were eventually transferred off-world: first to the giant Armada-class starship McKinney in orbit, then to another part of the galaxy altogether. It was basically a slow-motion surrender and retreat. We’d tried to beat back the aliens; now we just wanted to get our toys and slink away. They’d wanted the planet. They took the planet.

      Big Boy was as close as Guild Officers like my brother and I got to the mission.

      “Do you need to get that close to the edge?” I asked. “And what the hell are you doing up this early, anyway? Isn’t it against your religion to get up before the suns?”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “I found a—”

      “What are you losers doing up here?” said a high-pitched voice that I instantly recognized as Teffer Jordan from the Gulan Guild. It was one of the smaller Guilds. He had money, but nothing that impressed me.

      “Thinking about throwing people off,” my brother said. “Fancy a flight?”

      “Ha, ha,” Teffer said as he rolled his eyes. But he came no closer.

      Dins Opland of the lowly Choyke Guild stepped up next to Teffer. “It’s a regular Guild Officer meeting,” he said. “Should I call up the Primary office and see if they can set out some refreshments for us?”

      It was a regular low-class Guild meeting, I thought. My brother and I shouldn’t even be caught talking with these two. We only were because we were all stationed here.

      “I’d take a tent,” Teffer said. “It’s already hot out here.” His pale, pudgy skin would turn red in minutes here. There were no clouds in the atmosphere of Planet Hell. Those had been burned off when the rest of the vegetation had died. There were still pockets of cyanobacteria producing enough oxygen for a thin atmosphere, but anything like recognizable natural life was gone.

      “You’re pathetic,” my brother said.

      “You’re one to talk,” Dins shot back. “You never join in any of the activities.”

      “I do some stuff,” Mason said defensively.

      But Dins was right. My brother didn’t do much. It was strange. He was the one who wanted to be here. We’d been placed on a refueling station in the safest part of the Union, but my brother had requested a transfer. And I’d had to pull every string I had to just follow him here.

      He’d requested the highest rank available: Major. I’d requested the lowest: Captain.

      I’d never wanted to be a Guild Officer. Of course, I didn’t have a choice. Not really. Military service was a requirement of Union citizenship; everyone knew that.

      The High Guilds like ours always got to send their sons and daughters to be officers. The last time a High Guild son or daughter was actually killed in combat was … well, accidents happened, people got shuffled off to the wrong place, but it was rare. We were treated like porcelain by the military. They knew that killing the sons of the rich was bad for business.

      “None of us do anything,” I said.

      “Speak for yourself,” Teffer said haughtily. “I was working with the tarmac crews yesterday. I was right up next to the dropships,” he said. He wrinkled his nose. “They smell.”

      “That’s the thruster fuel,” I said automatically. “We store the thruster pods there so we don’t have to keep that in the armory.”

      Mason rolled his eyes. “You’re an accountant,” he said.

      “I’m a munitions analyst,” I said. “And that’s Captain Accountant to you.”

      Dins laughed. “You two are funny.” He pointed at my brother. “He thinks he’s some kind of tough guy, but he never shows up for training.” He turned to me. “And you don’t want to be here, but you go through all the training like a perfect little goodie-two-shoes.”

      “Screw off, Dins,” I said. “You don’t want to be here either.”

      “None of us do,” Teffer said. “But we have to serve out this mandatory military service somewhere.”

      “Why did it have to be on Planet Hell,” Dins murmured.

      “Oh, quit complaining,” Mason snapped. “You’ll get hazard time just for being here. Your required two years of service will be six months. And you don’t have to go anywhere near any actual hazards, unless getting beaten up by one of the actual soldiers on this base counts as a hazard.”

      “Big talk from a communications analyst.”

      “Whatever,” Mason said. “We gotta go.”

      He crumpled up yet another energy drink and threw it over the lip before turning to walk toward the main barracks building.

      I had a momentarily thought for how much trash must go flying off the station every day, littering down on the dead planet below.

      Not that there was anything there to care. The only thing left on the planet besides the aliens known as Druk were the small pockets of Returners who came back when it became clear that the Druk, in their own strange way, didn’t mind company on the planet as long as it didn’t get in their way and didn’t engage in anything they considered detrimental.

      Unfortunately, the Returners had formed an alliance, and declared all the leftover weapons that the military had to abandon on the planet to be theirs. They’d instigate fights when the sorties from Big Boy got close to weapons assets they wanted to keep. Then the Druk would show up and screw everyone over. It was a constant game of mouse and mouse, with a lazy cat occasionally pouncing on everyone.

      I shrugged at Dins and Teffer. “Guess I gotta go.”

      Dins rolled his eyes as I walked away. “He’s gonna get you killed.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I said over my shoulder, only half kidding.

      I finally caught up with Mason as he turned the corner around the main barracks building and started toward the center of the base and the landing platform assembly. “So what was that all about?” I asked.

      Mason shook his head. “I can’t stand those guys. They’re cowards.”

      I didn’t say anything. It was probably true, although I’d have a hard time convincing myself I wasn’t one, too.

      “So where are you headed?” I asked. “Mr. I’m-suddenly-a-morning-guy.”

      “The platforms,” he said.

      A pair of dropships spooled up as I watched, and pulled away, several pairs of brown camos and combat boots hanging out the open hatch doors on either side. I could see the glint of the mounted twin-pulse cannons.

      There were three interlocking platforms, all on different levels, in sizes to accommodate the various dropships and fueling ships that seemed to land and take off all day long. The biggest platform was reserved for cargo ships going to and from space. The atmosphere here was thin. The energy ribbon that surrounded the station provided a porous wall that held oxygen in so they could pump some in up here, but it was still thin.

      “The platforms,” I repeated to him.

      “Didn’t you want a beer?”

      I smiled. Of course. The suns were just coming over the lip of Big Boy, highlighting the cannon ports on the tops of the dropships sitting on the platforms. The overnight crews that were at the bars by the platforms first thing in the morning were usually a rough crowd. Mason always wanted to mix it up with them, even if they forever shunned us.

      Mason nodded. “I said I couldn’t sleep.”

      “You always sleep,” I said. “Unless you’re excited about something.”

      Mason produced another energy drink and peeled off the top. He had a mischievous smile.

      There was nothing exciting on the base. I liked it that way. I couldn’t stop Mason from getting himself transferred, but now that he was here, I was relieved to find that despite his best efforts, nobody on the base was interested in letting a High Guild kid get himself in trouble.

      Mason had been depressed for weeks, and sleeping in, avoiding the work. And yet, here he was this morning. Awake, pounding energy drinks, and so excited he couldn’t sleep.

      “What are you up to?” I asked.
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      “Nothing,” Mason said defensively. Then he waved down a passing ground hugger. The hovership stuttered to a stop. The hatches on either side were open, and men were sitting on the edges, their dirt-brown camo’d legs dangling over the lip of the hugger.

      Another ground hugger slid up behind the first. Both hoverships had someone manning their top pulse cannon, even though there was really no reason to bother with that kinda thing up here on the base. The Druk weren’t interested in our little floating fortress.

      The men were a motley group of tattooed chests, worn-our gear, and ugly faces: the kind of men who didn’t need to have a couple of fresh-faced Guild Officers slowing them down.

      “Sergeant,” Mason screamed to the man in the passenger seat.

      “Sir,” the sergeant said, stepping out of the hugger. I couldn’t help but notice the man was holding an energy drink just like Mason’s.

      “The captain here doesn’t think you’re up to code,” Mason said.

      Oh, hell no, Mason. “No, no, guys. That’s bullshit,” I said, but it was too late.

      “Marines,” the sergeant screamed. “Stand out!”

      The men hanging on the edge of the hugger hopped down. A half-dozen more men from inside the two huggers stepped out. They all gave screw-you stares to the piece-of-shit rich kid with officer’s bars who didn’t think they were up to code.

      “Tack up, sharp,” the sergeant snapped, and the men formed a perfect line of Marines at full attention.

      Before I could even reach out and stop him, Mason started walking down the line, inspecting the men. I rushed to keep up, feeling like a little kid following his daddy. Every one of their faces was perfectly placid, yet I could see a sneer in every set of eyes.

      “Are you trying to get me killed?” I hissed at Mason.

      “I’m trying to make a point,” he said back.

      He held up his energy drink. “All got your nutrient packs?”

      The sergeant frowned. “With all due respect, Major, this isn’t our first drop.”

      “No,” Mason chuckled. “I suppose not.”

      The nutrient drinks were standard operating procedure. There were no nutrients left on Planet Hell. The packs were specially designed to provide everything you needed to last eight hours down there. Standard protocol was to have two drinks before any drop.

      Mason took a long slurp of his. There was absolutely no reason to have three nutrient drinks in a morning.

      Except one.

      “We’ll meet you on the pad in two minutes,” Mason said. “Get spooled up.”

      “Sir!” snapped the sergeant before turning to the line of Marines. “Load and roll, ladies!”

      The men turned and hopped back into the ground huggers, which were already starting to move again.

      I stared at Mason in shocked disbelief. He took his sweet time turning around, savoring the moment. “What the hell—”

      “They only see the bars,” said Mason.

      “What?”

      He pointed at the officer’s bars he wore. “You saw them. They didn’t hesitate. I say line up, they line up.”

      “Technically, their sergeant said line up, and they lined up. I don’t think they’d do anything for you.”

      “Sure they would,” Mason said. “They wouldn’t like it, but they’d do it. I’m a major. I say jump, they say how high.”

      “I don’t think it really—”

      “I say I have credible evidence of an active energy plasma deposit,” he said, waving a data card in the air. “And they say, when do we leave?”

      I stared at him in shock. “But you don’t.”

      “I do.” He shrugged. “Or something like it. There’s definitely a dead comms zone down there that doesn’t belong. We’ve been chasing it for days. It needs to be checked out.”

      “Mason,” I said slowly. “It needs to be checked out by men who know what they’re doing. All you need to do is file a report.”

      “I’m not sitting up here anymore,” he said flatly. “I didn’t come here to sit up here.”

      I stared at the data card in his hand, then up to Mason’s stern face, and then back again. And that’s when it struck me just how simple it all was. There was no scheme. No tricks. No grand plan. He’d just realized what the rest of us should have realized.

      The station was crawling with missions. They never ended. And the vast majority were run by convict conscripts: men who would simply do what they were told by a major who spoke with authority.

      He just needed an excuse, even a flimsy one.

      “Mason,” I tried again. “You aren’t trained for this.”

      “Sure I am.”

      “You barely train,” I said. “This isn’t like school, where you barely study and then schmooze somebody to get by.”

      Mason rolled his eyes and held up his pulse rifle. “I’ve trained enough. I can shoot this. I’ve gone through the same concept training you have. Done the same simulations that you have.” He paused. “Well, most of them.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not ready for this.”

      He sighed. “Maybe not.”

      I nodded, hoping I was getting through.

      “But you are,” he said. He held out an energy drink. His last one, I assumed.

      “What is this?” I asked, bewildered as I took it.

      “You’ll need it. Nothing down there,” he said.

      I must have jerked back like I’d been shot, because Mason snorted derisively. “It’s not poison.”

      “I’m not going down there,” I said, my voice hoarse. Shaking. Pathetic. But I was beyond all that now. I had to talk him off this ledge. “And neither are you.”

      Mason shrugged like he hadn’t heard me. “In or out,” he said. “We don’t have all day.”

      He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. I could see the sergeant and the same set of camo’d legs and combat boots. This time they were hanging out the side of a dropship. The big ugly bastard that had been on the pulse cannon on the ground hugger was now sitting in the crow’s nest, behind the big twin-pulse cannons mounted on the dropship.

      The thrusters were almost at full power now. I could feel the heat on my face.

      “Mason, what have you done?” I asked for a second time.

      Mason waved me away. “It’s not that complicated. I picked a morning drop that wasn’t claimed yet and scrawled in our mission call sign.”

      “Under your name?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m not stupid. I put it under Dekkar.”

      Dekkar was one of the most stuck-up assholes I’d ever met. His Guild, the Guild of Hanbay, got its rocks off bitching that all the other Guilds were dissing it. And they were. Their home world was a swamp, and their money came from hauling trash minerals from the furthest reaches of the void.

      It didn’t mean they were stupid. And unlike Teffer and Dins, their Guild had enough pull to be a bother.

      “It’s not going to be that hard to track down.”

      Mason shrugged. “Nobody’s reviewing the logs. If the mission goes well, we’ll never hear about it. Easy peasy.”

      “What’s this going to accomplish?”

      “Guess we’ll see,” he said.

      “This is crazy, Mason,” I said urgently. “I mean, seriously. I’m not kidding. We aren’t soldiers. You know that.”

      “You’re the best shooter on the base.”

      “I’m the best shooter among the other Guild Officers,” I corrected him. “And most of those guys can’t shoot straight, so it’s not that impressive.”

      “It’s impressive to me,” Mason said. “You also have the best endurance times.”

      “Again, consider the competition.”

      “That includes me!” he said.

      “Exactly,” I said smugly. “I’ve been kicking your ass all our lives. Not really a challenge.”

      Mason rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Are you in or out?”

      I realized I badly needed to get Mason to really think about what he was doing. “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “I’ll think about it, OK? I mean, with some proper planning and a real idea of what we’re doing, I could be persuaded. But right now, I need to get back—”

      “Who’s going to miss you?” Mason asked.

      “What?”

      “Who’s going to miss you?”

      “My boss, for one,” I said.

      “You’re just doing some busy work,” he said. “Counting inventory? Really?”

      “All the Guild Officers have jobs here,” I said. “Last I checked, you did too.”

      Mason waved his hand. My little brother never missed a chance to blow off responsibility. In some endearing way, I appreciated that he wanted to blow off his real job on the base to go chasing some new responsibility in the war zone below us. But it was still stupid.

      “They won’t miss me either. Nobody here wants us to do anything.”

      No shit. There’s a reason for that, I thought. “Seriously, I’m not saying no, Mason. I’m just saying let’s put it on ice for a day and think about it. I can see if there’s a way to get a sanctioned mission down to the surface, maybe with one of the engineering teams that are setting up the fire stations down there.”

      There was no way in hell I was going to visit one of the temporary bases on the surface. They got attacked by Returners on a regular basis, and those attacks always attracted aliens. We’d had one temp base overrun during the two months we’d been on Big Boy, and I’d heard that one was lost right before we got here. Not just lost. Blown off the map. Aliens just obliterated it after somebody fired off anti-pulse missiles to shield against an attack from Returners.

      Mason tossed his energy drink. “In or out?”

      “Screw you,” I said, and I meant it. “I’m out here because of you, to keep you out of trouble. There’s no way I’m letting you do this.”

      “Last chance,” he said. I reached out to grab his arm, but he started a slow trot toward the waiting dropship.

      I started to run after him. I caught up and grabbed him by the arm. I tried to spin him around, but he must have expected it, because he leaned away and the best I could do was pull myself up alongside him.

      “You don’t have gear. A weapon. Hell, anything,” I said. I was practically yelling over the sound of the dropship engines. I was aware now that we had an audience.

      He nodded at the dropship, and I saw that Lam was holding a duty bag. Mason’s duty bag. With his full combat gear and weapons pack.

      Then it dawned on me why he’d come for me. My morning run and shoot was the only time I had all my gear on me.

      “Are we taking off or not, Major?” shouted the sergeant from the dropship. “We need to hit this while we have our drop window.”

      “Understood, Sergeant Lam,” Mason shouted back, still holding my gaze. “If you wanna turn around and run to tattle on me, go for it,” he said. “We’ll be on the surface by then, and I don’t care what happens to me tomorrow. It’ll have been worth it for today. Or you can just not tattle on me and let me go, and I’ll be back before you know it. Maybe I get in trouble, maybe not, I’ll roll with it. Or—” He grabbed my shoulder again. “Or you come along. We need answers, and this is the best way to get them. I know what I’m doing.”

      But he didn’t know what he was doing. I knew that. He had no idea. Neither did I, but at least I was smart enough to admit it.

      “Are you in or out?” he said.

      “Out,” I said firmly. “And you should be, too.”

      I hoped saying the words would sway him. But if anything, they seemed to harden his resolve.

      Mason nodded. “Too bad. Could have used you, bro.”

      Before I could respond, he yanked free of my grip and spun toward the dropship.

      I stared after him in shock. “Are you crazy?” I screamed, but the thruster noise was too much. He couldn’t hear me anymore.

      Sergeant Lam reached down and helped him up into the dropship.

      I pulled my pack tight and ran after him. I didn’t know what there was left to say, but whatever it was, I wanted to scream it at Mason one last time.

      The thrusters were blowing so hard now that running straight was difficult. I saw a couple of deckhands waving me off, the pilot shaking his head.

      I reached the bottom step just as it began to rise. I tripped, sprawling forward, halfway into the ship.

      Mason grabbed my pack, while a couple of the guys grabbed me by my utility belt and dragged me aboard, plopping me unceremoniously on the floor of the dropship.

      I looked up at a row of muddy combat boots.

      I glanced further up and saw a group of six Marines sitting with their backs against the sides of the dropship. The one closest to me smirked, and I didn’t see any teeth. “Welcome aboard, Captain.”

      I turned to see Mason standing over me, hand outstretched, offering my pack back to me.

      I wanted to scream at him that he was in way over his head. I wanted to try and talk him out of this one last time.

      But it was too late. I watched the top of the control towers on Big Boy drop away as we cleared the edge.

      I was in. I was going.
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      I watched the horizon, still expecting the alien Druk ship to return. Because why wouldn’t it? I was just standing there slack-jawed, still thinking about the look of pure terror on the guy’s face as he’d been dragged up into that cube.

      I finally came to my senses and followed the Marine who’d found me back up the hill. He was surefooted, and even when he stumbled a bit, his coordination made it easy to regain his balance.

      I recognized the guy, but honestly couldn’t remember his name. I’d met the whole squad here less than three hours ago, and riding shotgun in a modified dropship with dual pulse cannons, watching the skies for aliens, wasn’t exactly a great way to get to know everybody.

      “Nice job not getting dead,” he said over his shoulder. “I had you in the officer pool. Thought you’d lost me a bet.” He stopped and picked something up from the underbrush. It was my rifle.

      “I knew I left that somewhere for safekeeping,” I said.

      “Good thing you didn’t have it,” he said.

      “Officer pool,” I said. “So you guys are betting on which officer’s going to buy it first?”

      I expected the guy to deny it, but he just smirked. “We don’t get Guild Officers down here every day,” he said. “So we made a special case for you and the major.”

      “What about Sergeant Lam?” I asked. “He’s an officer.”

      “Well, since Sarge knows his ass from a hole in the ground, we aren’t really including him.”

      “Hardly seems fair,” I said. “I’ve seen a few holes in the ground in my day.”

      The guy smiled. “Won’t be too many people betting on you down here.”

      “Then I guess I’ll take the fact that you were as a compliment, Private …”

      “Dice,” he said.

      “Right,” I said. “I guess that’s a nickname?”

      “They all are,” he said. “The joys of being a convict conscript. They wipe your name along with your sentence. If you live long enough, you get a whole new life.”

      I grunted. “Not sure that’s a fair trade.”

      Dice smiled. “Win some, lose some.” He laughed at what was, I guess, his own personal joke.

      “So you’re a gambler?”

      “Used to be. Then somebody decided to welch on some bets with me,” he smiled. “And then things had to happen that land a guy out here.”

      “So you’re a gambler who breaks other people’s kneecaps. Unique perspective,” I said.

      He snapped his fingers, glanced at one of the gauges on his combat suit, then stared back up the hill. “Which one of you dickless wonders bet the over on the Freak patrol? Mouse? Jolly?”

      “Boom, bitches!” came the triumphant shout.

      “Shit, Jolly always wins.”

      “I missed it by ten minutes.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I cocked my head. “Freak patrol?”

      Dice pointed up. “Druk.”

      I guess I’d heard them called Freaks up on Big Boy, but I’d never paid much attention. “You guys bet on when the first alien ship would show?”

      The guy shrugged. “Life’s a gamble,” he said, winking again.

      This time, I saw that he had a pair of dice tattooed above his right eye.

      “Do the Druk always come when there’s weapons fire?” I knew that was generally true, but like the rest of my knowledge of the aliens here, it was mostly secondhand. I even considered what we’d learned in officer training secondhand, since that training was designed for noncombat officers like me. Nothing that was said up there was considered that important. It wasn’t like we’d actually be on assignments.

      “Nah,” my new friend said. “Usually it takes longer and has to be a bit more ambitious than that.” He paused, seeming to contemplate the fact that we’d both just seen one. “I guess you’re just lucky.”

      I snorted. “That would be a first.”

      He turned and motioned for me to follow him. “Still, they’re usually good at knowing where that kinda stuff will happen. They like up here in the hills.”

      I looked around. “Is this what counts as hills?”

      “On Planet Hell? Yeah. You know where we are?”

      I honestly didn’t. I’d grown up on this planet, not that I was going to be telling my new friend here. Or anyone. That little nugget would stay with me. Not that it mattered, because it looked nothing like I remembered. There were no landmarks. No nothing.

      “This used to be one of the big parks. Used to be high hills here. But the vegetation is gone, and it looks like shit.”

      “Everywhere here looks like shit,” I said.

      “Amen,” Dice said. “But there are a lot of Returners out here. Plenty of assholes looking to start trouble with each other. Nothing those alien bastards like better than to break up fights. Real pacifists, those aliens, when it ain’t them doing the shooting.”

      We reached the bottom of a notch in the hill that I hadn’t even seen. I wondered how the hell Dice knew. I’d only been around the soldiers for a few hours, mostly trailing the back of the group, and I already felt inadequate on levels that hadn’t even dawned on me before.

      Dice tossed me my gun. I managed to catch it without shooting myself.

      I hadn’t even noticed he was still holding it. I just didn’t notice things, I thought, as I put the rifle back in the thigh holster that was built into my fancy combat gear.

      Dice grinned at me. “I guess they don’t teach you that about the aliens in your fancy officer training school, eh?”

      “Guess not,” I sighed.

      “Hey, Cap,” said another voice over the radio. I felt the static explode in my ear, louder than I expected. “Since you’re in the pool, I got another bet you can settle.” I had honestly forgotten for a moment that the whole conversation with Dice was being broadcast. I didn’t know how these Marines did it, having this constant conversation going on among all of them on a party line. It would drive me nuts. I half-wondered if my brother was listening, but to be honest, I didn’t think the little asshole knew how to control his mic.

      I glanced over at my new buddy Dice, who mouthed “Pinky” to me. It took me a second to realize the asshole talking was Pinky. I kinda remembered the nickname, mostly because the guy insisted on using it even though he seemed to hate it. Maybe he wanted a reason to hate everybody.

      “Are you and your lover up there rich as shit,” Pinky said, “or just rich as hell?”

      Dice snorted. That kinda talk to a superior ought to get this Pinky asshole some good latrine time. Although this was a convict crew, so maybe this was normal? I honestly didn’t know.

      “How do you know they’re rich?” one of the other voices said.

      Several groans came over the mic. “Did you not look at their gear, Mouse? It’s perfect. Untouched, man. If they aren’t Guildies down here having a little vacation with the grunts, I’ll eat my jock strap.”

      “You don’t need a bet to do that,” Mouse said. “You sick bastard.”

      “Don’t bring your fetishes into it,” somebody else said. The group exploded in laughter.

      “That was one time and I was drunk!” Pinky said, and I suddenly didn’t want to know any of the details of whatever they were talking about.

      “What about it, Cap?”

      “The Major and I are definitely lovers,” I said, not really ready to tell everyone that we were, in fact, related.

      Pinky laughed like a fourteen-year-old in the boys’ locker room. “Damn Guildies,” he said.

      “I got my bars. You got yours,” I said.

      That shut him up. All the assholes in the Conscript Marine Team wore insignias with three bars and stripes along the top and bottom. The insignias bore them out as convicts, probably from one of the prison worlds that the lower Guilds maintained on the edges of the Union. One of them was always in riot at any given time, and I honestly didn’t know how anybody could survive long enough on one of them to get off. My mother used to threaten to send us to one when we were younger. It was funny then, but not now.

      But these guys had survived. And when the convicts made it to the minimum age, they were sent to mandatory service that lasted twenty years. That was life if you were a convict. But it was a meal and a roof, more than you got on the prison worlds. That meant the convicts almost always went for the full ride.

      I wasn’t crazy about being on a mission surrounded by convicts, but at least they all seemed to know how to handle a weapon. That was more than I could say for myself or my brother.

      “Aaaaannyway,” Dice said, drawing out the syllables to give Pinky a verbal middle finger for hijacking the conversation. “We’re coming up from your nine o’clock. Try not to shoot us.”

      I started to climb up the notch after Dice. He took sure steps.

      “Been here before?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Fifteenth mission for me,” he said. “Once you’ve seen a little of this place, you’ve seen all of it.”

      “Fifteen,” I said. “I didn’t think—” I stopped, realizing what I was about to say.

      Dice smiled back at me. “Nobody does. Makes me the oldest guy on the mission.”

      “What about the Returner assholes shooting at us?” I asked.

      “Local dudes. Their life expectancy ain’t much better than ours.”

      “Why are they shooting?” I asked.

      Dice shrugged. “Could mean we’re getting close to something. Weapons cache, probably.”

      “Why do they want them so bad?”

      “You’d have to ask them,” Dice said. “They say they’re planning a big assault against the Druk.”

      “I feel like it’s been pretty well established that that doesn’t work so well,” I said.

      Dice snorted. “No shit. Personally, I think they just want to use them against each other.”

      “But won’t the aliens flip out?”

      Dice laughed. “You really think idiots crazy enough to decide to come live on a planet with deadly aliens are smart enough to think it through?”

      Probably not, I had to admit. I hadn’t really thought through coming down here, after all. “You think the assholes shooting at us will come back?”

      “Maybe. But they tend to bug out when the Freak Patrols show up. That’s kind of how it works out here.” He paused. “You guys don’t know much about anything, do you?”

      You don’t know the half of it, I thought, but I kept that to myself. Might as well try and look like an officer who was on top of things. Just for the fun of it.

      Dice took my silence as an excuse to keep going. “We usually bug out when the aliens are snooping around, too, but I’m guessing your major won’t go for that. On the bright side, the bastards never really circle back.” He seemed to think about that for a long moment. “Unless you’ve really screwed up.”

      “Let’s try not to, then,” I said.

      “You can always try,” Dice said. We cleared the notch and began the slow walk back up the hill. Dice stayed crouched and moved slow and low. I tried to mimic him. If he’d lived this long out here, there was no reason to do anything else.

      “Is it always like this?” I asked, struggling to keep up.

      Dice didn’t look back.
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      A few minutes after I settled back into position at the rear of the team as we continued up the hill, Sergeant Lam growled in my ear. “Cap, we need you up front.”

      “Coming up,” I said into my throat mic as I started moving quickly up the hill in a low crouch, trying to mimic Dice. Maybe I could not get shot off the ridge this time.

      Two dozen steps brought me to another man in brown camo who was crouched low, attention fixed on the edge of a ridge some thirty feet below our position. He locked his arm at the elbow for a moment, making a fist.

      I held my position patiently until the man opened his fist and pointed sharply to his right, directing me to the next man along the ridge. His helmet said Ginger. Pale skin and a few faint red wisps of hair peeked out from under his helmet.

      “Handing off,” I heard him say as I passed.

      I nodded and kept moving at a good clip.

      "It smells like shit out here, Sarge,” said Pinky.

      “Did you shit yourself again?” Dice asked.

      That drew a laugh. It seemed everyone was on the line. Everyone but Mason. Where the hell was my brother? Could the asshole really not be bothered to chime in? I was getting more and more sure that he just didn’t have his mic on.

      I approached another of the Marines. This one didn’t bother with a sharp hand signal, just shrugged and nodded up the hill. It was Dice.

      “Handing off,” he radioed.

      I was a dozen feet past him and moving fast when a shout made my ass pucker.

      “Freak patrol’s back!”

      “What is this, a damn alien convention?”

      I froze on all fours and turned my head, scanning the skies just above the trees to my right. All I could hear were Dice’s words. The aliens don’t circle back unless you screwed up.

      The twin suns were bright, and for a moment I though the callout had to be wrong. The sky was clear. “I don’t see anything—”

      “There are two of them now!” snapped the voice, shutting me down. “That big bastard and now a little one, too.”

      Then I saw them, slicing silently out of the sun’s reflection. Two cubes lined up, one after the other, moving at a fast clip.

      I heard a low whistle behind me. I turned to see Dice motioning me over. I had moved behind the rocky outcropping he’d been leaning against a moment earlier.

      I slowly crawled toward him, but a second later Dice threw up his fist. I came to a dead stop and actually felt the muscles in my ass spasm. The jokes about Pinky shitting himself were suddenly way less funny.

      “You got a couple Druk ships headed right for your ass, Cap,” said Dice calmly.

      Still on all fours, I slowly turned my head to look behind me. The two cubes had come to a full stop. They were now hanging perfectly motionless and silent right over the top of the ridge, directly above my head.

      I found the distance impossible to judge. They could be a thousand feet up. They might be close enough to touch.

      Were they getting closer?

      I wanted to run for cover, but even a richie like me knew enough to not draw attention. But I wasn’t frozen in shock like before. Just an old pro at this now, not scared shitless. No, sir.

      I kept watching the alien cubes. I had the damnedest sensation, like something about the space between the two cubes gave off a tense vibe. If I didn’t know any better, and I didn’t, I’d think the ships were sizing each other up. The smaller one seemed to shimmer for a moment; then it shot away. The larger cube followed a moment later.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Have you seen two like that before?”

      I listened to the radio chatter as I watched the alien cubes become dots in the distance. For the second time in as many minutes, I felt myself exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. I glanced back down at Dice, who gave me a wry smile. “Nice job keeping the bet going.”

      “Bastard,” I murmured. I gave Dice the middle finger, but the wiry Marine was already melting back into the trees. A double alien shuttle spotting was enough to make anyone look for a little extra cover.

      I started up the hill again. I’d just reached the next man on the line when something rustled in the tall rocks to my right. I froze as the Marine ahead of me whipped around, his rifle at his shoulder in one fluid motion.

      “Shit!” reverberated through my head, practically making my teeth chatter, and I realized it was Pinky I was looking up at. “It’s a goddamned drone!”

      “Stop shouting,” Jolly said.

      “Shut up, Jolly,” Pinky replied reflexively, like it was something he said all the time.

      I got back to my feet and watched the drone freeze directly in Pinky’s sights. Loose drones were a problem everywhere on Planet Hell. When it all went to shit in an instant, there were thousands, perhaps millions, of drones in the air. Most had crashed immediately, but a tiny percentage kept going, driven on by whatever unseen programming kept them going long after their operational signals had ceased.

      “Can I shoot this damn thing, Sarge?” Pinky asked.

      “Do not discharge that firearm, Private,” Lam barked.

      “C'mon, Sarge. How about I use my punch pistol?”

      "You shoot that drone, and I'll come down there and shove my boot so far up your ass, you’ll never shit again,” Lam replied.

      Pinky sighed, and I quickly closed the distance between us. The drone floated away, disappearing back among the rocks.

      “Handing off,” Pinky said into the mic. He gave me a once-over like I was meat at the butcher’s, then pointed upward. “They’re right there.”

      I looked up to see the top of the ridge. I could just make out Lam and Mason with their heads together, apparently in discussion.

      Mason had landed us in trouble. That much was clear. What kind of trouble? I wasn’t sure yet, but I was about to find out.

      “I don’t give a shit which one of you homos buys it first,” said Pinky, his voice low. “Just as long as you do.” His head was too small for his body, I decided. It might be because his muscular form was shaped like a wrecking ball. The olive skin of his face was pockmarked with acne scars. He wore a wide grin that I wanted to wipe away.

      Cheap shots were a specialty, so I tipped my head to this asshole.

      “You’re sitting in drone shit,” I offered over my shoulder, using the vernacular for the sludgy oil-purges that drones periodically dumped from the self-cleaning systems that they used to keep themselves flying for years on end.

      Pinky leapt to his feet. “Dammit!” he yelped as he turned around to look at the ass of his pants.

      “Dipshit,” someone offered, laughing.

      “You need some new panties up there?” came another reply.

      “Smelly bastard,” Dice intoned.

      My smile lasted as long as it took to reach the top of the hill.

      Lam turned to me and put his hand on the mic deadener on his neck, so his words weren’t broadcast. “Is this what we’re looking for?”

      I looked over the ledge. It was one of the old plasma cannon silos. These would have multiple warheads inside, capable of bringing down a starship in orbit. They would also be home to an active energy plasma deposit.

      Most of them had been fired at the aliens during the excuse for a war five years ago. None of them had done an ounce of good. The aliens didn’t even bother dodging them; just steamrolled through them like they were dandelions on the breeze.

      But they were still incredibly powerful surface-to-orbit rockets, capable of delivering multiple warheads in minutes. If it was active, the plasma deposit would have to go back with us to Big Boy for planetary extraction, and the cannon would need to be destroyed, not least because we still had a base floating over our heads that didn’t need to be absorbing pot shots from the planet.

      Mason was giddy. He had a huge grin on his face. “Pay dirt.”

      He held up a 3D cube device, the same kind that I’d used countless times as I walked through the ordnance back on Big Boy, reviewing everything in the hold at a glance in real time.

      But out here, the device had been recalibrated as a map of some kind. I’d never seen one quite like it, but it was pretty clear that Mason had somehow rigged it to give him a signature position based on some information that he fed in.

      Lam nudged me and put a pair of binoculars in my hand. I needed five seconds to know this wasn’t pay dirt. I felt Lam studying my face as I lowered the binoculars.

      “We’ve cleared these silos, Major. There aren’t any targets down there.”

      Mason frowned. “You don’t know that.”

      But I did. It was clear to anyone who could recognize the marking on the hatch. Clear to anyone who’d actually studied the procedures for clearing silos of active plasma deposits. Which, of course, Mason had not.

      Although it did beg a question. Why were the Returners down there trying to stop us from getting to an old cleared silo?

      “What are your orders, sir?” Lam asked of Mason.

      I realized it had been Lam that had called me up here, not Mason. Lam had probably hoped I would have better luck reasoning with Mason.

      He was probably right. But now things got tricky.

      “We go down there for a closer look,” Mason said.

      Lam glanced at me. I was a statue. No way was I doing anything to question my brother in front of Lam. If Mason said everyone had to take a shit, all that Sergeant Lam had to worry about was how deep to dig the holes.

      Lam turned back to Mason and sighed. “Sounds like a hell of a plan, Major. How would you like us to approach?”

      I knew Mason had no idea. Because I didn’t.

      “I leave that up to you, Sergeant.”

      Lam turned around. I figured he was about to call out to the rest of the Conscript Marine Team when my earpiece crackled. “They’re back!” Mouse shouted.

      I spun around, hoping I was guessing wrong about what he meant.

      “Shit, they’re coming fast!” Mouse screamed. “Really, really fast—"

      “Get down!” snapped Pinky, breaking into the comm channel.

      I stared up, slack-jawed and motionless, as the smaller of the two alien cubes screamed across the sky, coming straight at us.

      Before I could process that impossible thought, the cube slammed into the side of the mountain, directly below where I was standing. I caught a glimpse of the ground peeling open as the cube dug in, like the hillside had been hit by a small meteor.

      Sergeant Lam rushed past me, smashing an elbow into my chest as he did so.

      For the second time, I found myself flailing on the edge of a hillside, flapping wildly like a lame duck. I saw Lam tackle Mason and disappear off the other side of the ridge.

      Then I fell backwards. Again.
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      My shoulder slammed into the ground. Then my own arm came up and slapped my face, my legs somehow behind my head.

      I saw stars. The ground seemed to rush away from me. I was in free-fall.

      I contorted, lashing out wildly as I tried to get my bearings. Something crashed into the back of my head, and I slumped to a sudden stop in the crook of two stacked boulders.

      I rolled over, gasping for air, trying to figure out which way was up. This made my last trip down the hill seem like a playful stroll. Blood poured down my face.

      I puked. After a few shaky seconds, I managed to stand on trembling legs. I listened for sound, wondering why I wasn’t hearing any chatter. It took me a second to realize my helmet and earpiece were gone.

      I looked down and saw the pulse rifle tangled around my arm, the magnets in my hand doing their job this time. After pulling it free, I drew it next to me, then aimed it upward groggily.

      The side of the hill was deformed. It had gotten several feet shorter, and new rocks were exposed. I felt like a kid in a science experiment, watching a tiny mountain change before me, but this was no natural event.

      I began clawing my way to the top, again. I really, really didn’t want to fall off the side of this goddamn hill a third time. I was becoming vaguely aware of shouting on the other side.

      For some reason, it seemed like the hill had almost grown taller. That didn’t make any sense, until I got to the top and looked over.

      What had once been a good-sized foothill was now the edge of a crater.

      It looked to extend at least a hundred feet across. I looked down to where Dice would have been, right in the middle of it.

      There was nothing but air. The bedrock was pressed down, shredded like someone had hit it with a big hammer.

      In the center was the alien cube. It looked completely undamaged, which was impossible. There wasn’t a material in the universe that could stand up to that. But of course, these bitches weren’t from our universe. They were from that other one. The one the Union or the Empire or somebody had managed to open up.

      I had no idea which one this was, or if both alien ships had crashed.

      I looked up at the sky again, but it was full of dust and dirt. My visibility was seriously curtailed, even if I knew what he was looking for.

      Training kicked in. I remembered the Academy instruction on rally and triage. I needed to count off, except I didn’t have a helmet now.

      Then I felt my neck. I still had a throat mic. I couldn’t hear, but I should be able to transmit. I didn’t want to hear myself anyway, so it worked out.

      I stabbed at it. “Rally point on…” I started to call out, then realized I didn’t have a position to report, and couldn’t know if anyone had responded. But I could report my condition. “Captain Oberon checking in.”

      “That was an alien ship crashing!”

      I turned to see who was stating the obvious. It was Mason. He had a bloody patch on his chin and another over his eye, but he looked remarkably well, all things considered. He still had his hat and gear. It looked fashionably sullied, as if on purpose.

      Sergeant Lam was beside him, one arm on Mason. The sergeant looked decidedly less chipper about the turn of events than the major. He was walking gingerly on his right leg. His left arm and shoulder were badly scraped. His flak jacket was ripped open along one seam.

      He looked at the Oberon on Mason’s gear. Since I’d had my generics on this morning when Mason hijacked me, I didn’t have a stencil on my combat gear. But now I’d kinda given it away, I realized.

      But Lam said nothing.

      “You look like shit,” Mason said.

      I pushed my hair back and realized it was a piece of my scalp, ripped open. I was wiping blood out of my eyes without even knowing it.

      Lam pushed off from Mason and stepped toward me. With a practiced hand, he produced a tube of fast-heal—which was really just superglue, but some contractor had sold it to them, so they used an optimistic euphemism like fast-heal. He stepped back after a second. “You’ll live. It’s superficial. Just bloody up there near your cranium.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and meant it. I wondered if Lam now realized that he had two idiots in charge and was trying to make the best of it.

      “I need to get a sitrep,” he said.

      Mason nodded. “Yes, do so, Sergeant.” Then he turned to me. “Have you ever been this close to one?”

      “No.”

      “I’d advise we don’t go too close to that one,” Lam yelled from behind us. He was making a series of calls over his headset that I couldn’t hear, because my own helmet was gone.

      “What are you hearing over the headset, Mason?” I asked, glad to finally be alone where I didn’t have to use rank.

      “Not all checked in. This thing did some damage.” Mason shook his head. “This wasn’t even the big one. This was that small bastard.”

      I looked back at Lam, who was now more than three dozen steps behind us. Shit, the walls of the crater were deeper than they’d looked from above. It was going to be a bitch getting back out.

      “We need to call an evac, sir,” Lam shouted down.

      Mason seemed to not hear. The ground had gotten steep enough that he was almost sliding down on his ass now.

      “Mason,” I called, “did you hear—”

      The loose ground broke away beneath me. I flopped on my ass, then spun around with my head pointed down. Mason reached out for me as I slid past, and for a moment he had me by the leg, but that just whipped him around and sent me spinning the rest of the way down the incline.

      It was a fun ride, if I didn’t know there was an alien ship at the end.

      I landed with a crunch and felt a fresh blossom of pain in my ribcage. I hadn’t even realized it was tender until this moment, but that’s what I got. This hill had flung me off—twice—and I had stupidly come back for more. It was like the hill was saying, “Okay, buddy, I tried to warn you, but if you want me to really screw you up, you got it.”

      Then I realized my hand was against something solid and smooth. I looked up to see I was wedged between the dirt and the side of the Druk ship.

      “Holy shit,” I said, knowing it was about the most pointless thing I could say.

      It felt so cool. Up this close, I still couldn’t detect any lines or seams on the cube’s perfectly smooth surface. It was like nothing that could ever be machined, at least not in the Union. Maybe with those new toys that the Empire was cooking up with the alien tech.

      I scrambled to my feet. I walked for several feet around the side of the cube, leaning against its cool surface, until I reached a point where the ground flattened and I could walk easily.

      I finally looked up, and almost laughed.

      Because of the acute angle at which the shuttle had smashed into the hill, the crater wasn’t really a crater at all. All the dirt and rock had been pushed up on the side that Mason and I had been on. On the other side, the ground was nearly flat, with only a slight incline where the shuttle had almost skipped across the ground.

      With my back to the shuttle, facing outward, I could see right down the rest of the hill.

      “Mason,” I yelled over my shoulder. “We’re dipshits. We could have just walked up to this thing from the south—”

      I felt the hairs on my neck stand up.

      Instinctively, I drew my rifle tighter, getting my fingers around the grip.

      I slowly turned, raising the rifle. I knew I was leaning backward as I did, and that was all wrong. Academy training had taught me to lean into my turn, making myself the aggressor until there was a reason to fall back.

      But as it turned out, I was glad to be on the defensive.

      I found myself staring at a Druk.
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      As I watched, the Druk grew a face. That was how it was with the Druk. In their normal state, they were terrifying. They were the size of three men tied together, all thick and leathery, but that was just the core body. Attached to that thick trunk was a seemingly endless supply of unruly flailing limbs. They killed without mercy or, it seemed, thought. They were more like amoebas with limbs than creatures you could bargain with. And they moved so fast, it seemed like they were missing several frames a second as they moved, jumping ahead in time while their prey could only gawk.

      But that was a Druk in motion. This Druk was completely still. As I stared at it, the limbs seemed to melt back into the body. The truck thinned. That was impossible, of course. Maybe displacing mass or moving it around was possible, but the Druk simply grew smaller. The mass went nowhere, except whatever place in Hell these things came from.

      There was another reason why people called this Planet Hell. Lots of people thought these were demons from another dimension. They were certainly from another universe, so I didn’t think they were that far off.

      The face the Druk grew wore a creepy smile. The eyes were too large and had no pupils. It was like an artist’s rendering of a pale, sickly face.

      I stared at the Druk. “Stay back,” I managed to get out.

      The Druk took another step toward me. It seemed to be testing out its human-like legs. In their natural ‘ungainly ball of killing limbs’ form, they didn’t really seem to touch the ground.

      “I said stay back, bastard!”

      The Druk either didn’t hear or didn’t care. It came forward. Another step, and the muzzle of my pulse rifle would be right in its chest.

      “I have explosive slugs in here. I’ll shred your ass.” I tried to sound confident. I’d fired my pulse rifle plenty of times in training, enough to know the power of the big, volatile pulse slugs. Alien specials. They had a small shatter charge built into the slug. They’d blow into a hundred plasma bursts that would shower the bastard in what I hoped were deadly energy slugs. They’d mortally wound a normal human. And for all their alienness and oversized dimensions, the Druk were as susceptible to pulse rifles as humans. It just took a bit more juice. The explosive pulse rounds would rip it to shreds.

      

      I hoped.

      I wished desperately that I still had my helmet. I hit the talk bar on my throat mic. “Uh, I have a situation down here.”

      The Druk took another step, and I was forced to step back to keep separation with my muzzle. “I have—”

      An enormous sound echoed throughout the crater, accompanied by a blast of air that nearly threw me off my feet. As it was, it shoved me headfirst into the Druk.

      The Druk gripped my arm like a steel trap. It was freezing cold to the touch. The hand didn’t feel like skin; it felt like plastic. But a moment after we touched, I could feel the skin begin to soften and shift, already coming closer to mimicking my skin.

      Damn, it adapted fast.

      I felt myself panic and jerked back, desperately trying to find the grip of my pulse rifle again. It had been jarred from my hold when the blast of air had smashed into me.

      My hand closed around something perfectly smooth, like the side of the shuttle.

      It was small, oblong, and fit comfortably in my hand. As absurd as the thought was, the moment I touched it, I thought of the perfect skipping stones that Mason and I used to throw across the creek that ran through one corner of the palace grounds, growing up. Mason and I had spent hours down there. The creek was wild and exotic, at least to a couple of nine-year-olds. It had an old foot bridge running across it with a couple of broken steps. For a few hours we could feel normal.

      I shook off the powerful image — how exactly did I get lost in a memory in this moment? — and realized that what I was holding was a chunk of rock. It was certainly some kind of ore. One side was melted, like it had been burned by the heat of a sun. The other side was ragged. The exposed interior was a complex layering of minerals and metals just waiting to be extracted. It looked as if the rock had been torn from something much larger. There was a ridge along the top, with three exposed shapes. They looked like alien symbols, or at least what I imagined alien symbols would look like.

      Actually, as I looked at it, I was sure they were alien. Why was I so sure? I didn’t know, but I was absolutely sure. This wasn’t just another rock on a planet full of rock. The ore was warm in my hand. The contrast with the chill of the Druk was shocking.

      I glanced up and realized the Druk was staring at me. The face was as placid as ever, but the eyes seemed to hold a half-dozen expressions at once. Fear. Anger. Remorse. It was almost mesmerizing.

      Screaming drew me from my reverie. It was coming from behind me. I spun around to face down the flattened portion of land.

      Two Marines were rushing up the hillside.

      “Move!” shouted the nearer of the two, Pinky, waving frantically. The man behind him was a lumbering Marine that made me look positively small.

      I slipped the rock into one of the pockets of my cargo pants, still looking beyond the two running Marines. Another came up behind them.

      It was Dice, and he showed off some serious sprinting skills by quickly overtaking the other two. “C’mon, Leech, you big ass, stop picking your nose and move.”

      The big Marine swatted at him like he was a gnat, but in a slow, ponderous way. Now I could indeed see Leech stitched on his gear. I stopped and turned as Dice passed me.

      “Leech,” Dice said, slowing but not stopping. “Let’s move, asshat. I’m not screwing around.”

      The big guy swung a pulse rifle around and started firing wildly behind them. Almost simultaneously, a burst of gunfire erupted from behind and slightly above me.

      I spun around to see Sergeant Lam stopped about three quarters of the way down the crater on the far side. He had one foot braced against the outside of the crashed alien shuttle.

      “Move, move, move!” he screamed as he fired off another burst.

      Mason had ended up where I had, as far as I could see, more or less wedged against the side of the alien cube ship.

      Then I heard them — the weird, almost-animal purring, accompanied by a wild, deep breathing, crazy tentacles dancing through the air, snapping and popping, brushing along the rocky ridge.

      “We got more of these things inbound!” shouted Pinky.

      I spun around to see more than a dozen barreling across the dirt.

      “Not good,” said Dice, staking a claim to understatement of the year.
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      Leech had a giant smile as he fired, explosive slugs fracturing and filling the air in front of him. The sound of the explosions of the rounds and the high-pitched whine of the plasma rifles as they fired off pulse slugs was deafening.

      Spent charge tags spilled out on the dirt all around Leech.

      I saw a Druk fly up in the air, bouncing around, but it was impossible to tell if the thing was taking sustained fire from Leech or just jumping around like an electrified amoeba, like they always did.

      Dice smashed into Leech’s back. “C’mon, asshole.”

      Leech looked furious for a moment, and I genuinely thought he might shoot Dice for stopping him, but the moment seemed to pass. Leech actually smiled as he put a big arm around Dice.

      “Not this again,” Dice said, pushing the hug away. “We can spoon later, you big gay ass. Right now we gotta move!”

      Leech and Dice turned and started to come back toward the shuttle. An ominous cloud of dust was rolling up the side of the hill behind them, gaining fast, a fog bank of chewed-up vegetation and rock.

      I finally got my head out of my ass and pulled my rifle to my shoulder. I gazed down the scope, but there was nothing to make out in the haze. Movement, yes. But that was everywhere, like the entire cloud of dust was alive.

      Dice and Leech weren’t more than a dozen steps from me when something whipped out of the dirt and grabbed Dice by the leg, yanking him back so fiercely that he went from standing upright next to Leech to smashing his face off the dirt in a blink.

      Leech roared and turned. I swung my rifle, held my breath, then fired at what I could see of the tentacle that grabbed Dice. Unlike the rest of the fast-moving cloud, the thing holding Dice had slowed to a point where I could make it out.

      It kept moving away, and I leapt up, continuing to fire as I went forward, trying to will my plasma rounds to pierce the damn thing—

      One of my slugs exploded just below the tentacle as another hit it flush. A huge rock was kicked up, and the double impact seemed to weaken the thing for a split second.

      Dice kicked and spun and started toward me, a wild look on his face. Leech was next to me, firing indiscriminately while he screamed some animal sound.

      “Go, go, go!” Dice bellowed, slamming into Leech.

      The big man didn’t hesitate as he turned this time, and I spun around with him, firing wildly into the air as more rounds whooshed overhead from Lam and Pinky, who’d joined Mason at the shuttle base.

      I tripped, fell sprawling, and just about fired one of my rounds right into Dice’s ass. I scrambled back up unceremoniously and started running again, having now fallen behind the rest.

      Mason was waving me forward frantically, like that shit was actually helping me or something. How about shooting your gun, I thought, but Mason barely even had his rifle up. For a guy who was so desperate for revenge and wanting to kill these aliens, he was really letting the chance go.

      And as I watched, he lowered it further. He seemed to be staring right at me with a strange expression, like a kid staring in fascination. I was about to scream something sarcastic—“Enjoying the show?”—when I felt the hairs on my arm stand up again.

      Mason pointed. He mouthed something, apparently forgetting that I didn’t have an earpiece anymore. I pointed at my ears; then Mason finally seemed to get the message.

      “You got a friend!” he shouted, pointing.

      I swung around like a fool. The human-shaped freak that had handed me the smooth stone stood there, wearing the same mild expression of bemusement that he had when he’d handed me the stone to begin with.

      “Shit.” I really didn’t know what else to say.

      I looked down and realized the Druk was holding out its hand, pointing at the pocket just above my left knee where I’d hurriedly stashed the stone.

      “You want it back?” I asked, unsure of what I should say or do.

      The Freak stared back at me.

      “Move, asshole!” screamed Pinky. “I don’t have a shot with you in a staring contest with that stupid thing!”

      I broke free of whatever spell the Druk seemed to have me under and stumbled forward, rushing the last few steps until Dice practically yanked me off my feet, jerking me back behind the shuttle with the rest of the bastards.

      The Druk took a step toward the Marines, and its head exploded.

      It stumbled backward, and two more slugs smashed into its shoulder and torso, ripping through it. It was normally impossible to kill Druk with single pulse shots, but this one was emulating human form, with none of the spinning appendages and jumping behavior I normally associated with them.

      The alien jerked around and collapsed like a puppet that had its strings cut.

      I turned to see Mason lowering his rifle, looking self-satisfied. “Screw that thing.”

      Sergeant Lam furrowed his brow. “What the hell are they doing?”

      I twisted around and watched as the other Druk arrived at the prone body of the dead one. I had half expected that it would slip back into its natural form when it was dead, but it stayed human-looking. It was eerie now. If you looked from a distance, you would think it was a human lying prone on the ground, dying.

      The other Druk were as alien as could be, though. They seemed to just agitate around it, but didn’t go near it. I honestly didn’t know if Druk could even pick something up without forming hands. I mean, I’d just seen this one weird dude make a face and body, so obviously they could, but that was new to me. Maybe they all couldn’t. I didn’t know shit about these things. As far as I could tell, the whole experience of turning into human shape was a new one. I saw a few shocked faces on the other Marines.

      A few moments later, three Druk formed their appendages together and created a set of long, rope-like arms that slipped under their dead human-shaped buddy. They picked it up in a perfectly choreographed move and dragged it away.

      The rest of the Druk fell in behind, and the sound of roaring wind and deep purring went with them.
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      Deep silence descended on the hill. Pinky spat and fired a handful of shots at the departing aliens, who were well down the hill and out of sight already. “Screw you, bitches!”

      “Enough,” said Lam wearily. “Save your ammo.”

      “Bullshit!” Pinky screamed. “What was that about? Who the hell ever heard of aliens doing shit like that?”

      Dice stood up, and Leech stood with him. An odd pair, a giant and a toothpick. A regular Laurel and Hardy.

      “Count off,” Lam said sternly over my mic. Nobody standing around said anything.

      “I’m here,” said a quiet voice.

      “Mouse?”

      “Ten-four.”

      “Where you at?” Lam asked.

      “Just at your nine o’clock. I got Jolly and Ginger with me.”

      “Yo,” said Jolly.

      “Present and fully amped,” said Ginger. “Got two of those Freaks with grenades.”

      Pinky rolled his eyes. “Our explosives expert,” he muttered under his breath.

      “You guys can come out now,” Lam said. “We’re clear.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Mouse said. “Not until I see the backside of that cube floating away in the distance. We’ll meet you guys down the hill once those other bastards bug out. I’m not coming up there near that thing.”

      “Ditto.”

      “Triple-to.”

      I expected the sergeant to explode, but Lam just exchanged a look with Mason, who shrugged. “Very well. Meet us at the Charlie drop in five mikes.”

      “If those ships are gone by then,” Mouse said.

      “Anybody else?” Lam rattled off a handful of other nicknames, but got no response. His voice was calm and sharp. “All right, let’s spread out and do a sweep. We might have men down or without communications.”

      Lam divided them by twos and had them moving in seconds. He didn’t offer a partner to Mason, and it didn’t seem like he was especially interested. Mason was still beaming about the alien kill.

      “I’d like to call an evac, Major,” said Sergeant Lam. “I understand the mission isn’t complete, but this comprises a major—”

      Mason cut him off with a wave. “Hell, yeah, Sarge. Call in an evac. We got all we needed here and then some.”

      Lam cocked his head. “Guess so. Alien killing’s good business.”

      “Hell, yeah it is!” Mason said.

      Lam nodded and then turned and started up the hill, where he’d have the best signal for an evac call.

      I called Mason over. “Well, you got your alien kill, are you happy?”

      Mason looked at me with surprise. “You’re mad?”

      “Yeah, I’m mad,” I hissed. “This mission was a joke. Your intel was shit. We came out here to a dead silo, and now there are men dead. You get that? Men dead. So wipe the smirk off your face.”

      Mason wasn’t having it. “These guys were up for it. Nobody here is bitching. I don’t like losing anyone in the squad, but we were on a mission and we ran into aliens and we took action.”

      “We weren’t on a legit mission,” I said sternly, scanning the top of the ridge to make sure nobody was listening. The last thing we needed was for these guys to catch wind of the fact that they’d been in a pointless engagement.

      “Lots of missions turn out not to meet their original purpose,” he said.

      “Don’t talk to me like you’re quoting out of one of the damn manuals from officer training,” I said. “And that wasn’t real training. You get that, right? We went to the kids’ version. The play version. The just-enough-to-say-we-did-it version.”

      “So? It was still training.”

      “It was shit. And now you took that shit and put us down here in real shit. We gotta get the hell out of here before we both get killed.” I paused. “And I’m not sure that it won’t be these guys that kill us before anything else out here can.”

      “You wimp,” Mason said at last.

      “You’ve never once beaten me in a fight,” I said. “So think about that. If I want to whip your ass in front of these guys, I will.”

      Mason made a face. “You want to sit up there in Big Boy all day and do nothing.”

      “I want to keep us alive.”

      Mason just shook his head. He had nothing else to say.

      I sighed. “But you did kill an alien.”

      Mason instantly broke out in a grin. It was like flipping a switch, and he went from sulking to ecstatic. “I did,” he practically squealed like a schoolgirl.

      “Shit, Mason,” I said. “Just – guys died, so, you know…”

      “Right, right,” Mason said, containing himself.

      I shook my head. “And if you think you can control yourself, there’s something else I need to show you. But don’t lose your shit.”

      I saw the unabashed excitement in my little brother’s eyes, and couldn’t help but love the little piece of shit. He meant the best, he really did, and I couldn’t hate him for wanting to kill these Druk bastards. I hated them, too. I just thought keeping us alive was more important than killing a few aliens out of a zillion.

      Mason’s eyes grew big. “You found something.”

      I reached down to my pocket. Instinctively, I looked around. Mason’s eyes grew larger still. “Oh shit, you found something.”

      He looked like a kid getting his first pulse rifle as I pulled the stone out of my pocket and held it out to him.

      Admittedly, it looked more or less like any other rock. It was smooth, sure, and it had the little markings on it if you looked close enough, but from a distance, well, it looked like a rock.

      Mason’s smile slipped the slightest bit. “What is it?”

      “It’s a rock.”

      “Yeah, I can damn well see that.”

      “You didn’t let me finish,” I said, enjoying this. “It’s a rock an alien handed to me.”

      Mason’s eyes grew big as a shuttle. “What do you mean, it handed it to you?”

      “Exactly what I’m saying. That Freak bastard you blew back to alien heaven dropped this rock in my hand.”

      Mason reached out, then hesitated for a minute, his hand right over it.

      I shrugged. “Take it, you asshole. I don’t want it. You’re the guy with the alien obsession. Maybe this’ll get it out of your system.”

      Mason looked annoyed. “We’re both in this. An alien kill, a shuttle, and an alien artifact to bring home? They’re going to start letting the appointed officers out on more missions.”

      “Okay, let’s not aim for the impossible.”

      Mason grabbed the stone in my hand.

      The moment he touched it, I felt a shock of energy blast through my body. My head snapped forward and my eyes met Mason’s. His eyes were as big as saucers. His lip trembled.

      I tried to pull back, but my muscles were cramping in waves.

      I tried to scream, but nothing came to my lips.

      My vision went black, and then I passed out.
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      I awoke standing outside the House of Juuvlin. This was my home, my family palace on the outskirts of Udeba’s capital.

      That was impossible. I knew my home was long gone, turned to ash and dust like everything else on Planet Hell. And yet, this was unmistakably the palace grounds that I’d spent practically all my life in.

      My family had had this built for us when I was four. My younger brother had never known anything else. I was the only one who even remembered life before the great palace, and honestly, there was nothing to remember. It was just a smaller palace.

      It was on these steps that I’d watched the men in uniform arrive to tell my mother that her father, the High Duke, had been killed on Nar, attacked by some new form of killing machine the Empire had unwittingly unleashed. Because it was the Empire, it was all hush-hush. That was a few months before the aliens came. My parents were just getting their lives back together when the aliens showed up.

      My brother and I were gone. We’d been accepted into prestigious schools on Uthar. It was the only Union world with a good enough relationship with the Empire that a handful of us were allowed to attend their engineering schools each year.

      It was a sign of how rich and powerful our Guild was that both of us were able to attend.

      When the Druk arrived, nobody knew what it meant at first, because nobody heard anything. The planet went dark. Not a single person that had been on the planet was heard from again.

      There had been two billion people on Udeba.

      Gone.

      I still had nightmares of myself standing outside the windows, watching the moment it happened. A flash, and their faces went slack. Their eyes went dull. Their minds went blank. In less than a month, even the strongest bodies would finally die, succumbing to dehydration and starvation. They simply stood there and refused to eat or drink or sleep or live. They were comatose.

      Even those few who were rescued in those mad days after the atrocity of it all sank in—along with the fact that the Druk really couldn’t be bothered to care at all, one way or the other—it was too late. They were irreversibly brain-dead.

      Whatever happened to them, it destroyed them all in an instant.

      I turned to see Mason standing beside me in military fatigues. I realized for the first time that I was, as well. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought you could tell me,” Mason said.

      “Maybe there’s—” I stopped.

      Mason’s jaw had dropped. He was staring past me. I spun around.

      My mother was standing in the door of the palace. For a moment, I thought it was my nightmare come to life. I thought she was dead on her feet, brainless and drooling, waiting to die.

      But then she smiled and waved.

      “Mom,” I croaked.

      She was speaking, but no sound came out of her mouth. I looked at Mason, and together we ran toward her. “Mom?”

      As we got closer, she turned around and walked back into the palace proper.

      “Mom!” I screamed.

      Mason rounded the corner just ahead of me. I almost ran into him when he stopped suddenly. I rushed around him, straining to see. The palace was empty. “What the hell?”

      “Mom!” I screamed again. Mason did the same.

      Nothing. Just silence. We rushed around for several minutes, but it was soon clear that the place was abandoned.

      “What the hell is going on?” Mason said. There were tears in his eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I think we’re having a dream.”

      “What?” he said.

      “I think we’re having a dream,” I said. “Together.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Do you remember anything?” I asked. “Anything from before we got here?”

      “From…before?” Something seemed to dawn on my brother. I felt it, too. We’d both almost forgotten.

      As crazy as it seemed, in that moment we’d almost forgotten how we’d gotten here. “We’re not here,” I said at last. “We’re on a mission. Remember?”

      Mason nodded. “Yes,” he said firmly, drying his eyes. “Yes. This isn’t real.”

      “So what the hell’s going on?” I asked. For some reason, the details were hazy to me. “What do you remember?”

      “I remember you were showing me that alien stone.”

      “What stone?” I asked, but then it all snapped back into my mind at once. I’d been holding a stone. Was I still? I looked down at my hand. It was empty, but it was warm to the touch. “Do you have it?”

      Mason was looking at his own hand, but it was empty as well. “Is your hand warm?”

      I reached out to touch Mason’s hand.

      A jolt of energy poured through me, and I was thrown backwards the moment we touched.
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      I woke up to find my brother standing over me.

      He looked shaken. “You all right?”

      I sat up. Every joint in my body was throbbing, like I’d just run a marathon. My mouth was cottony, my brain fuzzy. “What the hell was that about?”

      “You passed out when I touched the stone.” Mason hesitated. He was looking around like he was unsure of his surroundings. “I think we both did.”

      “Do you remember—” I started to ask, but before I could finish, Mason just nodded gravely.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice strained.

      I looked down at my hand and realized the stone was still there. Hadn’t I given it to Mason? But he apparently hadn’t taken it.

      I closed my grip around it just as Lam came sliding down over the hill. “I got a signal,” he said, sounding surprised. “A good one. We should have evac in two minutes.”

      “Two minutes?” I repeated. That was fast. I’d figured much longer. The dropship that had brought us was surely back up at Big Boy by now.

      “Well, you know,” Lam said, waving over a couple others. “Mention a downed alien shuttle and confirmed kill, and the cavalry comes real fast, I guess.”

      Mason smiled at that. I slipped the rock back into my pocket as I stood. I turned to find myself looking straight at Pinky.

      “What was that?” Pinky pointed at the pocket.

      “What was what?” I replied coolly. “And why the hell is your name Pinky?”

      He held up a right hand. No pinky. There you go. My ploy at changing the subject failed miserably. “You just put something in your pocket,” Pinky said.

      “I like to keep souvenirs,” I said, glancing over at Mason. “You know, whenever aliens get killed.”

      Pinky gave me a sour look, but the sound of dropships in the distance changed the subject for me.

      Lam walked up and handed me a helmet. “Found your hat.”

      I put the helmet on and replaced the earpiece. I was strangely glad to be back on the party line with the Marines, though I doubted they felt the same way.

      “The cavalry arrives,” Dice said over the radio.

      “Shit, Sarge, who did you call?” Mouse said from further down the hill, where the dropships were beginning to descend.

      I counted a dozen, forming a pair of defense rows. All the dropships were painted pitch black, a sure sign that they were using alien-evading gear. None of the tubs from Big Boy did, since they were running quick drops and pickups. These were made for quality time on Planet Hell.

      Lam frowned and stopped forward, waving the nearing ship off. “Tango, tango! We lit it up down below. Just follow the—”

      He didn’t finish his sentence. I staggered back and took cover with Dice, Pinky, and Mason behind the crashed Druk cube as the lead dropship made a fast dive and landed.

      Lam leaped to his feet and started toward the pilot’s side of the ship. He was waving angrily, but the pilot just pointed at the cabin of the ship.

      A dozen men quickly jumped out of the open side hatch.

      One strode forward ahead of the rest.

      Lam stopped and nodded. I saw the three stars on his uniform. The uniform itself wasn’t from a branch I recognized, but I knew Empire black when I saw it.

      All the men had night-vision goggles pulled up over their helmet lips. They were all Empire. I could tell at a glance.

      “Screw me,” said Pinky. He spat near the closest man.

      “I’m Lieutenant General Paul Nelson,” the lead man said to Lam, speaking fast, with a gravelly accent. “Are you the ones that knocked this thing out of the sky?”

      “Lam.” The sergeant was forced to turn as the general walked past. “What are you doing out here, General?”

      “Shared forces, son,” Nelson said. “Need to know.”

      Shared forces was code for the Empire operating with impunity and letting the Union know after the fact. The Empire were, without a doubt, the most entitled group of assholes in the universe. And I realize that sounds rich coming from me, but I don’t have as much entitlement in my little finger as these bastards did from toe to dick.

      Lam nodded. “This is—”

      “Who brought it down?”

      “No one did, sir,” Lam said, moving fast to keep up. “She crashed on her own, as near as we can tell.”

      The general finally stopped. “No, she didn’t.”

      Lam looked up at Mason and me.

      Mason cleared my throat. “Actually, sir, the sergeant is correct. There were two of them. One was larger. This smaller one smashed into the ground here. As we approached to investigate, the larger one landed, and they” —he hesitated— “they took their dead away.”

      Nelson raised an eyebrow. “The occupant was dead?”

      “No, sir,” Mason said. “I killed it.”

      Nelson seemed to see Mason for the first time. “And you are?”

      “Major Mason Oberon, sir.”

      A couple of the other Marines looked at me. Captain Tim Oberon. Major Mason Oberon. If they hadn’t made the connection before, they did now. I wondered if they noticed or cared that I was several years Mason’s senior, yet I was the captain, while he was ranked major? Probably not. Things happened above your pay grade when you were a grunt.

      Nelson nodded. “Well then, why am I speaking with the sergeant if it’s your op?”

      Mason seemed to falter at the question. The answer was that Mason barely knew his ass from a hole in the ground, as Dice had so eloquently put it, so Lam was really in charge. That answer was fine when Mason didn’t have anyone to impress. But now he was facing someone with authority, and needed to make his role in the day's events crystal-clear.

      “The sergeant organized the evac on my orders,” Mason said, stepping forward to meet the general and force him to check his fast walk. For a farcical moment, it looked like the men might actually bump chests, but the general came to an abrupt stop. “I assume you’re here for an evac. What do you need to know beyond that?”

      Nelson sized Mason up, then nodded, as if the answer was exactly what he’d expected. He smiled. It wasn’t a warm, fuzzy thing; that smile reminded me of a little boy considering a bug he was about to squash. “But not before it gave something to your captain here.”

      I felt the shock on my face. How the hell did he know that? “What branch did you say you’re with, General?” I gasped out, knowing it was way out of line for me to address the general that way, but too spooked now to care.

      “I didn’t,” Nelson said. “My appointment is to head up the NewVerse investigation team.”
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      I knew the NewVerse was the fancy name the Empire was throwing around for the parallel universe where these things came from. I glanced over his shoulder. His team was all wearing sophisticated gear. Damn Empire and their fancy toys.

      “Never heard of it,” Mason offered casually.

      “Good,” Nelson said, without taking my eyes off me. “What did it give you, son?”

      I didn’t see any reason to lie. But for some reason, I didn’t want to tell this general anything, which was foolish. I opened my mouth, but Mason cut me off.

      “I’d say an alien ship and a confirmed kill are pretty impressive for your investigation unit, right?” He nodded, then glanced at me.

      I could read Mason’s mind. That’s what happens when you spend as much time together as we did. This general was sketchy as shit.

      “I don’t see a body, so the kill isn’t confirmed. And the Druk cube will be gone in hours, if not minutes. They always are.” Nelson looked at me. “I’m not going to ask again.”

      I shrugged. “It’s a rock. It just gave me a rock.”

      Nelson nodded. “Where is it?”

      “My pocket.”

      Nelson sighed. “Could you please pull it out?”

      I reluctantly pulled the rock from my pocket and held it up. If an alien hadn’t just handed it to me, I’d feel pretty stupid, standing there holding a rock as if it mattered.

      Nelson made no attempt to get closer. He didn’t even seem to give the alien ore more than a cursory glance, and made no attempt to reach out and take it. “Better put that back in your pocket. For safe keeping.”

      Nelson turned to the handful of men behind him and nodded. They rushed forward as he walked back to the lead dropship. “We need to bring you in for a debrief,” he said over his shoulder, almost as an afterthought.

      The men quickly shoved their way among the squad. I felt a strong arm grip my shoulder. Another took the other one. The others didn’t seem to be getting the hands-on treatment, only me. The rest of the black-clad bastards were simply stationing themselves behind the group.

      “Is there room for all of us on this dropship?” asked Mason.

      “We’ll make room,” Nelson said with a smile. He nodded up at the sky. “Some of my men can hitch another ride.”

      For the first time, Lam seemed to sense something was off. “Big operation you’re running out here, General.”

      The dozen dropships were keeping a lazy circle going around the landing party. I saw that all of them had big pulse cannons on the side doors. They looked bigger than the ones that I’d seen on the dropships on the tarmac up on Big Boy. The usual Empire MO. Why bring a big gun when you could bring a bigger gun?

      “When you investigate NewVerse aliens, you don’t want to travel light,” Nelson said.

      “I didn’t think it really mattered,” I said. “None of our weapons seems to bother the Druk.”

      Nelson nodded. “None of yours do, no.”

      “So the Empire has toys that the Druk are worried about? Some new toys you aren’t telling anyone else about?”

      “Typical Empire bullshit,” Pinky said, then spat. If there was one thing we could all agree on, officers and grunts alike, it was that the Empire were stuck-up shits.

      “I think we’re doing OK without the Empire,” Mason offered, continuing to chat casually with the general. “We leave them alone, they leave us alone.”

      “Well, I’m not the one killing them.” Nelson smiled, nodding at the dropship. “Let’s go.”

      We walked to the dropship in silence. There wasn’t much to say. This General Nelson might be an asshole and an Empire prick, but he still outranked any of us; and while we weren’t really beholden to the Empire, we had an open treaty with them, which meant we didn’t have much of a choice except to give the asshole his due.

      Mason and I were probably more used to this shit than the rest of these guys, if I was being honest. All the Guilds talked a big game, but we all bowed down to the Empire. I’d seen my father, Archduke Anderwylde, talk a lot of shit, but when it came time to kiss the ring, he kissed the ring. Mason was probably too young to remember.

      I still couldn’t believe I was out here. How did the son of an archduke end up on Planet Hell?

      When we arrived at the dropship, Nelson seemed to change his mind. “I’m starting to agree with you, Major,” he said to Mason. “There isn’t going to be room on this ship for everyone. We’ll bring the captain up in this one and get the rest of you on another ride.”

      Nelson nodded at one of his men, who made a motion toward one of the circling dropships.

      “Now wait a minute,” Mason said.

      “What’s the problem?” Nelson said pointedly.

      Mason looked at me, then at Lam. He looked like a lawyer who’d stood up without knowing just what his objection was.

      Lam frowned, but didn’t move. Two superiors having a pissing contest wasn’t his problem. He clearly didn’t like it, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “That’s what I thought,” Nelson said. He spun around and stepped into the dropship. I felt two men come up behind me and shove me forward into the ship. I stumbled, but more hands reached out to steady me.

      Before more conversation could happen, the dropship engine was spooled up sharply. The sound of the thrusters drowned out Mason yelling something.

      I could just glimpse him for a moment more before my view was blocked by more black-clad soldiers getting into the ship.

      And then we were airborne.

      One of Nelson’s men put his hand on my shoulder. It was creepy, and I was about to make a joke about boundaries, when he yanked my hands behind my back and cuffed me.

      “What the hell?” I said, shocked by how fast the man had moved, and by my own ineptitude.

      “Easy,” said the man into my ear. “Don’t wanna have to make you squeal.”

      “That’s enough, Telly,” said General Nelson as he slid over next to me. He patted me on the leg, his hand tapping on the rock that was in my pocket. “We just need to chat,” he said.

      “No cuffs needed to chat,” I said.

      I felt a sharp prick in my arm. I tried to jerk away, but the asshole behind me named Telly held fast as he shoved down on the plunger and the syringe was emptied into me.

      “Really?” I said, or tried to, but nothing came out.

      Whatever was in the syringe worked fast. I was out before I realized what was happening.
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      I snapped my eyes open and caught my breath as fabric was sucked into my mouth. I gagged, but then the material was ripped away.

      Light poured into my eyes, and I blinked back tears, squeezing them shut.

      “What the hell?” I said at last, my voice coming out in a rasp.

      I finally opened my eyes. I looked down to see that my hands were cuffed. My legs were free, at least, so if I needed to run, I could. I was in a folding chair, one of the shitty plastic ones my mother used to make me pull out when her knitting friends would come over. But the table in front of me wasn’t any plastic card table. It was cold, hard steel with merciless edges.

      The shackles on my hands scraped loudly against the stainless steel tabletop.

      General Nelson sat across from me. On either side of me were men wearing those same black uniforms with gray highlights.

      Two more men in standard brown camo were near the door. They looked vaguely familiar, but that might just be the fact that they were wearing the typical garb I’d seen around base.

      And I was at base. There was a certain vibe about Big Boy. The floating station had something sterile about it.

      In some sense, I was put at ease. Big Boy was safe. It was far above the surface of Planet Hell. Still in the upper atmosphere, sure, but close enough to space that I felt better. The Druk, for all their alienness, didn’t seem inclined to care about us up here. We were good little docile things.

      General Nelson leaned back in his chair with a smile, and gave a hand gesture to the men at the door. They departed, but as they did, I glimpsed another two men in black uniforms. One of the men in standard camo handed one of the men in black a multi-pass, which he used to lock the door behind them. The passes were hard to come by; I couldn’t even get one. I had to be let into the armory to do my inventory counts. General Nelson had a lot of pull, or the Empire was given a lot more sway here than the Union wanted to tell anyone. It was probably more of the latter.

      Damn Empire, stepping all over us as usual.

      “My associates and I have some questions for you, Tim,” Nelson said, his gravelly accent even more pronounced in the enclosed space. The echo made it sound like an accent I remembered from my youth, from the northern cities.

      “Why am I in handcuffs?” I asked. “And what was in that syringe?”

      “A precaution. For your protection.”

      “My protection?”

      Nelson didn’t say anything, but one of his lieutenants leaned over to him, and they exchanged a quick word.

      The general’s two best buddies were a hell of an ugly pair. The one on my left had a bald head and beady eyes. I didn’t need to see him standing to know he was compact.

      His opposite number, on Nelson’s other side, was truly his opposite number: a hulking man who reminded me of Leech, with about fifty pounds more muscle. His arms were crossed, and that magnified the fact that his biceps might be the size of my head.

      “What’s with Stan and Ollie here?”

      “Shut up,” the smaller man said.

      “Oh, you prefer Abbott and Costello? I’m flexible.” I wasn’t a tough guy, but for some reason, being back at the base gave me a boost of confidence. I felt like I was on home turf.

      Nelson cracked a smile at that and nodded to the man on my left, the small one I’d been talking to previously, as if they were concurring on some earlier conversation. “Take it easy, Telly. Let’s give the Captain some space.” So this was Telly, the one that had held me in his tight grip while he plunged the syringe into my arm.

      For some reason, I’d hoped it had been the big beefy bastard. Oh well. So much for my pride.

      “Tell me about the stone,” Nelson said.

      I sat back. “Is that what this is about?”

      Nelson nodded. “That’s what this is about.”

      I chuckled for a second. Nervous energy, but I couldn’t help it. “It’s nothing. It’s a rock. The alien handed it to me.”

      “How did this little chat go down?”

      The fog was clearing. I wasn’t sure if the drugs they had given me were wearing off or I was getting angry, but my mind was sharper, for sure. “A lot better than this one.”

      Nelson stopped smiling. “This could go much worse. You weren’t authorized to be out there. Out on a joyride with your little brother in a very expensive car.” Nelson made a tsk-tsk-tsk sound while shaking his head. “Not good, not good. Spoiled little Guild Officers gone bad. It would be pretty easy to ship you home. I wonder how your precious Guild would feel about a dishonorable discharge during your mandatory service?”

      “I wouldn’t care.”

      “How would your brother like it?”

      The bastard knew right where to push in the knife. My brother already blamed himself somehow for what happened to our parents. I kinda thought he blamed me. The only way to mitigate it seemed to be some mythical quest to get revenge on the aliens: a quest that was stupid and pointless, but which I’d become an enabler in.

      “Whatever. Tell me what you want to know.”

      “Did the alien say anything to you?”

      “Say anything? Do they ever say anything?” I didn’t know much about the Druk, but I’d never heard of them saying anything. That didn’t seem to be the way it worked.

      “Out loud, or … otherwise?”

      I felt my brow furrow in confusion. “Otherwise?”

      Nelson traded another glance with Telly, then shrugged and nodded at me. The short lieutenant reached down and produced what looked like a small steel jewelry case.

      He popped it open and turned it in the middle of the table. The stone was placed on a foam pad that reminded me of soundproofing material.

      Nelson nodded at the stone. I looked down at it, confused. Then the big meathead on my right rose startlingly quickly. I shrank back. Not a proud moment, I guess, but being a tough guy was never my game. I didn’t see how it was earning me any points in here, anyway.

      The man snatched up my cuffed hands and turned them over like they weren’t actually attached to my body. I had to twist in my chair to keep from having my hands ripped off like the limbs of an insect. But I managed it, watched in surprise as the handcuffs dropped from my wrists.

      The big man put them on his belt as he walked back around the table. I took a moment to appreciate that my wrists hadn’t been torn off.

      “Pick it up,” Nelson said.

      “What?”

      Nelson sighed. “Pick it up.”

      I was looking for the trap. I glanced around the room, searching for cameras. I wasn’t sure if the base actually had a genuine interrogation room. If it did, this might be that room, and it might indeed have cameras. But I didn’t see anything.

      I reached out and put my hand on the stone, about to pull it out of the box. Nelson reached out like a viper and snatched my hand, squeezing the stone in my grip.

      I was about to make some smartass quip about holding hands. Maybe ask for dinner and a movie first. But then I felt the sudden surge of energy hit me again, exactly like it had the moment Mason and I had touched the stone.

      I tried to pull back, but my muscles seemed to cramp in waves. I tried to scream, but nothing came to my lips. My vision went black.

      Again.
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      My eyes snapped open, and I was sitting in a starship lounge.

      It was the lounge of every starship I’d ever been on in my entire life. This one was small and dank and made me think that the ship was a rock-jumper in some far-off system of the Union.

      Or not the Union, actually. The color scheme was wrong. The wall panels weren’t familiar. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think it was an Empire ship.

      Because it was an Empire ship. Even in my dreams, these assholes were everywhere.

      “I’m going to ask you again,” said the man sitting in the seat next to me. I jumped when he spoke. I could have sworn he hadn’t been there a moment before. “What did the alien say to you when it handed you the stone?”

      I felt my mouth open, but no words came for a while. “Where are we?”

      Nelson sighed. “I don’t have time for this.” He looked around, shaking his head. He took a moment to rub his forehead, then turned back. “Okay, look. This is a shared experience. It’s fully immersive. It’s my experience—I recognize the ship—which means I’m in the driver’s seat on this one, so I’m willing to accept that you don’t understand what’s happening. But you’re going to have to figure it out fast. I can help you, but I’m not running a charity. I want something in exchange. I’m betting you can figure out what.”

      He stopped and looked at me. “You getting any of this, buttercup?”

      “No,” I said honestly.

      Nelson cracked a smile. “Yeah, I guess not. This is jarring the first time.” He said that last sentence almost to himself and ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know how long we have, but this is something we can control.”

      “What is?”

      “This!” Nelson said, slamming his hand down on the small table in front of us. The drink in front of him bounced, but managed not to spill. The background noise ebbed for a moment, then returned to normal.

      “Is this real?” I asked.

      “My memory. You’re in it. We can share thoughts here. It’s something the Druk can do. It’s something we can do, but only with their help.” Nelson paused. “At least, for now. We think it’s actually awakening long-dormant extrasensory perception. With enough time, we won’t need the stone to do this anymore.”

      I shook my head. “You knew this would happen?”

      “Did you and the alien share contact with the stone?” Nelson asked sharply.

      I thought back for a moment to how the alien had given me the stone. It had grabbed my arm and twisted it around, and dropped the stone in my hand.

      “No,” I said, surprising myself with the answer. But it was true. “No, it purposefully dropped it into my hand without both of us touching it.”

      Nelson seemed to think about that for a while. “That was him. I’m sure of it.”

      “Who?”

      “My contact.” Nelson took a swig of his drink. “We need to go.”

      “You have alien contacts?”

      “We’ve created honey pots,” Nelson said.

      “Honey pots?”

      “Small data networks with individual nodes that operate independently. They draw the Druk in. We’ve turned a couple of alien heads before, but this was the first to act in any meaningful way.”

      I sat and stared at Nelson for a second. Then I burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny, smart guy?”

      “My brother was right,” I said at last.

      “What?”

      “He’s a communications analyst. There was an anomaly. That was what our whole operation was for, to investigate it.” I shook my head. “The idiot was right.”

      Nelson frowned. “That shouldn’t have happened. We have people to watch for that sort of thing.”

      I cocked my head. “You mean spies?”

      Nelson snorted. “Your people feed us anything we need. The Empire doesn’t need spies.”

      The Empire loved spies, I thought. But it dawned on me what was happening. Analysts would note an anomaly and pass it on to their superiors. Reports would be filed. Nelson and his Empire handlers were reviewing those reports—probably with the full consent of the Union, who always bent over for the Empire—and anything that would uncover what they were doing on the surface was quietly lost before it made its way onto a mission docket. They just never got investigated.

      But Mason was no good little analyst. He was looking for an excuse to get into the fight. I laughed. “Yeah, well, those must be the same people who didn’t think a Guild Officer like my brother would decide to take over a mission on a whim without asking anyone.”

      Nelson shook his head. “If you idiots hadn’t been there, this would have gone a lot smoother.”

      “What were you going to do with the rock?” I said.

      “You mean, what am I going to do now that I have the rock?” he said.

      I shrugged. “Whatever.”

      “That’s not something you need to worry about.”

      “It’s not above my pay grade,” I said. “Trust me.”

      Nelson rolled his eyes. “Rich asshole.”

      “The Empire might scare the rest of these guys, but they don’t scare me.” What a big lie. They scared the shit out of me. And had scared the shit out of my father, if I was being honest. It was one of the few fights I ever saw him shy away from.

      “They should,” said Nelson. “But they don’t know what they have here yet. I’m trying to help them understand. This is something we’ve never seen with any of the Extra-Universal species.”

      “And that is?”

      Nelson drained the drink on the table in front of him in one swig. “What did I say about worrying about things you don’t need to worry about?”

      He stood up and started to walk across the lounge.

      A woman sitting two seats down from us glanced over. I gasped.

      Nelson noticed and stopped. “What is it?”

      “I know her,” I said.

      Nelson frowned. “How?”

      “She used to… used to cut my hair,” I said. How was that possible? She would have died just like everyone else.

      Just like my mother.

      Nelson stared at me. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive,” I said.

      Nelson walked back. He glanced at the woman, but then he turned his attention to me. He stared into my eyes, studying my face. “You’re from here.”

      “What?”

      “You’re from here,” he repeated. “From Planet Hell.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked, more or less confirming it for him.

      “Because you recognize her,” he said.

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Because as far as we know, Planet Hell is the only place the Druk have ever taken minds from. Human minds, at least.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      Nelson nodded around the bar. “This is my memory. My shared space. But every person you see here? Their consciousness is from the people of Udeba.”

      He watched the realization dawn on me.

      “The people of Udeba aren’t gone. They’re all here. Inside the alien shared space.”

      “How do you know that?” I whispered.

      Nelson smiled. “Because I’m from here, too, and I’ve seen people I knew.”

      I must have looked dumbstruck. “You’re from Udeba? But you’re Empire.”

      “It’s complicated,” he said.

      The implications were massive. Everyone I thought was long dead and gone were here. How many of them were here? Could we bring them back? Could we communicate with them?

      Before I could ask anything else, the man in the chair right next to me spun around. This wasn’t somebody I remembered from my life before on Udeba. It was Nelson’s short, ugly lieutenant, Telly.

      “They’re here,” he said.

      Nelson cursed, then marched back to me. “Time’s up, buttercup.”

      He punched me in the face.
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      I jerked back awake, holding my nose, trying to staunch the flow of blood. I was back in the interrogation room, but I’d fallen backwards out of my chair. I looked around for something to shove up my nose and—

      My nose wasn’t bleeding. My face wasn’t puffing up with a big black eye like it had when I was fifteen and Lance Trenton punched me in the face before stealing my hoverbike. That was the last time I remembered getting socked like that. The last time I remembered getting in a fight, if getting the shit kicked out of you was getting in a fight.

      I saw Nelson and his two lieutenants standing on the other side of the table. Both held guns. Nelson had a punch pistol, which seemed a hell of a lot more useful in the tiny interrogation room than his two lieutenants with their unwieldy pulse rifles.

      For some reason, they were all looking up at the ceiling. I did the same.

      At first, I saw nothing. Then I realized it was vibrating, light flickering where the vibration caused the internal energy to lose contact.

      A klaxon blared.

      The ceiling bounced violently, and the ceiling’s energy packs broke loose and plunged the room into darkness. I could see a sliver of light under the door. Shadows passed quickly past it in both directions. There was a lot of running going on out there.

      “Shit,” said the short lieutenant. “That was fast.”

      “Too fast,” murmured Nelson.

      I struggled to my feet. “What was too fast?”

      And then the roof caved in.

      A Druk cube fell through the ceiling, or at least part of one did.

      Since it didn’t come smashing in and blow us all to tiny bits, it must not have been moving at the same speed as the first cube of the day. Even so, two cube crashes in a single day had to be some kind of record.

      This cube was probably landing on the roof. But the roof, like the rest of the makeshift world of Big Boy, was about as sturdy as the minimum engineering requirements.

      I crawled up on my hands and knees. The table that had earlier seemed so sturdy had now flown across the room and landed upside down, with one of its legs sheared off.

      The plastic chair was fine.

      I leaned on the chair to haul myself up, but no sooner had I found my legs than someone smashed into me.

      “Down,” screamed Nelson as he landed on top of me.

      Like I had a choice. My ears screamed from the sound of nearby pulse fire.

      Nelson rolled off of me, then got to his feet, punch pistol out but not firing. The pulse fire stopped, and I heard cursing. The two doofuses doing the Abbott and Costello routine from earlier had their pulse rifles at their shoulders, staring up into the hole in the ceiling.

      The twin midday suns poured down, turning the all-metal room into a reflective hell that required squinting no matter which direction I looked.

      “Look out,” said the smaller dude, turning to run. His big friend opened up with his rifle again. I was sure he’d been the shooter the first time as well. Why were the biggest guys always quickest to shoot?

      Something lanced out at what might have been supersonic speed, from the eardrum-rupturing boom that accompanied it.

      The big guy didn’t make a sound. He didn’t scream or grunt. His mouth simply fell open and his head slumped forward. The top of his head was reduced to bloody pulp, like a giant dog had used it as a chew toy for hours. The thing lanced out again—it looked like a thick grey rope with a pointed end. Now I saw it a second time, and knew where to look.

      It ripped right through Mr. Muscles and slapped the remnants of the metal table aside. Little Guy was lucky he’d kept moving, because the Druk would’ve gotten a two-for-one special if it hadn’t.

      The Druk slipped down into the room and slowly recoiled the whip-like tentacle that was impaling Big Ugly like a skewer.

      His chest bulged out, then split open as the tentacle balled up like a fist on its way out. His guts poured out of him like thick gravy as he flopped forward. For his sake, I hoped he was long dead.

      Nelson slammed a forearm against me as he jumped forward. The Druk would probably have skewered me if the two guards who’d been at the door earlier hadn’t burst into the room at that moment, their pulse rifles firing instantly. Explosive pulse slugs ripped into the Druk.

      It turned and rushed forward at them, impaling the nearest guard as the one behind him literally held his rifle up over my head and discharged an entire pulse package right into the Druk’s head. At least, that was where I assumed the head was, and I had a feeling that was what the shooter was thinking, too.

      The Druk seemed to stagger back. It swung around for one last whip of its giant tentacle and slapped against Nelson, slicing into his cheek and sending him flying.

      He crashed against the metal case that had been on the now-destroyed table. It sprang open, and I watched something bounced away and roll to a stop.

      The fist-sized chunk of alien ore was as unassuming as ever.

      “Shit!” Nelson screamed, holding his face. A second Druk was descending from the same hole in the ceiling as the first one.

      I was pretty sure the rest of the shuttle was about to come down, too. The ceiling rocked even more unsteadily than before.

      With Nelson otherwise engaged, I realized he had no idea that he’d lost the stone. I crawled as fast as I could across the floor. I scooped up the alien ore, then turned into a muzzle.

      The little half of the Abbott and Costello routine, the one that still had his guts inside himself, had the muzzle of his rifle right up against my cheek.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going—”

      A tentacle ripped across the air, and I again heard a whip cracking. But this time it wasn’t just some sound; it was Little Ugly’s rifle snapping in half like a toy.

      I jumped up and slammed my shoulder into the little bitch. My arm got snatched up and swung behind my back.

      I remembered a single point from my close-combat training, and instead of pulling away, I turned inward toward my assailant.

      My arm loosened just for a moment, but it was enough to spin, and in one motion bring the rock down over Little Ugly’s head. I smashed it into his face and heard a pleasingly thick knock as it slammed against the side of his head.

      He fell backward, and I spun around as another pair of soldiers rushed into the room, their rifles already up and firing. I ran past them unmolested, the men focused on the alien in front of them. There was no shock on their faces, just grim determination, but they must have known that a direct alien attack on Big Boy was a disaster.

      I rushed out the door.
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      I burst into the hallway with nowhere to go and no plan to get there.

      I stumbled forward, looking for names or identifying markers on doors as I went. I wasn’t in the main wing. I wasn’t in any wing, at least none that I recognized. Almost all the doorways were unmarked.

      I kept running, expecting someone to come after me. I kicked open a door marked exit and found myself blinded by the morning suns. It was a perfectly clear red sky.

      An alien cube landed less than a hundred feet from me. I watched as two Druk disembarked. I didn’t wait around to see if more came out. Shooting erupted from the top of the building. I ducked down and looked up. I expected to see familiar identifying marks on the front of the structure, but it was unmarked too.

      A larger cube was landing now, disgorging more Druk. I ran around the side of the building and finally knew where I was. The building was on the far side of the main landing platform that dominated the center of Big Boy, across from the main barracks and armory buildings. It was in the MP compound, even if it wasn’t the main building. It was tucked in behind the main building, like it was hiding behind a big brother and didn’t want to be seen.

      I was hot, sweating in my combat gear. I didn’t have my rifle, which was a big problem.

      I slowly became aware of my palm. It was warmer than made sense. I looked down at the alien mineral I was holding. There was nothing about it that seemed different. I touched it with my other hand, and it was cool to the touch. But there was no doubt that the longer I gripped it in my left hand, the warmer that hand got—like the stone was cold, but whatever energy came off it wasn’t.

      That thought jolted me. Why did I think there was energy coming off it? I didn’t know. No one had told me that. It made sense, but it was born as a crystalline thought.

      Something exploded from the top of the building. More automatic gunfire followed. There was now an entire platoon of soldiers making their way across the landing platform toward my position. Two of the hovertanks from the armory perimeter came screaming across. Neither had their main pulse turrets armed, but the nearest one had a man in the crow’s nest firing twin pulse cannons.

      Two Druk dashed across the tarmac directly at it. The gunner tried to sweep back and forth, but he should have picked a target to finish off first, although that probably wouldn’t have worked, either. The Druk were just too fast. As it was, he ended up slowing one down, but the other slapped the top of the tank off like a toy. The gunner spun as he fell, and half the cannon assembly bent backward and plummeted off the back of the tank. The Druk disappeared into the gaping hole in the top of the hovercraft as the other one turned for the second tank, which was struggling to get its pulse turret around.

      I didn’t stick around to see if they made it, but I didn’t hear the cannon fire as I turned and ran back into the barracks.

      Where was I going? I didn’t know, but I didn’t want to be exposed above. There were more than a dozen Druk running around up there, and I didn’t doubt there might be dozens more. A dozen were enough to rip the base to shreds if they wanted to, and it was starting to look like they wanted to.

      I found myself in the stairwell. I ran down two flights, amazed to see how deep it went. Except for the armory, with its deep levels of gear, nothing else on the base went below ground, at least as far as I knew. That part of Big Boy was reserved for the engine rooms and recycling systems. All the huge energy cells and powerful machines with thousands of fail-safes, all designed to keep the behemoth in the air, thrusters firing day and night.

      But I was in a basement now, definitely underground. The lights had a dim red glow to them that indicated they were on a backup generator. Why the main power had failed, I didn’t know. It was hot as shit, though.

      Footsteps sounded behind me. I instinctively slid around the side of the bottom stairwell door and waited for the people to pass — two men, both wearing the same black Empire uniforms that General Nelson’s alien hunter unit wore, both with multi-passes around their necks. I wondered if there were more of those assholes running around the base that I’d never noticed before. Since I hadn’t known about this little underground treat, I guessed it was possible.

      The last thing I wanted to think about was Empire assholes running wild on the station. They might be allies, but they weren’t friends.

      I ran forward again, still not really knowing where I was going, or why. But the stone was hot to the touch. Whatever energy transfer had been occurring before, it was now affecting the surface temperature of the rock. I switched it to my other hand and felt a weird cooling effect; then it started heating up again.

      Something told me to stop. I looked down at the rock in my hand. I hesitated for a moment as a thought started to form in my mind.

      Had the stone told me to stop, or had I just decided? Had I run down here to get away from the Druk above, or because the stone had told me to come here?

      I was in a panic and running wild. My mind was open to any and all ideas that might come. But I didn’t remember deciding to run down the stairs to get here. Maybe I had, but—

      “You just going to stand there, dipshit, or are you going to get us out?”

      I looked up in shock at the acne-pocked face of Pinky.
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      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      Pinky shook the bars. “Waiting for Prince Charming, what does it look like, dickhead?”

      “That bastard general and his big bag of dicks threw us in here when we landed,” offered Dice.

      “Tim!” shouted Mason, who was hustling up to the bars along with Lam. “Where the hell have you been?”

      They were all down here. The bars ran floor to ceiling across the entire length of what looked like three makeshift doorways cut side-by-side. They were on a sliding track, with a key assembly on one side that looked a lot like the doors into the main hangars. Typical Army engineering. Use what you have, even if it doesn’t quite fit.

      This was surely the main holding cell in the building. It looked like a group of men could probably rip the bars off if they worked together and took a running start. Of course, that wouldn’t matter, since—

      “Where are the guards?” I blurted, glancing around. Beyond the two Empire dicks running past when I got to the bottom of the basement stairs, I hadn’t seen anyone else.

      “Bugged out as soon as the lights flickered. What the hell’s happening up there? We can hear shooting,” Mason said.

      “There are several cubes above.”

      “Druk?” asked Dice.

      I nodded. “And lots of them.”

      That sobered up the group for a moment. I took quick stock. Dice. Pinky. Leech, back there behind Dice. The big mute bastard seemed to be Dice’s shadow. Mouse, Sergeant Lam, and Mason. Jolly and Ginger were hanging around near the back of the cell.

      “I repeat. Are you just going to stand there, or what?” Pinky said again.

      “Keep your panties on,” I said absently. “I thought you’d be used to bars.”

      “Rich asshole,” Dice said with a smile in his voice. “I’m sure this is as close as you’ll get to bars. Daddy always ready to bail you out?”

      I must have grimaced a little, because Dice cocked his head.

      “Screw off,” Mason snapped.

      Dice held up his hands in apology, but before he could say anything, Sergeant Lam broke in.

      “The guard station should be around the corner,” he said. “I’d expect keys there. And weapons.”

      “Weapons would be good,” growled Mason, still giving Dice a stink-eye.

      I ran around the corner. It didn’t take long to find a messy desk and a weapons closet. The coffee was still warm. The Druk might have ruined everything, but at least there was still coffee.

      I didn’t find keys, but I managed to bash open the weapons locker on the third try. They were using one of the old pin locks I’d seen elsewhere on the base. I couldn’t imagine how the guards down here were using such cheap shit for their own weapons.

      There were more than a dozen modified pulse rifles inside. I found a handful of punch pistols and at least two EMP grenade canisters, modified for the explosive-tipped slugs that were Druk-killer specials.

      I grabbed a big utility bag packed with explosive-tipped ammo—Bingo, I thought—then slapped the guns and other weapons in there before zipping it up and throwing it on my back.

      “I got no keys,” I said loudly over my shoulder, still wary of yelling down here even if I’d seen no other people, “but plenty of weapons.”

      “That’ll work,” said Pinky.

      A massive crash came from the holding cell. Several voices shouted out a moment later.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Get off my balls, Mouse!”

      I ran back around the corner to find the group had indeed rushed the gate, but it must have been even less stable than I’d thought. It looked like it had ripped off the track the moment they’d collectively rushed it.

      Most of the group was sprawled on the ground. A couple were standing. Only Mason seemed to have not joined the let’s-all-fall-on-our-asses team-building routine. He had a little smirk as he winked at me, then said smugly to the rest of them, “Told you it would work.”

      Getting people to do things was one of Mason’s superpowers, but I would have expected a bunch of convicts to know better than to listen to some valedictorian pretty boy. Just goes to show how the world works.

      Mason stepped forward, then froze.

      I felt the hairs on my arm stand up. I spun around. Four Druk were rushing down the hallway from the direction of the stairs. Two more of the Druk descended at a leisurely pace behind them.

      “Freaks!” Mouse shouted, like he was still the spotter for the group and they all couldn’t see the aliens right in front of them.

      “Weapons!” screamed Lam, rushing at me.

      I spun around, intending to throw the bag of guns to them. Instead, Lam grabbed me and shoved me backwards into the holding cell. The rest of the group retreated as well.

      Lam jerked the bag off my shoulder and drew one of the pulse rifles. I slapped one of the battery-pack magazines with the explosive slugs into it.

      But rather than firing, Lam threw it to Pinky, who’d stationed himself at the lip of the cell door’s opening. The bars might have been makeshift, but the walls around the hatch were load-bearing and sturdy. It was a natural defensive position.

      In a blink, Lam loaded up a second rifle and tossed it to Dice at the other side of the opening.

      He was loading up a third when the shit hit the fan.
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      The Druk came with no real plan. Not that they needed one.

      The only thing the Marines had was a tight opening to guard. And at three doorways wide, it wasn’t that tight.

      Pinky fired his rifle. The explosive pulse slugs did what they were supposed to. Wherever they hit anything solid—whether that was alien, wall, or, it seemed to me, heavy air molecules—they blew open, sending energy shards flying.

      The result was that they didn’t really go as deep as a standard pulse slug, even if the coverage was greater. Luckily, the Druk didn’t seem to know what cover was, or if they did, they weren’t interested in it. In general, the bastards had two things going for them: one, their bouncing, fast-whipping electric arms, which were really more like giant killing whips that tripled their radius to inflict damage; and two, they were fast. Almost too fast to see, if they wanted to be. They could cover the hundred feet between the far stairwell and the front of the holding pen in three seconds.

      That was why the explosive slugs were critical. Getting good clean shots at the Druk was impossible. It was like trying to shoot a ghost. They tended to vibrate like a blur when they were really worked up.

      But the explosive slugs would turn into showers of energy pulses the moment they impacted anything, even those whip-like arms. So any shot anywhere near them was the key to slowing them down. Killing them was another bitch of a job. One of the explosive slugs would never take them down. It probably wouldn’t take a man down, with the dispersed impact, but it would leave him horribly injured. In the case of the aliens, it typically took more than a half-dozen shots to bring them down.

      Pinky kept firing, his rifle spitting out a constant barrage. The battery charges were overclocked to make the explosive pulse slugs fire. They could overheat, so anything more than single-trigger action was impossible, but damned if Pinky didn’t have an auto bumper on his rifle.

      An explosion made me spin my head around.

      “Booyah!” Ginger screamed.

      A Druk was in pieces, destroyed by Ginger's pulse grenade. I had no idea where the redhead got it. He seemed to shit them out on command.

      The constant barrage paid off as both of the Druk slowed; then the one nearest Pinky spun around and crashed to the cold floor.

      It wouldn’t be dead yet, though. The military had done extensive testing on that; I had read all the detailed research notes. I doubted Mason had even read the summary page.

      But there was Mason, jumping forward to grab the next gun that Lam had loaded up. I wanted to yank it out of his hands, but instead I just screamed, “Hit it again!” to Mason and hoped that he’d understand what I was saying.

      I turned to grab the next offered rifle, but Lam had grabbed that and dropped the bag. I cursed and jostled around with Mouse and two others, trying to get my rifle up and loaded as fast as I could.

      By the time I turned around, it was almost over.

      While Dice and Pinky had managed to put three of the Druk on the ground, none of them was dead. They all needed more pulses pumped into them.

      But nobody had a moment to spare. There were a half-dozen more Druk coming behind the downed ones, and they were shoving their dead buddies out of the way as they swept past. They were only a few dozen feet away, almost close enough for their deadly tendrils to matter.

      Mouse and Lam had joined the others along the edge of the formerly-barred entrance hatch, but Mason was inexplicably standing right in the middle of the opening. And he wasn’t firing. He was staring down at his rifle. The front half had been sheared clean off by one of the Druk arms.

      A second later, Lam was shoving him down as one of the Druk tendrils snapped through the air, a sonic explosion following before it banged hard against the nearest lip of the door.

      Dice managed to pull my head back an instant before the Druk tore a foot-long chunk out of the hatch. Unlike the rest of the facility, that was one of the tougher pieces of material around. But not to the Druk, who seemed to relish the chance to bang up anything they could reach, like toddlers on a mission to seek and destroy.

      Leech shocked me by roaring out from behind Dice and centering his rifle on the central portion of the vibrating Druk.

      He fired four shots in rapid succession before something snapped out and seemed to kick him. He rose into the air, then flipped backward. He barely made a sound, but I knew he’d taken one of the tentacles in his side. Blood poured from the gash.

      Dice grabbed Leech and dragged him back into the holding cell.

      “Back,” Lam yelled as the Druk closed. Two more huge chunks were ripped out of the hatch wall. Pinky dove backwards. Lam had Mason and Mouse with him. That just left me, too stupid to run back into the holding cell.

      But what was the point of that? We had no space to defend now. Two of the Druk that had been on the ground started to stir and rise back up. Maybe they were magically healed by alien juice, or maybe they were too stupid to know they were dying and just kept coming. It didn’t really matter, because in the end, the Druk were mindless killing machines. And now there were more than a dozen arriving.

      The first ones smashed over the lip of the holding pen. A cascade of explosive fire ripped into the opening from at least a half-dozen rifles. The first Druk fell back, then another. But the third managed to spin around inside the hatch and follow along the side wall.

      He immediately caused fire to be diverted, which left an opening for another to dive straight through the opening. Fire again concentrated on it until it slid to a stop, one tentacle barely slapping into me, but it sent me tumbling over as pain blossomed in my hip where it hit me.

      I crashed down. Watched the world spin around for a moment until I gathered my bearings. Two more Druk made it through. There were now five close enough to impale any or all of the Marines.

      I tasted blood and realized I’d bitten hard on my tongue. I might be about to swallow the tip. I jerked up, but my rifle was gone, ripped away in the fall. I reached down and found that I had my hand inside my pant leg’s cargo pocket.

      I pulled out the alien metal ore.

      I turned it over in my hand. It hit me like a punch in the gut.

      This stupid hunk of alien ore was what they wanted!

      Well, hell, if they wanted the damn thing, they could have it.

      I scrambled to my feet just as a Druk roared forward.

      It was the closest I’d ever been to one of the killing aliens, but there was no sense of looking into the eyes of a killer—only a mindless piece of bioengineered killing machine. There were no eyes to look into. No face to try and read. Just a vibrating blur of death.

      

      “Is this what you want?” I screamed, holding the rock above my head. “You can have it!”
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      The Druk stopped.

      The others near it did the same.

      “Is this what you want?” I screamed again, waving the stone above my head, holding it so the alien writing was facing outward. “You can have it. Take it. It’s yours!”

      I looked beyond the Druk right around me and gasped. Two of the Druk had grown faces and arms and legs. It was a sickly version of a humanoid form again, but nonetheless, they were standing and staring at me with something that approached human features.

      For a moment, I thought I sensed one of them working its mouth just the slightest bit, a tiny change in the bemused curve at the corner of its lips.

      The moment passed.

      “Take your shitty rock!” I pushed forward, trying to hand the metallic ore to the nearest Druk, even though it didn’t have hands. I was pretty sure it could grow them in a pinch. For some reason, I’d thought the first Druk to do it, the one that had first handed me the damn chunk of ore and started this whole thing, was an anomaly. But now that I saw these two in rough human form, I knew that more could. Maybe all of them could.

      But the Druk shrank back.

      I stared. I’d never seen a Druk move backward unless it was chasing something else. I’d never seen a Druk go anywhere but through whatever was in front of it.

      I ran forward, screaming like a maniac. The Druk parted for me. Two in my path slammed into each other as they tried to move; then they smashed into each other harder. Then their tentacles started to slam into each other.

      The blur of movement started up again, this time accompanied by a purr that reverberated in my chest. The Druk merged together into a single indistinct shape, like galaxies smashing into each other, seeming to eat each other up.

      The Druk were attacking each other.

      The rest of the Marines had stopped shooting as the Druk began to freeze.

      I turned around and met Mason’s gaze. “Shoot them!”

      Mason furrowed his brow, like he was still trying to understand what he was seeing, but the rest of the Marines seemed to be clear enough. Explosive gunfire again filled the enclosed space, sending pulse rounds and energy slugs ripping through the Druk.

      But they weren’t entirely docile. They weren’t just standing around. It was more like they were confused. The closer they were to the stone, the more confused they became. Those on the outside of the circle seemed to understand what was happening and tried again to attack us, but then they immediately came closer to the stone and their confusion seemed to get the best of them. They either shrank back or turned on each other, in a repeat display of the attack that had just happened in front of me.

      Either way, they weren’t the threat they had been, and now they were easy pickings for the Marines. Mason appeared next to me. “Did you know this would happen?”

      “Hell no!”

      Mason nodded. “But you’ve been hearing it, right?”

      I stopped. “Hearing it?”

      Mason nodded again. “Not words or anything, but … thoughts.”

      “What kind of thoughts?” I asked.

      “I knew you were coming before you got here,” Mason said, shaking his head. “I just did. I knew it.”

      I wanted to hear more, but the rest of the Marines didn’t.

      “Keep moving forward!” Lam screamed, seeming to understand what was happening from a purely tactical standpoint, even if he must have been as bewildered as the rest of them. “We’ll clean them up as we go!”

      I nodded and started moving again, Mason at my side.

      The rest of the Marines formed a close circle around us as we pushed through the remaining Druk, pumping them all full of pulses as they passed. Some of the Druk were killed, but plenty more would probably just get up as soon as they managed it.

      But that wouldn’t matter to us. We’d be long gone by then.

      “Keep moving!” Pinky screamed.

      I turned back to see that more of the Druk were still alive. Despite the endless stream of pulse energy we’d shot into them, only two of the Druk appeared to be still.

      “Bastard aliens,” Mason said helpfully.

      I had to agree.
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      Pinky and Leech both decided to turn around and send another wave of pulse fire into the horde of Druk.

      “Keep moving, ladies!” Lam shouted as we ascended the stairs. “Cover up there!”

      Two men quickly took turns moving forward, clearing the space on either side of the stairwell.

      The top floor of the base was empty, or nearly so. It looked like it had seen a war. The lights were all smashed out along the main corridor in both directions. The walls had the tell-tale markings of Druk, with huge chunks of the walls ripped out. Although now that I had a look at them in cross-section, I had to wonder what kind of building standards they were following out here. Spit and duct tape might be holding the entire base together, or at least all the buildings on the main tarmac level. I had a feeling that all the engineering marvels were below us, keeping it afloat.

      “We gotta keep moving!” Mouse said as he and Pinky brought up the rear. “They’re coming up!”

      The weird purring grew louder.

      “Where the hell is Jolly?” Lam asked.

      Pinky shook his head. “Toast.”

      Dice and Leech headed up the hallway. There were just eight of us now.

      “Rock boy there could just stand here at the stairwell,” Pinky offered. It seemed he was done with official ranks and titles.

      Lam didn’t share his opinion. “The captain isn’t standing around and covering for your soft ass to get picked up. We need to vacate the premises.” He turned to Mason. “Any objections, Major?”

      Mason looked a bit surprised. “I’m gonna go with a ‘no,’ Sergeant.”

      “Whatever we do, we need to move,” I said. “Pinky’s right. I can stay by the stairs and give you guys time.”

      I still had the stone in my hand. I felt like I had to keep it there.

      “No way,” Mason said.

      Lam nodded. “Agreed. You can bring up the rear, but we aren’t playing chicken with these bastards. That’s a game we’ll lose.”

      “We’re clear down the end of the hallway,” Dice called. He and Leech had been clearing doors as they went.

      A Druk leaped out of the doorway, smashing wildly into the wall of the hallway opposite the stairway exit.

      “Go, go, go!” screamed Lam, opening fire and ripping the Druk to pieces. Pinky and Mouse joined the barrage, but Lam spun around and started running backwards. “I said go, meatheads!”

      Pinky turned, but Mouse tried to get in another pulse round. His rifle was ripped out of his hands, and he was flung backwards as another Druk rounded the shredded first. Even though he’d started moving last, he ended up flying past Lam and Pinky, thrown violently backward.

      He landed awkwardly and screamed, his ankle twisted around badly.

      Lam pulled him to his feet and they stumbled forward, joining Mason at the exit hatch to the facility. Dice and Leech were kneeling at the exit.

      “Are we waiting for an invitation? Go!” Lam said as they ran toward the door.

      “Sarge, wait!” Dice shouted. “It’s crawling with those bastards out there.”

      “It’s crawling with those bastards in here,” I said, joining Lam at the door.

      “I’d rather not get screwed either way,” Mason said.

      “Well, the bastards behind us have our scent. We can’t wait it out.”

      “We need—” Mason began.

      But Lam was out the door.

      I shrugged and shot out the door after him, with Mason beside me. Somehow he had a new rifle. I didn’t know where it came from, since his last had been split open. But he was making good use of it, sending covering fire ahead of us wildly. I doubted he was killing much, but he was distracting plenty.

      Dice wasn’t kidding. At least three of the Druk cubes had landed nearby, and more could be hidden from view. There was a pitched firefight happening across the landing platform, nearer the heart of the base. A chunk of forces were using parked dropships as support while they fired into the concentrated Druk forces.

      The Druk were moving as one unit. For a moment, the tactical mind in me wanted to watch how this unfolded, but there was no time for that.

      I watched as a hovertank was overwhelmed by three Druk. It spun its turret around, but there was nothing to shoot at. The hatch disintegrated under the pressure of the first Druk, and the next two disappeared inside as the tank smashed to the tarmac, its turret lifeless.

      “There!” Mason said.

      I followed his finger to a dozen dropships parked near the far side of the armory. They were untouched, and away from the fighting.

      As I watched, one went airborne. I could see the black uniforms from here.

      The Empire bastards were bailing!

      Mason started to peel away toward them.

      “We have to fight,” he said. “If we can get airborne, we can fire down with our cannons.”

      “Agreed,” said Lam. “But we need a pilot.”

      “It’s more of a slaughter,” I said, suddenly afraid. I wasn’t proud of feeling that way, but I wasn’t a hardened soldier like these men. Or Marines. Whatever. Mason may want to play soldier, but I knew better. I didn’t deserve the rank on my shoulder, and I was happy to admit it. I wanted off this base and away from this fight with the same aliens that had killed my parents and everyone I knew. “We need to just get out of here.”

      Mason looked like he might punch me. “We’re not running from a fight.”

      “I’m with Cap,” Pinky said, shocking me. He was the last one I thought would want to turn tail and run like a coward with me. “I don’t owe these bitches anything. None of us do.”

      I was reminded that these were convict Marines. They weren’t volunteers. Nobody volunteered to come to Planet Hell, unless you counted Mason and me and the handful of other Guild Officers who had their heads up their asses and wanted to get some notoriety back home with their Guilds. And I could guarantee none of them were in that fight down there. They were surely cowering in some barracks somewhere, with as much material between them and the Druk as possible.

      “You’ll do what you’re ordered to do, Private,” Lam snapped.

      “They’ll follow us,” I said, surprising myself.

      “What?” Mouse asked.

      I felt the stone in my pocket. “The rock. That’s what they’re after.”

      “We need to have a conversation about that,” Pinky said. “No offense, but maybe we just throw that rock off the side of the base and be done with it.”

      There was an uncomfortable moment of silence, where I could feel them contemplating just that.

      I thought about what Nelson had said.

      The people of Udeba aren’t gone. They’re all here. Inside the alien shared space.

      “We can’t,” I said at last.

      “It’s all academic,” Lam said. “We don’t have a pilot.”

      “Yes we do,” boomed a voice I didn’t recognize. I turned around and finally located Leech. It might have been the first thing I’d heard the big man speak all day.

      Leech was pointing behind me. I realized now why his voice was so loud. The sound of thrusters spooling up grew louder by the second. There was a dropship less than fifty meters away. It was one of the bright red medical units that always sat on standby near the barracks.

      I squinted and saw that Dice was in the pilot’s seat. He’d taken his own helmet off, and had the pilot’s on. He gave a quick nod when he saw us looking at him and twirled his hands, signaling for us to get in.

      “I think we got our quick exit,” Lam said.
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      I watched Big Boy shrink below us as the dropship roared into the sky.

      “Hold here,” Lam said.

      “Sarge?” Dice asked.

      “We need to get into that fight,” Mason said. “I’m ordering you to take us down.”

      Dice glanced at Lam, clearly not happy about taking orders from Mason, but also knowing that he was the ranking man onboard. He started to push the stick down.

      “Stop,” I said.

      All three men turned toward me.

      “We’re not going down there.”

      “I outrank you, Captain, or have you forgotten that?” Mason seethed.

      “Think for a second,” I said. “Let’s see if they follow the rock. If we pull away and see a change, then we know. This might be our only chance to know.”

      “We can push back for two minutes and see,” Lam said to Mason. “I don’t like running from a fight either.”

      I could feel his disappointment in me. Whatever he thought of Mason’s competence, I was sure he could see the yellow streak in me a mile away. “If nothing happens with this … experiment … then we go back in.”

      “It might be over in two minutes,” Mason said.

      “Then we wouldn’t make a difference,” I countered.

      Lam nodded at Dice, and the dropship began a long, lazy curve away from Big Boy, slowly giving us some distance from the station. I felt like a thief trying to make a nonchalant getaway from a crime scene.

      I hopped on the pulse cannon assembly that was attached to the side of the dropship and pulled on the sighting goggles. From where I was, we didn’t have drone views, but the goggles allowed an enhanced view.

      I felt Mason next to me, waiting expectantly. “Nothing yet,” I said as I scanned the surface of the base. There were firefights continuing. I saw two more dropships take off, but they circled back around to provide cover, doing exactly what Mason wanted us to do.

      I remembered the Empire bastards making a run for it in their dropship. It made me a little sick to think I was no better than them.

      Which was crazy. I was here to keep Mason alive. That was it. Why did I keep thinking like one of these Marines?

      Just as the base was about to disappear from view, someone in a black uniform rushed out of the building, using the same door we’d come out of.

      I couldn’t make out the details from this distance, but it wasn’t hard to guess who it was. General Nelson. It could have been one of his other men — I had seen at least two others running around, in addition to the men with Nelson in the interrogation room — but in my heart, it was an easy call. It had to be Nelson.

      “That was that bastard, wasn’t it?” Pinky said.

      I was surprised out of my thoughts. I hadn’t realized the tarmac of Big Boy was still in view. Then I felt dumb when I realized there were several distance goggles on the dropship. “There’s no way to know for sure, but yeah, I think so.”

      “Me, too,” said Mason. I frowned up at him. He definitely didn’t have goggles on.

      Mouse looked even more confused than me. Pinky must have noticed it too. “What are you wondering about? When your balls are finally gonna drop?”

      “I’m sure it was him, too.”

      Pinky nodded. “Join the party.”

      “But I wasn’t looking,” Mouse said.

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t looking out the door. But I’m still sure it was him.”

      “Your head’s fried,” Pinky said.

      “Neither was I,” Mason said, looking down at me curiously. “I just had a gut feeling.”

      It struck me what it was. “Shared experience,” I mumbled.

      “What?”

      “That’s what General Nelson called it. Back in the lounge.”

      Mason gave me a curious look. “In the lounge?”

      I pulled out the alien stone. I was again struck by the rough edges, like it had been ripped from something much larger. I couldn’t imagine the power that must have been used to shear it off. “When you and I first touched this thing, I blacked out. I can’t remember anything from that time, but when I did it with Nelson, it was like he could control it or something. He was in a starship lounge with me.” I gave a quick rundown of what had happened in the meeting. “He said it was a shared experience, and the Druk could do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Beats me. I guess have team talks in their minds.” I hesitated. “And there was something else. Something impossible.”
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      “Well?” Mason asked. “What’s this impossible thing?”

      Before I could figure out where to start, Dice cut in, “Wait a minute.” I realized the rest of the Marines had been listening in on my conversation with Mason. “Back up and break this down for me. What the hell happened back there?”

      “Yeah,” said Pinky. “I just figured you’d told them some BS to save your skin and left us up shit river with shittier paddles.”

      I shook my head. “Nelson had me in an interrogation room. I had the stone out.” I had been idly holding it in my hand, but I raised it now.

      Pinky and the rest of them leaned back like I was holding a big pile of horse shit. “Just keep that damn thing away from me. I don’t need to be in your head, Cap. Keep your gay wet dreams to yourself.”

      Mason was the only one leaning forward. “And you had this shared experience thing with him?” He held his hand out. I carefully turned my hand over and held it just inches above Mason’s outstretched hand. I dropped the stone in such a way that we weren’t both touching it at the same time.

      I was suddenly acutely aware of the open hatches on either side of the dropship. The wind was whipping in. If I dropped the damn thing out the side after all this, the rest of the guys in the ship would probably throw me out after it.

      Mason turned the stone around in his hand, feeling the smooth edges. He held it right up close to his face. I could see that the strange raised lettering ended abruptly where the edges were sheared off.

      “All this is about a chunk of ore?” Leech said, surprising all of us.

      “Easy,” said Dice.

      Leech shook his head, and it occurred to me that Dice was like a lion tamer with Leech. The big guy seemed to be right beside him everywhere they went, and Dice seemed to be the one he’d listen to.

      “We oughta just blow that shit up,” Ginger said.

      Mouse smirked. “You want to blow everything up.”

      Ginger smiled. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “What now?” Lam pulled his helmet off and ran his hand through his short-cropped hair.

      “We can’t just fly around forever,” Dice said from the pilot’s seat. He turned his head partially back. “We aren’t bingo fuel, but this puppy was in line for a drink. As it is, I’d say we’re working on about an hour of flight time.”

      “Can’t we just give them the stupid rock and be done with it?” Pinky asked impatiently.

      I shook my head, but Mason beat me to it. “No way,” he said. “It has some power over them. You saw it.”

      “The major’s right,” Lam said. “Did you see the way those bastards reacted? I’ve never seen Druk do that. Ever. It has huge potential value.”

      “You see a lot of Druk, Sarge?” asked Pinky.

      “Plenty. I was around for the Extinction while you boys were in the joint tickling each other’s balls.” Lam shook his head, lost in thought. “The Druk don’t stop. They don’t run. They sure as hell don’t turn on each other.”

      “It’s more than that,” I said at last.

      Mason cocked his head. “You keep saying that.”

      “I know how this sounds, but I think…” I hesitated, knowing how crazy this would sound to the others—and how much it would mean to my brother. “I think we might be able to save everyone that the Druk killed here when they first arrived.”

      There was a long silence. “What?” Mason choked out.

      I looked at him directly. “When I was in the shared space, I could see people that Nelson said were from Planet Hell.” Mason narrowed his eyes, and I could feel his question. I nodded. His eyes grew wide.

      “From Planet Hell?” Pinky asked. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean everyone that the aliens killed when they arrived. I think—Nelson thinks—that the event that wiped everyone’s brain was tied in with the shared space. That somehow those memories and personalities and everything got sucked in there.”

      “So in this weird space,” Pinky said, “there are people that used to be alive here?”

      I nodded.

      Pinky whistled to himself. “That’s screwed up.”

      “And that means we might be able to save them.”

      Lam raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite an assumption.”

      “We have to try,” Mason said. “We have to save that rock at all cost.”

      “So now the magic rock is the mission?” Dice said. “I mean, no offense, but that seems crazy. And more importantly, we’re getting on towards bingo fuel here, so we need to make a decision about—”

      “What the hell?” Mouse said, his voice squeaking.

      “Holy shit, they’re coming!” Dice said.

      I swung around and looked out the cockpit window. Sure enough, the cubes that had been on the center of the landing platform were now airborne and coming straight at us.

      “Damn,” Lam breathed. “They really are after that rock.”

      “This is great and all,” Dice said, “but now we need to figure out how to—”

      “Oh my God,” Mouse said.

      A pinpoint of light erupted on the landing platform in the center of Big Boy.

      “Hell yeah,” whispered Ginger, almost reverentially.

      The point of light grew brighter and larger, before it dimmed into a mushroom cloud. The surface of Big Boy ruptured with a huge explosion.

      The platform began to slowly list to one side. One of the three engine pods—the ones that were designed to never stop firing—broke loose of a pair of supports. It looked like an animal trying to break free from its chains, straining to rip itself free. Whatever thousands of fail-safes that were tied to the enormous engine finally gave way, and the engine flared and shut down.

      The entire platform lurched as another explosion, even more powerful than the first, ripped the top of the station open like a can exploding.

      Even from this distance, I could see debris flying off the floating platform. Ships. Buildings. People.

      The platform began to list, then slowly turned on its side. Everything that had been on top went sliding off.

      The entire slow-motion scene was staggering. And I knew that in that little puff of debris were thousands of men and women flailing in panic, thrown off the platform and falling from the upper atmosphere to their deaths. They would pass out in the thin air long before the impact with the planet, but that didn’t put my mind at ease.

      “My God,” I breathed, the thought overwhelming me.

      Then the huge central engine turned bright orange, and the entire platform disappeared in a fireball that rivaled the dual suns.

      Big Boy was ripped in half.
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      For several seconds, the only sound in the dropship was the thrusters.

      “That’s impossible,” Mouse croaked at last.

      “I promise you it ain’t,” Dice said somberly.

      “It was the pulse generators in the armory,” Mason said. “Holy shit, the whole base blew.”

      “It’s not pulse generators,” I said, regaining my voice.

      “It sure as shit looks like them.” Another set of explosions burned the sky as what was left of Big Boy splintered and blew apart again. All that was left airborne now were the smaller pieces caught in the breeze.

      “Maybe field pulse generators, but everything in the central armory was unarmed or had safeties in. Just conventional shit on the top level,” I said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve spent the last month down there!” I said.

      The dropship bounced hard enough to throw everyone out of their seats.

      “Whoa, what the hell was—”

      The ship swung violently in the air, throwing everyone inside up off their seats again.

      I grabbed desperately for the netting and hung on for dear life as the ship banked hard. I caught a flash of the tail thrusters swinging past the side door and realized that wasn’t possible, until I understood that I was actually hanging out the door.

      I still had a grip on the gear net on the side of the interior, but I’d grabbed one of the tie-down loops, and it had several feet of give in it. I was wedged with my back to the corner of the dropship’s open hatchway, one leg and one arm flailing outside. My head caromed against the frame of the hatch. I was facing backward down the length of the ship, toward the tail.

      The planet spun beneath me. Bile bubbled up in my stomach, but I swallowed it down.

      Someone grabbed me and jerked me back into the cockpit. I stared up at Lam. He was shouting something at me, but my earpiece was gone and the whining dropship thrusters were too loud to be heard over.

      Something flashed behind Lam. Someone or something disappeared out the open hatch. A rifle bounced past before disappearing out the door; then the ship shifted again. Dice struggled in the cockpit, and Leech somehow hung on to the back of the seat, swinging around in the air just as wildly.

      Mason was hanging onto the crossbar on the machine gun assembly. He still had the rock, which was hampering his ability to get a grip.

      I shoved Lam back and looped my arm into the gear netting, reaching out with my other arm. “Gotcha!” I screamed, grasping the thick edge of Mason’s flak jacket where it snapped into his gear belt.

      Mason’s grip shifted in the same moment, and he slipped off the control bar. He swung back wildly in the air for a moment before smashing backwards into me, knocking the wind out of me. If I hadn’t looped my arm around the netting, we both would have flown out the open hatch. As it was, I got more tangled in the netting, but I managed to swing Mason around and shove him back into the netting as well.

      Mason thrashed and shoved an arm and a leg into the netting, finally securing himself as the ship seemed to reach some kind of level flight again.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Dice screamed from up front. “I have to put down. Now!”

      Lam grabbed the same edge of the control bar on the pulse cannon that Mason had just slipped from, then pulled himself forward. He stood and walked past the open hatch without glancing over. If the ship had been buffeted again, he would have been thrown right out.

      But the dropship stayed level, and Lam reached the front. He half-helped, half-shoved Leech back into the copilot’s seat before leaning over Dice.

      “Fire support base!” I blurted. “Where we landed and refueled before the mission.”

      Lam seemed to consider it for half a second, which I thought was impossible, considering he was standing in the cockpit of a damaged dropship with red lights blinking everywhere in front of him. He glanced at Mason before nodding. “That’s the plan, then.”

      I looked to Mason, but he was looking down. I followed his gaze and felt my stomach drop down so hard I thought it might rip right of me, like some bad special effect.

      The Druk stone was lying there caught on the side of my boot, one good kick away from rolling out of the ship. Hell, one anything away from rolling out. A whim would probably do it.

      I carefully reached down, holding my feet as still as I could possibly manage while retrieving the ore. I exhaled loudly as I picked it up. I nodded at Mason as I slid it back into my pocket, then smiled as the adrenaline in my system seemed to crest. “Are we having fun yet?”

      I wasn’t, of course. Just happy that both of us were still alive.

      Mason nodded and, to my surprise, returned my smile with one of his own. “Yeah, bitch, we’re having fun,” he said. “As long as we have that stone.”

      I sensed a change in the landscape outside the dropship. It pitched around and started to descend rapidly. Lam pointed out the windshield over Dice’s shoulder. “That’s it. It should have a pad on the far side.”

      “I see it,” Dice said. “Now I just have to land on it.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Pinky asked.

      “Are we not still flightworthy?” Lam said.

      “Well, she’s handling like a bus driving up a mountainside, but I have control again. I think we damaged the tail thruster assembly, but we’ll manage.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Lam asked.

      “Oh, well, it’s just that I can barely remember how to fly one of these. It’s been a while.”

      “How long is a while?” Mason asked.

      “How long was I in the penal colony? Eight, ten years?”

      “Shit, man,” said Pinky. “That’s a long time.”

      Dice nodded. “Yeah, it would have been about twenty years before that.”

      The dropship was silent for a moment as everyone did the math on how old Dice was.

      “Were you a fetus at the time?” Pinky said at last.

      “Shit,” Lam mumbled.

      “It’ll be fine,” Dice said at last. “I got us this far.”

      The dropship wobbled, then steadied, then wobbled again.

      And then the ship dropped like a stone for a good two feet. The ground smashed into the supports, and my chin crunched into my chest before my head bounced back and I gasped involuntarily.

      The ship jumped back in the air, then jostled up on one landing skid before settling down again.

      The ship was silent again for a moment. Dice reached up over his head and flipped a set of switches; then he turned back to the quiet cabin. “Put on your shoes, kids. We’re here.”
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      The fire support base was as unimpressive now as the first time we’d hit it up, at least as far as I could recall. At the time, I’d been more concerned with what Mason had gotten myself and the rest of the team involved in. Back then, all those several hours ago, I had only been worried about not letting Mason get both of us killed.

      We landed, and I hopped out along the others. Dice made his way immediately to the tail thrusters. Mason stayed behind in the dropship.

      “I don’t think it’s actually damaged,” Dice said.

      “So that was just your driving, then?” Pinky laughed.

      Dice rolled his eyes. “I think that blast was just big as hell. But I don’t have to think about fuel. I’m sure about that. We’re empty.”

      “We have fuel here,” I said.

      “No shit. It’s about the only thing this nowhere place is good for,” offered Mouse.

      “I don’t actually know what I’m doing,” Dice said. “I only fly ’em, I don’t fill ’em up.”

      “I do,” Lam offered. “I used to work with the gasbags. We just have to get the fueler line. It’s on the refueling hover sled.”

      “You know where the sled is?”

      Lam nodded. “I know where it should be.”

      “Where the hell is everybody?” Ginger asked.

      “Good question,” I said. “There was just a skeleton crew here this morning, too. Since when are they taking holidays at the refuel stops?”

      The dropship thrusters finally completed their shutdown routines and went silent. Without the background rattle, we could talk without yelling.

      “Maybe they saw the show and got spooked,” Pinky said, pointing up to where Big Boy should have been. Only a few wisps of smoke still remained to indicate where the huge platform had once floated.

      “I knew people up there,” Dice said. “There were four thousand people on that base.”

      “I knew a few assholes there.” Pinky sniffed. “And a few of the assholes who put me here were there, too.”

      “You did plenty to put yourself here.”

      “What now?” Ginger asked, suddenly looking up. “I mean, shit, man. Ain’t nobody in charge out here now. Who says what we do?”

      “We have to establish contact,” I said. “Once we’re refueled, we’ll head back to McKinney and tell them what happened here. Who knows what information they have?”

      The McKinney was a true Armada-class starship in orbit. We couldn’t get there entirely with the dropship, but the McKinney had a dragnet lowered down, attached to a space elevator assembly. We could dock in the dragnet and make our way into orbit. It was time-consuming, but our choices were limited now.

      Ginger spat. “I’m not taking orders from you.”

      “Bullshit you aren’t,” Lam snapped.

      “Jesus, Sarge,” Ginger said, shaking his head. “You really want to suck this guy’s cock just because he’s got the bars? The whole base just went to shit. We don’t have to—”

      Lam was in Ginger’s face so fast that I was genuinely surprised they didn’t bump heads. “You see my face, Private?”

      “Yeah,” Ginger said defensively. He didn’t step backward under Lam’s withering stare, but he did break eye contact first.

      “Do you see my face, Private?” Lam screamed.

      “Yes, sir,” Ginger said more forcefully.

      “Does it look any different from the last time you saw it?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Then my face still tells your ugly mug what to do. If I say to suck some captain’s balls, all you want to know is how deep, is that understood?”

      Ginger hesitated.

      “Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ginger said at last, looking sourly over at me.

      “Same goes for the major,” Lam added, almost as an afterthought. It was so comically out of place that it seemed to break some of the tension.

      Ginger chuckled. “Right.”

      Mason still hadn’t gotten out of the chopper, and now was the time we desperately needed some leadership. Lam was holding it together. If he hadn’t been here, I was sure the men would have turned on us and then figured out what to do after that. Only the smallest of margins was stopping them now.

      I took a deep breath. “Sergeant, I’ll coordinate the watch while you figure out where that fuel tanker is and get it back here. Think you can do it in ten minutes?”

      Lam nodded. “It’ll only take a couple minutes to find. But it might take half an hour to fill up.”

      “Take Leech with you.”

      The big man glanced at Dice from the copilot’s seat. Dice nodded, and Leech grabbed his rifle and joined Lam.

      “Pinky, you and Mouse take watch on top of the sandbag wall. We don’t want some Returners surprising us,” I said. “Dice, we need you close so this thing can take off as soon as we have it ready. Ginger, stick with me.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dice said, and he almost sounded like he wasn’t being a smartass.

      Ginger nodded.

      “The major and I will head up to the watchtower. We need to watch for those alien bastards. If they come back … well, if they come back we’ll figure out how to screw them over then.”

      “Do we know if the” – Mouse hesitated – “light show up there also got those cubes?”

      “Must have,” Dice said. “I didn’t see them once we stabilized.”

      I didn’t say what I thought, which was that there was no way that blast got them. The Druk ships were practically indestructible.

      “Guess we’ll see,” I said. I saw movement back at the dropship. My brother was just emerging. “All this good with you, Major?”

      Mason nodded. His face was pale, and I could tell that he was still struggling to process what I’d told him. Truth be told, I was too. “As long as we got that rock with us, I’m good with anything.”
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      I scanned the sky.

      The tower was short, and really only meant for scanning the acreage around the fire support base. There were hills to the west and south that made seeing more than a mile or two in that direction impossible. The land north and east was flatter, but strewn with large boulders and other impediments to visibility.

      In short, the fire support base was shit to secure, but I put in the effort nonetheless.

      “There’s nothing out here,” Mason said, raising his head from the scope. He and I were back to back.

      “Probably not,” I conceded. “But I needed something to do while they were refueling that thing, and I didn’t think you and I needed to be down there.”

      “Unruly bunch of bastards, aren’t they?”

      I saw movement just beyond the sandbags. I raised my rifle, then watched as a pair of drones buzzed by. The zombie drones were everywhere. I let my shoulders relax. “Shit, Mason. You found these assholes for this mission.”

      “They were sitting on their thumbs like everyone else up there.”

      “Nobody doing anything up there now,” I said. The image of Big Boy falling down in pieces haunted my mind, along with the people that had fallen with it.

      Mason nodded distractedly. “Do you think you can use the stone again? You know, to see if we can, well, you know.”

      “See mom and dad?”

      “Well?” he asked. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “But I want them back in flesh and blood.”

      “Me too,” Mason said. He looked back at me expectantly. “But I’ll take what I can get right now.”

      “What, now?” I asked.

      “Why not? I figured that’s why you brought us up here together.”

      “Because we’ll pass out and lose time,” I said. “Not to mention it seems to be a big flashing ‘come this way’ sign for the Druk. No way. We’ll have time to study this and figure it all out once we get some distance between us and whatever the hell’s going on with the aliens. Right now, we just have to get off the surface and back in orbit. Then we can play researcher with this damn rock.”

      “I say we don’t wait,” Mason said.

      “Of course you’d say that,” I said. Mason always thought I was too cautious, but he was just crazy risky. We were in the middle of a run for our lives, and he wanted to go into some comatose state together? “Guess what? Nobody that just died on Big Boy is going to be coming back. Same for us if we get killed out here. So let’s not get dead, or we don’t see anyone ever again.”

      I saw movement again. It was a different spot along the sandbags, about a hundred feet from the previous movement. Mason must have sensed my back tensing up, because he stopped talking.

      “Definitely got movement—” I watched as two more drones drifted lazily by. I exhaled. “Never mind. Apparently all the drones are visiting this morning.”

      “They’re out here everywhere, the little shits,” Mason said, chuckling. “That’s the problem with a world of technology when all the living things eat it instantly. The tech just lives on.”

      I let the tension in my arms slip away. “As soon as we can, we’ll use the stone again,” I said. “For now, though, you think you can lead this ragtag team of convicts out of here?”

      Mason laughed. “You’re an officer too.”

      “I’m just here to keep you out of trouble,” I said. “But you—”

      I was cut off by a sharp static blast in my earpiece. “We have the fueler. Heading back now.”

      A second later, Pinky clicked twice on my mic, signaling he had us in sight, followed by Dice signaling the same.

      “We need to get that dropship in the air and out of here,” I said.

      Mason nodded. “Rally the troops, Captain.”

      “As you were, Major,” I said. I felt a little smile on my lips. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt hope. I’d forgotten what it felt like.

      I stood up. “You realize that without Lam, these guys would kill us.”

      “I think plenty of officers throughout history are similarly indebted to the NCOs.”

      I shook my head, then activated my throat mic. “We’re making a one-way trip to McKinney. Get enough fuel to get us there with a reasonable reserve, then get us in the air.”

      “Copy that,” Dice said. “This place gives me the creeps. We’re blowing this joint as soon as we can.”

      “Phrasing,” offered Pinky, who seemed to be over his concern for the lost souls on Big Boy. If dark humor was a sport for Marines, it was a fine art for the convicts.

      “I’d say five minutes, then we’re good to go,” said Dice.

      “We’re heading down,” I said.

      The ladder down the side of the tower had a metal mesh around it, extending down to a smaller half-nest at the midpoint of the tower. The space was just big enough for a single man to sit uncomfortably. It felt like the kind of useless amenity the Union was good at throwing in.

      We’d both navigated around the nest, to the point where the ladder was open to the elements, when Mason slapped at his shoulder. “Ouch, what the hell?”

      I glanced down as Mason pulled out a dart. Then his eyes rolled into the back of his head.
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      I dropped a couple rungs and reached out for Mason, just catching him before he fell backward off the tower.

      I smashed my head into a couple more rungs as I slid down, then a barely audible whistle caught my attention. I was still holding Mason by the back of his jacket. He was completely passed out.

      Something clanged against the ladder rung right in front of my face. I jerked back instinctively, losing my grip on Mason.

      “Shit!” I shouted, reaching forward again, but only managing to slap against the side of Mason’s helmet. His prone body fell the last five feet, but at least it wasn’t face-forward. Mason landed more-or-less on his feet before instantly crumpling into a pile of dead weight at the bottom of the steps.

      I looked at my outstretched arm, and the small dart stuck in the fabric. It had hit the metal rung and bounced back with enough force that the sharp edge managed to dig into my sleeve. I carefully pulled it out and stared at it dumbly.

      “Shooters on the roof!” Lam's voice exploded in my earpiece.

      The static and screaming was enough to wake me from my stupor. I jerked myself backward, scrambling to pull myself up into the mesh-covered portion of the ladder. I managed to pull my legs into the half-nest just as another dart clanged off the side of the metal tower.

      “Get the pulse cannon off the dropship!” screamed Pinky, followed by the chatter of pulse fire.

      I recognized the automatic chatter of the twin cannon as it opened up. I was too low to see, but I imagined Lam had set up a position away from the landing pad for just such an occasion.

      I slid my pulse rifle out through the shooting slit on the side of the nest, but I saw nothing outside. I scanned the grounds.

      The return fire wasn’t coming from outside the base. As Lam had said, but I was only now beginning to grasp, the gunfire was coming from the roof.

      How was that possible?

      I realized Mason and I had been looking the wrong way. We’d assumed, when we arrived at the fire support base and there was no radio contact, that that meant the place was deserted, especially since it had been lightly staffed to begin with. If anyone was here, why would they want to hide?

      But that was a foolish assumption. The proper attitude to take in this scenario, especially considering we had our doubts about supposed friendlies like General Nelson and his Empire grunts, was to assume there could be a hostile element inside the base and approach it accordingly. I had seen simulations like this before, and I’d acted in exactly the right way.

      But then, I’d known I was in a simulation. I wasn’t rattled and scared, and hadn’t just witnessed the destruction of an enormous platform fortress.

      In short, I’d screwed the Marines right over.

      I jerked the rifle back out of the slide space and spun around. I couldn’t get a clear shot back at the station from here. The cage was designed to allow a man to face outward and fire, not inward. I’d have to drop back down the steps.

      Something exploded on the roof and sent a huge chunk of metal ripping off the side. Two men in black Empire uniforms fell screaming from the roof. That confirmed for me that these were General Nelson’s men. The bastard was still after us, and the stone.

      “We’re clear on the north side,” screamed Ginger, leaping out of the side of the station doorway nearest me. I hadn’t seen Ginger until this moment, when we locked gazes. The crazy red-headed bastard already had another grenade. He threw it on the roof without even looking, a big wicked grin on his face.

      Another explosion ripped through the roof, sending more chunks of siding exploding down the side of the station. I looked down, suddenly worried that Mason would be buried under the rubble.

      Mason’s body was gone.

      “The hell?” I screamed, then waved at Ginger. “Do you see the major down there?”

      Ginger shook his head, then ducked as pulse chatter exploded inside the small doorway where he was hiding. I bent behind a portion of ledge that made up the exit.

      I was caught in the crossfire of a fast-developing shootout. Lam and the rest of the team were now on the roof, apparently having driven off whoever was shooting darts at me. At least I hoped so, because now I was completely exposed.

      “Give us one more, Ginger.” Pinky sounded out of breath, and I guessed he was with Lam and the others who’d climbed on the side of the roof. From my vantage, I could just see the roof.

      Ginger popped back up, another grenade in his hand.

      Two men in black uniforms burst out of the side of the building.

      I fired without aiming, peppering the dirt around and behind them. I watched the first fall, then the second. I scanned the side of the building, looking for more movement, when the outward-facing side of the nest exploded with pulse fire.

      I ducked down, jerking away from the explosion of energy slugs. In theory, I was protected from direct fire by the mesh, but that didn’t do much for all the energy packets flying around me.

      I heard a scream and looked down to see Ginger spin around, his face bloody. His chest erupted under the sustained fire coming from just outside the camp.

      I forced myself to lean forward, hot plasma scorching my cheeks, shoving my rifle through the gunner’s slit and firing back blindly in the direction of the pulse fire gushing from beyond the sandbags at the edge of camp.

      Then I saw General Nelson standing like a damn cowboy, pointing toward the roof, a dozen men with him on either side, crouched and firing.

      The small ugly lieutenant looked even uglier since our last encounter. His shoulder was in a sling of sorts, although it looked like he was gritting his teeth and had his arm pulled out of the makeshift sling to fire his rifle. It looked even bigger than the last one he’d had.

      I took aim at Nelson. There wasn’t time to sight down my scope, but I didn’t think I needed to. The idiot was standing, making himself a big fat target. Even Mason would have hit him.

      Then I saw movement below me. I looked down and saw something small and oblong bounce against the base of the tower.

      I took me a moment to grasp that what I was seeing was one of Ginger's grenades.

      Then a blinding flash erupted at the base of the tower.
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      The explosion ripped the bottom of the tower open, like a tree trunk splintering.

      The ground shifted as the tower tilted back toward the roof of the fire station. It crashed down with a huge sound and broke just above my head, the top-heavy portion of the tower with the big cat house smashing down on the roof with a blinding, deafening explosion.

      “Shit!” Lam screamed.

      “Look out!”

      “Down!”

      Voices became a blur to me as I smashed my face against the back of the cage. I saw stars, then jerked my head up. I’d blacked out, but I didn’t know for how long. I tried to gather my bearings, but as I lifted my head, the world spun around me and I felt a sharp pain from my left leg. I looked down, but it took every ounce of effort just to move my head.

      I was hanging upside down, half out of the collapsed tower, my leg wrenched and trapped in the edge of the cage where it had smashed into the roof.

      I swung myself upward, but I didn’t have the body strength to reach my leg. So I swayed backward and forward until my foot finally came loose with a fresh explosion of pain, and I fell. I twisted my body as best I could, but most of my weight still landed on my shoulder. I grunted and sprawled forward on the ground, feeling the cool dirt and not wanting anything more than to just lie there for a moment to catch my breath.

      More gunfire erupted from the roof. I stood, my right ankle straining, but refused to heed the pain there as I started to move again, this time around the side of the station toward the dropship pad, away from the side where I’d seen Nelson and his men.

      Whatever had prompted them to try and shoot me with those sleeper darts and not just kill me outright, apparently it hadn’t been conveyed to the men on the roof.

      Plasma fire ripped into the dirt in front of me.

      I scampered back to the edge of the building. I was covered as long as I stayed there, but not for long. I'd be hemmed in the moment Nelson’s forces outside the camp arrived.

      Then I saw it — just on the edge of the landing pad, right where there was a ladder up to the roof. The big twin pulse cannon that had been on the dropship, and that Lam had subsequently set up on the roof. It must have been knocked down when the watchtower had fallen, throwing everything up there into disarray.

      I rushed for the cannon, waiting for a shot in the back that never came. Either the men on the roof thought they’d already killed me, or they were distracted. Either way, I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      I reached the big twin-barrel weapon and lifted it upright, spinning it around and aiming for the roof, expecting to see more of the Empire bastards there.

      Instead, I saw five men with their hands behind their heads, leaning forward, facing off the edge of the roof: Sergeant Lam, Dice, Pinky, Leech, and Mouse.

      Behind each man was a black-clad soldier with a rifle to his head.

      I angled up the pulse cannon. I thought I’d be able to clip at least a couple of those bastards with their guns to the Marines’ heads before they could react. That might be enough to tip the scales up there, although from my position it was hard to say what else might be up there.

      Then I felt something cold and steely touch the back of my neck. I turned to see General Nelson, punch pistol at my neck, flanked by a half-dozen men, all with their weapons trained on me.

      As I watched, Nelson’s ugly little lieutenant stepped forward. He had a body over his shoulder that he unceremoniously dumped on the ground.

      It was Mason.

      I felt my hands tense on the cannon controls, imagining for a moment that I might swing it around and pepper Nelson and his friends with a steady rain of pulse fire. The punch pistol shoved deeper into my neck, and I gritted my teeth, my plan dissolving away.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Nelson said. “I just want the stone.”
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      “You did all this for the stupid stone?” Mason asked. He was on his knees and looked groggy, like his system was still fighting off the dart’s effects.

      General Nelson released the pressure on his pistol and kicked the twin pulse cannon assembly over. “No,” he said. “I did all this for the incredibly important stone. What did you think I was after? What do you think they’re after?” He waved his hand in the general direction of where Big Boy had been in the sky. “And if we aren’t careful, those alien bastards will be here, no thanks to you and this little fireworks display.”

      “What’s so amazing about that stone?” Mason asked, playing dumb and stalling for time.

      I reached down to my cargo pants to grab the stone. I didn’t know what I planned to do with it, I just—

      The pocket was ripped open at the bottom. And empty.

      I felt my eyes widen, and tried to control my breathing. It must have been shredded open when the tower crashed over and I’d been thrown from the bird cage, hanging by a leg.

      I left my hand there, covering the ripped-open pocket. I didn’t know what Nelson might do if he realized that I didn’t have the stone.

      But the ugly lieutenant saw and sneered. “He doesn’t even have it.”

      Nelson frowned; then he followed my hand down to the torn pocket. He pursed his lips, then shook his head. “Find it,” he said over his shoulder, without looking up. “It can’t be far. Check by the tower. Or did you lose it earlier?”

      He yanked the helmet off my head, jerking the throat mic bar tight across my neck as he did so. I gagged for a second. Nelson had me by the scruff of my short-cropped black hair, the punch pistol now at my temple. “So help me God, if you lost that—”

      “Relax, Paul,” said the ugly lieutenant. He turned the corner, flipping the stone casually into the air. “I got it.” He turned it over and smirked, running his hand along the alien script along the top. “Nice to feel it again.”

      “You’ve used the stone before?” I gasped, though I knew the lieutenant had barged in on the shared experience between myself and Nelson, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise.

      Nelson laughed, then pointed at the Empire soldiers behind me. “We all have.” Several of them shared a nod and a smile. “A stone, mind you. Not this stone. At least, we don’t think it’s the same one.” He shrugged. “Who knows, maybe there are thousands of them. I don’t know. Nobody does.”

      “How do you know any of this?” Mason asked again.

      Nelson shrugged and motioned to the men on the roof. Lam and the others got to their feet and marched away from the edge. I assumed they were coming back down. “We came into contact with one before.”

      “You and your Empire dogs?” I said.

      “Yes, you could say that. We’ve been worried about the aliens much longer than you. We tried to warn your government about it, but the Union’s inept. That’s not my fault. We tried.”

      “You’ve been here before?” Mason asked.

      Nelson smirked. “Didn’t your brother tell you? I’m from here. Just like you.”

      “You don’t know anything about us,” Mason spat.

      “I know you’re from the Guild of Juuvlin. That’s who sponsored this world once upon a time, back when I lived in the Northern Territories.”

      I shook my head. Of course. His accent made perfect sense now. Why hadn’t I heard it sooner?

      “You hate us,” I said.

      “Not true,” Nelson said. “I respect you. Well, not spoiled brats like you. But your father and his father. You made your Guild name mean something. I respect that.” He shrugged. “My family name was dirt, so I left. I joined the Empire on a feeder ship. I wasn’t expected to survive long enough for promotion.” He smiled. “But I’m a survivor. And when the Druk landed here, I was the perfect one for the Empire to send in. To understand what the Druk could do for us.”

      “What do you mean, could do for the Empire?” Mason asked.

      “Weapons,” Nelson said. “Obviously. Several of the NewVerse species have been godsends. They’ve allowed us to blow past the other human powers. The Da’hune alone have changed our weapons tech forever.”

      “The Da-who?” I said.

      Nelson snorted. “Don’t play dumb. I know your father the Archduke would have filled you in. We make no apologies. Where there’s an advantage, we take it.”

      “And what’s the advantage in that rock?” I asked.

      “Is that a serious question?” Nelson rolled his eyes. “Mind control, obviously.”

      “What?” Mason said, bewildered.

      “In the shared space, I can implant ideas. I can share thoughts. But more than that. With enough practice and force of thought, I can bend people to have the same thoughts I have, only they think they came up with the idea on their own. They don’t realize that I’m directing their thoughts. It’s very, very powerful. The offensive ramifications in wartime are staggering.”

      I shook my head. “Is there ever a time the Empire isn’t trying to weaponize something?”

      Nelson smiled. “No.”

      “So what happened?” I said.

      “With what?”

      “The other stone. You wouldn’t need this one if you still had that one.”

      Nelson’s demeanor seemed to darken. “Mistakes were made. Let’s not dwell on that.”

      “You don’t care who or what you screw up to get your precious weapons,” I said.

      “Nope,” said Nelson. “That’s the Empire way. We’re not so bad once you get to know us. Let’s just say that we’re driven. The Union’s only drive is toward extinction.”

      “For a guy born on one of the wealthiest Union worlds, you’re a real piece of work,” I said.

      “I play for the team that wins,” Nelson said. Then he cocked his head. “But I think you know what I’m about to tell you.”

      And I did. I could feel him pushing the thought into my mind. It wasn’t so much mind control as mind transference. “Dammit, how are you doing that?”

      “We were in that shared space. Every time we do it, the bond is stronger,” he said.

      “Do what?” Mason asked, bewildered.

      “He’s putting thoughts in my head,” I said. “Images.”

      “Of what?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know if I believe them.”

      “Believe it,” Nelson said.

      “What is it?” Mason asked, barely able to contain himself.

      “He’s not working for the Empire, not exactly. Not completely. If they get their weapons, so be it. But he wants to use the stone to bring the people back to life.”

      “My people back to life,” Nelson said. “Our people. The people of Udeba that the Druk took from us.”

      “You don’t know what we lost.”

      “I know that I lost my wife and three children. My two brothers and their children. My father and his brothers. I was the only one who got away. The only one who wasn’t here when it happened.”

      I closed my eyes, and I could suddenly feel his emotions. “You’ve seen them. In the shared space. Your family.”

      “Some of them,” Nelson admitted.

      “So you want to get them back, too?” Mason asked. He sounded dubious.

      “Yes,” Nelson said. “Maybe. But that’s not the only thing I want to do.”

      “So what is it, then?” I asked.

      “I want to kill them,” he said. “I want to kill all the Druk.”
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      “What does that mean?”

      “Just what I said,” Nelson answered. “The stone is the key. It showed us how they work. How their shared minds work. This is the way to beat them. Conventional weapons won’t. And all the mind control in the universe is fine for the Empire in their wars with other humans, but it won’t change anything here. But if we can find a way to disrupt their shared thoughts, we can destroy them. We can chase them away from here forever.”

      I felt something else in those thoughts, something I didn’t think Nelson knew he was sending out. But I kept it to myself for the moment.

      “So what do you need me and Mason for?” I asked.

      “Because we still don’t understand exactly how it works,” he said, “but it’s working for you. That much is clear. We found you both unconscious, holding it, when we arrived. It was obvious you’d been in shared space.”

      I shook my head. “None of this is sanctioned by the Union, I’m sure of it. You wouldn’t have to be running around hiding if it was.”

      “We had no problem securing that interrogation room,” Nelson snapped back.

      “You just pulled rank until someone higher up noticed,” I said. Mason had played the same game to get us out there in the hills to begin with, but I didn’t say so aloud.

      “Maybe. But my mission is sanctioned at the highest levels. We’ll be disavowed if anyone else catches wind of it, but we need to understand this tech.”

      “Bullshit,” spat Lam, who along with the other Marines had been shepherded around to join us on the pad. I had no illusions that Nelson and his men would take the dropship now, to wherever they were planning to take the stone to begin with. “If this was sanctioned, you wouldn’t be killing my men. And Big Boy wouldn’t be a steaming crater, along with everyone in the chain of command around here.”

      “I didn’t blow up that base, they did!” shouted Nelson, pointing vaguely at the sky. “We shouldn’t be fighting over this, we should be working together to take out these Druk bastards.”

      “And that’s why my men and I were in the brig when we got back to Big Boy?”

      Nelson’s face soured. “Fine, yes, you were gonna get screwed. A little bit. But not for long. You just took the fall for your little mission, which wasn’t sanctioned. I had nothing to do with that.” He nodded at me. “Blame officers Tweedledee and Tweedledum for that. That’s why you ended up in the brig.”

      “It’s a damn rock,” Pinky said. “It’s not like it’s a plasma generator or something.”

      I stood up. “It’s more than that,” I said. I looked at Nelson. “Maybe you still need to work out some of the kinks in your mind control. Because I think you told me something else you didn’t want to.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “You don’t just want to kill the Druk. You want to control them,” I said. “You want to make them your own little army.”

      Nelson rolled his eyes. “I won’t deny that’s a dream of mine, but it’s not going to happen. I know that. The best thing we can do is bring everyone back who was killed here, then disrupt the shared mind of the Druk and force them to withdraw from the planet.”

      I looked at Mason. “You’re buying this shit?” I said at last.

      Mason laughed and tipped his head at Nelson. “He doesn’t have the authority to do what he’s doing. I know a bullshitter when I see one.”

      Nelson didn’t react one way or the other, but none of his men moved a muscle, all of them standing ramrod straight.

      “But he’s right,” Mason finally said. “The stone is the key to getting everyone back, and destroying the Druk.”

      “How do you know—”

      “I’ve been studying them for years. On every assignment. Every day. While you were being a perfect little officer on his mandatory service, I was figuring out everything there was to know about the Druk. And what that rock did back there? The way it affected those Druk? That’s never happened before. Never. Not once.”

      I was stunned by the revelation. He hated the Druk and what they’d done to us, but I’d never heard Mason mention any of this before.

      “And we both saw mom and dad,” he continued. “We both saw people in the shared space.” He shook his head. “This guy is a lying piece of shit, but he’s right.”

      Nelson nodded. “There you go. Your brother understands.”

      Mason shook his head. “I understand what the stone is. But I have no interest in helping you.”

      “You don’t really have a choice—”

      “Shit!” shouted the ugly lieutenant, the one General Nelson had called Telly. I shifted the stone from one hand to the other. “It’s hot.”

      Nelson stopped cold. “How did you find the stone?”

      “I just found it,” Telly said.

      “How? Did you see it when you walked over there?”

      “Not exactly, I—”

      “Did it call out to you?”

      Telly shifted uncomfortably. “Look, I don’t know how this works like you do—”

      “Did you find the stone or did it find you, dipshit?”

      Telly looked past Nelson, and seemed to make eye contact with a couple of the black-clad men behind me. I could hear them tightening their grips on their rifles.

      “What’s the difference?” Telly asked.

      The ground shook as a massive metal cube roared into the sky above the station, shimmered, then dropped to the ground.
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      I had no idea if it was one of the cubes we’d seen over Big Boy, or another one. It probably didn’t matter. With the Druk, there was no way to know. They were a blank wall of action, with little or no explanation to back it up.

      But this one was clear.

      Nelson screamed at Telly. “Drop it, you stupid piece of shit!”

      Telly stared at the Druk ship as it descended. Nelson reached Telly in two quick strides and slapped the stone out of his hands. “You activated it, you asshole! You can’t trigger it, or they come!”

      “I didn’t—” Telly started, but Nelson cold-punched him in the face. Telly staggered away, nearly knocked out by the sucker punch.

      Nelson snapped his head up to look at the incoming ship.

      I sensed movement to my right. I turned in time to see Mason elbow the man holding him before leaping forward. He landed on the stone and grabbed it in one fluid motion. Mason wasn’t much of a student, but he was always a better athlete than I could ever hope to be.

      Even so, Nelson had half as far to go. He might be twice as old as Mason, but he also had his punch pistol out already. He fired, and only Mason’s forward motion saved him from taking a pulse center mass. Instead, it grazed past his side. Blood spurted on the ground as he spun around.

      Nelson jumped on him and rode him to the ground. He mashed his combat boot on Mason’s arm, slowly smashing the stone from his hand, holding the pistol at Mason’s head the whole time. “I only need one of you, asshole,” he said with a steady voice into Mason’s ear. “And it really doesn’t need to be you.”

      Mason stopped struggling and put his other hand to his side, blood pouring over his fingers. The plasma slug might have grazed him, but there was plenty of pain associated with being shot like that. “I’m not leaving that much power with you. We both know you’re full of shit.”

      Nelson smiled wickedly. “Major, you’re out of your depth. What I’m going to do with this stone is none of your concern. But I’ve still told you honestly and fairly what I’m planning. I’ve been an open book.”

      Mason spat in his face and tried to kick Nelson in the groin, but Nelson saw it coming and twisted away, ripping the stone away as he did.

      He swung his pistol up, aiming to shoot Mason in the head. “Goodbye, Major.”

      “Druk!” screamed Pinky. “Druk bastards.”

      I jumped up, ignoring the man who had a rifle to my back. “Move, bastards!”

      Several of the men around Nelson hesitated, seemingly unsure whether they should be shooting the Marines, the aliens, or both.

      Druk rained from the cube, dropping in giant piles of tentacles, then bounced to life and shot forward across the ground at incredible speed.

      Nelson ran forward, brandishing the stone in the air just like I’d done in the jail.

      Just as before, the nearest Druk seemed to hesitate and stutter before the stone. They looked lost, or blind, or both. Two made contact with each other and traded tentacle strikes. Others seemed to fall still, waiting to get more input before taking any further steps.

      Two Druk stepped clear of the floating cube, taking human form as they did so. They both stared at the stone.

      All the aliens further away were unaffected. It was like whatever the grey ore was, it had a limited sphere in which it affected them. The Druk seemed to understand the distance at which they could still operate, and they clearly weren’t scared of the ore.

      “Shoot those assholes,” Nelson directed.

      One of his men opened up with his rifle. The Druk crumpled under the automatic fire, but those nearby didn’t even seem to notice. That was strange. Pulse fire was usually sure to attract the Druk, but they were stuck in some suspended state.

      A shadow flitted across the sky. Another cube streaked overhead, then instantly stopped above. A blue beam of energy roared out of the base of the cube, and then the ground erupted around us.

      Rock and dirt blew into the air, then fell all around me. I was lucky that none of the bigger chunks of rock hit me. One came perilously close to crushing my head. As it was, the impact was so great that I bounced into the air. When I came flopping down, I tangled with someone else—Nelson.

      “Move, asshole,” I screamed at Nelson, shoving him off of my body. Then I turned and saw that Nelson was knocked out, the stone on the ground next to him.

      “Dropship!” screamed Dice, as Leech sprayed pulse fire across the ground in front of the remaining Druk. They seemed to have woken from their slumber and were charging ahead, that evil purring filling the air.

      “Move!” yelled Lam. The rest of the Marines were climbing aboard. Mouse threw himself through the open hatch, his legs flipping wildly in the air as he landed. The small support base, already badly damaged, was burning out of control from the shuttle’s direct strike.

      I looked over and saw Nelson stagger to his feet, then reached over to grab the stone. Without thinking, I dove forward and stamped on Nelson’s hand. He jerked back in shock.

      I dove on the stone, picked it up, then started to turn.

      Nelson reached out and grabbed the stone with incredible speed, his iron grip squeezing around my hand.

      It turned red-hot, and I gasped as I felt the heat searing my skin, like my entire hand was in boiling water.

      I tried to scream, but no sound came out.

      The ground around me shuddered, and turned my world to black.
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      I opened my mouth and sucked in a gulp of water. I turned and choked, tasting the mud and leaves blocking my throat. I leaned over and barfed the dirty water brew, struggling to recover my breath.

      I looked up to find myself in the backyard of an old wooden house. The green grass under me was freshly wet from rain and covered in fallen leaves. The yard itself was unkempt, with weeds growing from the corners nearest the wood fence, which itself was old and rotting. The red paint was barely visible. Several boards were missing, but I couldn’t see a thing beyond the fence.

      The house was badly in need of repair. An old balcony hung off the back from what looked like a small upstairs. I wouldn’t step out on that balcony on a dare.

      I turned toward the movement to my left just as a boot smashed into my ribs, sending me sprawling on my back. Whatever was left of my watery intake exploded out of me, along with a few choice chunks of whatever I’d eaten for breakfast.

      The mess slapped my face and slid down the sides of my head as I tried to ball myself up, anticipating another kick.

      It came as expected, smashing into my back. I yelped out in pain and rolled away.

      Nelson stood over me. “Get up.”

      “Screw off,” I gasped, or tried to. Nothing much more than blood and bile made it to my lips. The kick must have broken a rib.

      “Get up, asshole. We aren’t really here and we don’t have time for this.”

      “Where are we?” I managed to croak.

      Nelson looked wistfully at the old house. “Home, if you can believe it.”

      I looked again at the house. “I can believe it.”

      Nelson watched me for some time. “They’re all here. All my family.”

      I saw what would pass for a family reunion going on in the backyard. “Can you summon them?” I asked.

      “In this moment, yes,” he said. “But I can’t talk to them.” He looked frustrated. “We have so much more to learn.”

      I shook my head. There was that thought again. “You’re practically broadcasting your true intentions.”

      If the idea that he’d be here with his family was supposed to change things, I could tell that it didn’t. It suddenly occurred to me that he didn’t want to bring his family back. I gasped at the emotion. It was raw and clear.

      “They’d be ashamed of you,” I said.

      Nelson took a deep breath. “I’m sure of it, yes.”

      “You don’t want to save them.” I looked him in the eye. “You don’t want to bring any of them back. That’s all bullshit.”

      “Will it make you happy if I pretend like I care?” Nelson said. “I don’t care if you want to bring your family back. Fine. Be my guest. But that’s not what I want. I want to kill the Druk.”

      I shook my head. “Bullshit. You want to control the Druk. There’s a big difference.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe to you.”

      “To everyone. I’m pretty sure your Empire handlers would care.”

      Nelson shook his head. “This was a mistake,” he murmured to himself. “I only brought you here to tell you one thing.” He paused. “Don’t follow me.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Don’t follow you? What are you—”

      “You don’t understand what we have to do to win this. I don’t have time for naive people. We’re in a war for the future of humanity. I’m not running an orphanage for a couple of Guildies who can’t think big enough to understand what’s at stake.”

      A pulse rifle fired right next to my head. I winced and turned away, hand flying up to my ringing ear. I pulled it back, expecting to see blood. When I saw none, I turned around. Mason was standing there, holding his pulse rifle at his shoulder, steam still rising from the used energy pack.

      “Screw off, asshole,” he said.

      I realized then that Mason must have grabbed hold of the stone as well.

      Nelson laughed and fell over, blood squirting from his chest. “Don’t follow me, assholes,” he said through clenched teeth. This might not be real, but from what I’d learned from last time, it felt damn real when pain was inflicted.

      Mason screamed and kept squeezing the trigger as he ran forward, pouring round after round right into Nelson.

      I looked down at my hand. It had been warm a minute ago, but now it was cold.

      I was no longer holding the stone.
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      I awoke, staring up at the dropship ceiling, the roar of thrusters reverberating in my chest.

      I turned over and looked at Mason, who appeared equally dazed. We were in the hopper loops on the floor, meant to keep loose kit from bouncing around in the dropship. They were glorified bungee cords, with one side looped around clips on the floor of the ship.

      And then Mason and I shared a thought.

      The stone.

      I reached down instinctively to my left pocket, but it was ripped open. That was where it had been the first time. I reached down to my right pocket, not expecting much.

      Empty.

      I shook my head at Mason.

      He nodded and mouthed, “Nelson,” then leaned his head back and showed off a freshly bruised chin. “Bastard ripped the stone out of my hand and smashed me in the face with it,” he said. “By the time I could remember my name, he was long gone.” He shook his head angrily. “I thought those shots would slow him down, but he clearly has more experience with it. He came to way before me.”

      I nodded and patted him on the shoulder. “Not your fault, man. He’s got a lot more experience than either of us.”

      I unfastened my looped cord, then moved forward to the front of the dropship.

      “Welcome back, sleeping ugly,” said Pinky, without looking behind him. He was sitting up along where the twin plasma cannons would have been if they’d been re-racked, but they were loose in his lap. The assembly platform either hadn’t made the trip into the dropship, or was too broken from the fall from the roof. Beside me, Mouse was adjusting the pulse packs on his rifle.

      “Did he get away?”

      “Did who get away?” Mouse said.

      But I could see Leech in the copilot’s seat, nodding. I glanced over at Dice.

      “We think so,” Dice said. “Slippery dick.”

      Someone slapped me on the shoulder. I turned, expecting it to be Mason, but it was Lam who motioned me to the back of the dropship. “We need to talk.”

      Mason was already back there, sitting on the ordnance block secured to the cabin’s rear. It seemed he and Lam had already been in heated discussion, because Mason was scowling.

      Lam lowered his throat mic and covered it, then spelled out four numbers in quick succession with his other hand.

      I acknowledged the channel change. It wasn’t one of the usual ones out here.

      Lam tapped my helmet. “You hear me, Captain?”

      I nodded.

      “And you, Major?”

      Mason nodded.

      Lam took a deep breath. “We’re screwed.”
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      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean we can’t fly around up here forever with aliens around. Dice’s keeping it on the deck, but that means exactly shit if we see aliens again.”

      I looked over at Mason, who had a dark expression. I frowned. “I’m assuming the Major told you, but we don’t have the stone, so they won’t come after us.”

      “With all due respect for you and your stone, I’ve been out here a lot longer than you, and we were getting harassed by aliens long before anybody decided to give us magic rocks.”

      I nodded, appreciating for the umpteenth time the sergeant’s bluntness. “So we get out of here, then.” I looked from Mason to Lam, trying to understand the disconnect. “Nothing has changed. We need to dock at the McKinney dragnet and make our way into orbit. Hell, after we tell them what Nelson’s up to, they might come down to meet us. The leadership can decide where it goes from there.”

      “I agree.” Lam turned to Mason.

      Mason shrugged nonchalantly. “And I disagree.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Mason shrugged again. “I mean what I said. I don’t think we should go up to McKinney.”

      “Then what do you recommend we do? I hope flying around up here taking in the greater scenic views of Planet Hell isn’t your plan.”

      Mason smiled. “We go find Nelson and the stone.”

      I laughed. “Right.” But I looked at Lam, who wasn’t smiling or laughing. Then I looked at Mason, who had a grin without laughter. “Are you serious?”

      “I sure am.”

      “I don’t see why we’d do that when McKinney can handle it.”

      “It’ll take three hours to get there, and another three hours back. That’s if we can convince them to mobilize an immediate search for Nelson, when their primary concern will be the base itself, and looking for survivors.”

      I frowned. The base. Of course. It would be the priority. No getting around that. It was a tragedy. “We can still convince them—”

      

      “We have to get that stone back from Nelson before he figures out how to use it.”

      “He’s not close,” I said.

      “You sure about that?”

      I had a sudden image from the shared experience with Nelson at his childhood home. The image that had flashed into my mind. It was an image of total worship, of Nelson at the center with humanity arrayed around him. He was wearing a golden crown, holding a scepter with the stone at the top of it. All the minds were one, and under his spell.

      I laughed. “He has a superiority complex and some stupid dream to rule the universe. So what? We all have weird dreams.”

      “That asshole’s fantasies could become our reality.”

      “I still don’t think he’s anywhere near pulling this off.”

      “There’s another reason I don’t think we can trust our own,” Mason said. This time he glanced at Lam, who frowned back. “In Big Boy. When we were down in that brig. We saw Empire soldiers.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So?”

      “They had multi-passes. I saw it. They had free-movement access passes. Nobody gets those unless they’re—”

      “Major or above. And not Guild Officers, but the real deal,” I said. It started to sink in for me. He was right. “You think the Empire will want to keep a lid on this. The Empire isn’t going to believe me saying that Nelson is up to no good.”

      Mason shook his head. “They’ll just see it as their man getting the job done. They won’t care about our casualties. They just want those mind-control weapons. And if Nelson has the stone, and ostensibly the facilities somewhere on the planet to carry out his tests, they won’t raise a finger.”

      “I can’t believe that we’re the ones trying to save the Empire from their own man.”

      “He’s hardly the Empire’s man anymore. He’s a free agent now.”

      I bit my lip. Something else was starting to nag me. “That blast back there, at the fire support base. You notice anything about it that seemed strange?”

      “It was tame,” said Dice.

      Mason, Lam, and I all turned simultaneously, to see all the others in the dropship looking back at us.

      “You did kinda obviously signal the channel,” Mouse said sheepishly to Lam.

      I shook my head. “Well, since this is a party channel, Dice’s right. That blast barely blew up the station.”

      “And that was blown to shit already.” It rolled out of Pinky’s mouth like he’d been waiting to say it.

      “It blew a lot of dirt and rock in the air,” Mouse said.

      “But it didn’t blow up the dropship, or any of us. And we were less than a hundred meters from where that thing fired,” I said.

      “Maybe that was one of the smaller ones,” Lam suggested.

      I nodded. “I get that. But they can control the energy blast. That’s pretty clear.”

      “So?” Mouse asked.

      “I don’t think they blew up Big Boy.” I waited a beat. “I know they could blow up the base, but they had operations ongoing as we were watching. There were Druk on the ground. The cubes were coming for us. They weren’t even over the station. I’ve only seen a few of those things, but it seems like the energy beams from the cubes only fire downward from above.”

      “But we saw it blow up,” said Dice.

      “We saw Big Boy explode from the inside out,” I said. “And there were plasma signatures in that blast that would be impossible. I know. I did those inventories. Nothing down there was armed. And that armory was deep, shielded, and all the big stuff was inactive.”

      “But it would blow if you hit it with a weapon, right?” Dice asked. “Even if it was inactive?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. When those weapons are disarmed, there’s literally no amount of force that can create an explosion, and that’s just the conventional stuff. Take all that and double it for the active plasma. They aren’t armed, and there’s no way to arm them without a key.”

      “And who had a key?”

      I nodded back to Mason. “The same people that have all-access passes to the base. Only the highest-rated officers.”

      Now Mason was nodding. “It makes sense.”

      Lam leaned back, but said nothing.

      Up front, Dice cursed under his breath.

      “What the hell makes sense?” Mouse huffed out in his high-pitched squeak. “Because I don’t see much of anything making sense.”

      “Those bastards did it.” Pinky shook his head. “Those Empire assholes blew up the base.”
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      Mouse frowned. “What? How?”

      “They had the access,” I said. “It’s not guaranteed, but …”

      “You said yourself no blast, even alien, could have activated all those weapons in the armory to go off like that,” Mason said. “Not enough to level the whole damn place.”

      I nodded.

      “But why?” Lam asked.

      “It must have been a contingency for Nelson to get out from under the Empire,” Mason said. “Think about it. They want their weapon. Nelson needs time for these experiments of his own, but that gets tricky. The Empire’s going to start to know what he’s up to.”

      “But fake a death,” I said, “and nobody has to know what you’re up to.” I had to admit, he was onto something. “And it’s Planet Hell. It’s not like they can go down there and go searching for him, not really. It’s crazy risky.”

      “But not for Nelson,” Mason said, “who knows the planet as well as anyone—as well as us, for sure—and has already spent years down there planning for this. I’m sure he has something set up out there in the hills. Look at how fast they showed up. They’re monitoring everything up there. Some hideout or plan or something. He’s been out here for years. Hell, he has a honey pot communications network set up! He probably has connections with half the Returners down here. He’s been working this deep-cover shit for years.”

      “We have to go back to McKinney with this,” Dice said.

      Mason shook his head and looked back out the dropship door again, at the ground flying past. “We don’t go back to McKinney. If they even believe us, and that’s a big if, the Union will seek assurances from the Empire before going after their man. And by then, it’ll be way too late to catch Nelson.”

      “You don’t know that,” Dice said. “I can radio ahead now and tell them about this. With enough details, we could convince them it was true and they could start moving forces this way—”

      “No way you radio any of this over an unsecured channel,” Lam stated flatly. “And consider that an order you actually follow, Dice, or I’ll string you up by your lumpy ball sack myself.”

      “Well, where can we get a secure channel?”

      Lam gave me an exaggerated duh. “Big Boy, for one. The fire support base, for another.”

      “Aren’t there other support bases out here we can get to?”

      “Not this far.” Lam shook his head. “We’d have to backtrack.”

      “No way are we doing that,” Mason said flatly.

      Dice frowned. “We’d be bingo on fuel, at any rate.”

      “And hoping that McKinney actually acted on what we told them,” Mason added. Even I knew that would take days to get action.

      “Those Empire assholes blew up the base,” Pinky repeated, more to himself than anyone else. He spat out the open side of the ship. It was probably supposed to be dramatic, although it mostly ended up spraying back into the cabin.

      “General Nelson blew up the base,” Mason said. He gave me his most intense stare, which I have to admit wasn’t that bothersome for me. I’d seen it enough already.

      This was Mason the convincer. The influencer. He knew just the best way to get the dropship on his side.

      “Up yours, Mason,” I said at last. I looked at Lam. “We gotta turn around. That’s the Major’s orders.”

      Lam took a deep breath and looked over his shoulder, but I didn’t dare follow his gaze. “We’re screwed,” he said as he shook his head. Then he twirled his hand in the air, signaling for the dropship to turn around.

      “How the hell do we find him?” Dice said, after he’d put us on a return course and Leech had gotten out of the copilot’s seat and let me sit down.

      “That’s the easy part,” I said.

      “Can you feel the stone?” Mason asked, arriving from the back of the helicopter to join us in the cockpit. “Because I can, but it’s really weak.”

      There was a reason Nelson had told us not to follow him — the stone was a giant tracker. Whatever connection had grown with it over the last few hours, it seemed to linger, like a glow. But it was fading away the longer I was away from it.

      “I’m not an alien bloodhound,” I snapped, then regretted it. Mason was still the ranking officer. The stress was getting to me.

      Mason took it in stride. “Too bad.”

      “You got your mighty communications intel, Mr. Comms Analyst?”

      Mason nodded and handed me a map — a standard overlay of the most recent survey of plasma cannon silos, with a few identified that hadn’t been verified as cleared. But linked within them were a handful of dead communication zones.

      “I’m sure the moment I flagged this up, it would have been buried,” Mason said. “The only reason I have it is because I took it straight out and got us a ride. I went through zero channels with this. I’m sure it’s accurate, if raw.”

      I looked up at Mason. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but not going through proper channels was a great idea.”

      Mason beamed at the half-compliment. I ran my hand from the silo we’d checked this morning to the two other anomalies that he had flagged. “If we assume the silo we first targeted was in the network, Alpha…” I traced my finger to another dead zone. “This would be Beta. And that would make Charlie here …” My finger ran to what looked like a black hole on the chart. “Shit, Mason, why didn’t we just go here to start with?”

      My brother looked over my shoulder. “Yeah, that’s where we were.”

      “No,” I said, pointing to the location I’d indicated as Alpha. “That’s where we were this morning.”

      Mason cocked his head, scanning the map. “Huh,” he said at last.

      It occurred to me that the entire reason we were there to get the stone this morning was because Mason couldn’t read a map. I shook my head, vowing to move on before I brought it to the attention of everyone in the dropship. Bad enough to be incompetent. No reason to broadcast it. “This has to be his honey pot, luring the aliens in.”

      “How does that work?” Lam asked.

      “It’s group collaboration, but it’s not inside shared mental space. That probably looks as alien to them as shared thoughts seem to us.”

      Lam snapped his fingers. “The old cannon silo network.”

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Exactly what?” Mason asked.

      “I don’t know if Nelson was in direct communication with the alien that brought us the” —I looked at Lam— “magic rock, but it’s clear he’s using the silos for his own private network. They all have hardened communications linking to the other silos, so there’d be a communications grid in the event of an EMP blast. Nelson’s using that hardened network for himself.”

      I pointed to a spot on the map, then gave the latitude and longitude to Dice. “This is Charlie silo. We think they’re headed there.”

      Dice nodded. “Doable, but damn, I wish we’d gone ahead and topped off when we had the chance.”

      Lam leaned over and looked at the coordinates as well. “I know the area. Quite hilly as you get closer. Should limit their visibility, if we’re lucky.”

      Mason smiled. “So we know where he’s going?”

      I nodded. “Pretty damn sure. And I’ll know when we get close because … well, because I guess I am an alien bloodhound.”

      “Let’s go get him, then,” Mason said.

      “That’s the thing,” I said. “We know where he’s headed. Now we just need a plan to stop him and get the stone back.”

      “Piece of cake,” Mason said. “Anybody got any ideas?”

      “We got about ten minutes until we’re at those coordinates,” Dice said as I felt the dropship shifting around in flight. “So think fast.”

      Then I glimpsed movement in my peripheral vision. I turned to look out the open side-hatch and saw a blue-green streak of light angling up from the surface.

      “Incoming!” I shouted a moment before an explosion rocked the air around the dropship.
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      “What the hell?” Pinky shouted. He’d been thrown to the back of the ship and was struggling to get to his feet.

      “We got company on the deck!” Dice shouted from the cockpit.

      “Is it Nelson?” Mason asked.

      “Beats me,” Dice said. “But we need to be sending some juice back!”

      I looked over at the open side-hatch and saw a small pulse cannon mounted there. I didn’t remember seeing it earlier, but then again, it would have been completely overshadowed by the powerful twin pulse cannon that had dominated the hatch, until that had been lost to the fight at the fire support base.

      I jumped into the modified gunner seat, which was little more than a couple loops of material that allowed me to stick my legs through and hang my ass out over the side of the dropship. I held on to the cannon for dear life.

      It wasn’t much bigger than my pulse rifle, if I was being honest, but it did have a much bigger energy pack attached. It was probably one built for the twin pulse cannon, I realized. Like the rest of the dropship, the weapons were cobbled together from whatever parts were on hand. At least I’d have energy for days.

      I pulled up the targeting scope. It, too, was for a different model. And, I realized, it was packed full of gum and cigarettes.

      Damn Marines.

      I flipped the cannon over and slammed it against the side of the dropship and watched as everything that had been stuffed in the scope fell away.

      I pulled the cannon back up and swung around just as Pinky arrived at the door, his own pulse rifle aimed down at the surface. Mouse was beside him.

      “You know what you’re doing?” he shouted over the wind.

      I ignored him, taking aim at the dust cloud down below that was a sure sign of activity.

      Lam joined Pinky, his own rifle up. “Those look like Empire ground huggers,” he said, flipping a setting on his infrared scope.

      He was right. They were Empire. But the make was wrong.

      “Those are too new,” I said. “There was nothing like that at the fire support base.”

      “How the hell do you know that?”

      I wasn’t really interested in explaining how I’d gone to school at an Empire facility, surrounded by state-of-the-art Empire gear. It was one of the perks of being the son of an Archduke. The Empire might be the biggest bastards in the galaxy, but they also had all the money and resources to have the best schools in the galaxy, way better than anything the Union could muster.

      “Trust me,” I said. “Those are Mark Nines. No way were those the ones that Nelson left in.”

      “So who the hell is it?” Mason asked.

      “Who cares?” screamed Dice in the front as another pair of streaking energy beams roared up at the dropship. “How about we start shooting back!” The ship turned hard into them, and both streaked past, well off the mark.

      “Get low and parallel,” I shouted back, “and I’ll take care of them.”

      Pinky glanced at Lam, but the sergeant just shrugged. “You heard the man,” he shouted at Dice as he pulled up his pulse rifle. The rifles wouldn’t be much use from this range, but it was better than not shooting, I guess. Mouse and Pinky started firing in unison with Lam.

      “Fine,” Dice said, “I’ll just make us a big fat target in this rust bucket if that’s what you want.”

      I sighted down the lead hugger. The old cannon scope had no range adjustment, so I did it in my head, guessing at distance and speed on the fly.

      I calmed my breathing and waited as Dice drifted closer. I saw another tracer roar into the sky and Dice, trying to hold his position, turned down and toward it rather than turning away. The blast streaked just above us.

      I felt the warm bath of energy, but ignored it. The lead hugger bounced into view as Dice stabilized the dropship.

      I fired a concentrated burst of pulse slugs, knowing I would need several hits from the smaller weapon to do the damage I needed to do at this distance.

      The first shots exploded harmlessly behind and above the lead hugger. It also served to warn them that we were shooting, and the hugger slowed and swerved.

      “Damn it,” I said. “These scopes are shit.”

      “You got this,” Mason said. He was firing his own pulse rifle out the door along with the others. Their shots were completely ineffective.

      It was me or nobody.

      I made a mental readjustment for the scope and fired again. I hit the front of the lead hugger squarely just as it was trying to come out of an evasive swerve. The effect was instantaneous. As luck would have it, my barrage mashed the nose of the hovercraft down just as it was trying to generate lift out of its maneuver. The small pulses did little damage to the exterior of the ground hugger, but I stuck with the target, keeping a steady stream of pulses smashing into it. The nose finally lost all thrust and dived straight into the dirt.

      The hugger was moving too fast to stop. The nose dug into the ground, snagged on a huge boulder, and pinwheeled over, breaking in half right down the center of its main supports in spectacular fashion.

      I doubted I could do it again in a thousand shots. But I’d only needed the one.

      The two huggers behind it both tried to take evasive maneuvers of their own, but they were flying too close and smashed into the debris. Neither lost lift, but both were damaged enough that they had to stop.

      I poured slugs into the farthest forward of the two huggers. After several seconds of probing the structure, I finally hit the engine core, and it erupted in flames. The man in the hugger’s top cannon assembly was twisted and bent in half at a gruesome angle before the entire ship rolled over him, crushing him and effectively ending the fight.

      The last hugger was already engulfed in flames from damage it sustained when it ran into the first hugger’s debris.

      Men started to stream out of the huggers, running for cover. Under the hail of pulse fire from the Marines in the dropship, most of them were killed before they could find shelter.

      Pinky lowered his rifle as Dice brought the dropship around for another pass. There was little to no activity near the three crippled hovercraft.

      “Let’s not hang around,” Lam said. “They might have light artillery with them that they can set up again.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Dice said as he spun the dropship around.

      Pinky looked at me with something approaching respect. Or, at least, not open hostility. “Not bad for a pimple dick,” he said. “Sir.”

      “I do have weapons training,” I said sarcastically. “All the officers do, even Guild officers.”

      “Guild officer,” Pinky said, blowing out his cheeks. “Why’d you have to remind me? I was starting to not hate you.”

      “I still want to know who the hell they were,” Lam said.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, but they were going the same way Nelson is, or should be, if we’re right about his little operation down here.”

      “So they were with him?” Mason asked.

      “Must be,” I said. “The Empire is funding him.”

      “Those guys didn’t look Empire,” Pinky said. “Did you see them? The ones running? They weren’t wearing Empire uniforms. Not like Nelson and his boys.”

      “Looked like Returners,” Lam said.

      “So you think Nelson has Returners working for him? In addition to all that Empire gear and personnel?” Mason asked. He tapped his lip thoughtfully. “Those are impressive resources.”

      “Those are pretty much the only resources on this shit planet,” I said. “I think we need to catch up to Nelson. Fast.”

      “You’ll like this, then,” Dice said from the cockpit. “I think I see ‘em.”
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      “That’s gotta be them,” Lam said, lowering his spotter scope. Dice cut the thrusters as he swooped the old dropship low.

      “They haven’t gotten very far,” I said.

      “They’re running slow and low,” Lam said. “Definitely defensive.” He seemed to consider the terrain for a moment. “I know this area. We’ve run ops here. There’s a dry riverbed here that we’ve used to run ground huggers. If they’re in that channel, they’re planning to stay in it for a while.”

      “All the way to Charlie silo?” I asked.

      “This would take them there,” Lam said.

      I glanced through the spotter scope that Lam had given me. I could see a cloud of dust getting kicked up from the ground huggers. “Did they see us?”

      “Maybe,” Dice said. “If they were looking. But those old huggers are loud as shit, so if they didn’t see us, they sure as shit didn’t hear us.”

      I remembered the ride down in the dropship this morning. Those had been some loud thrusters. Was that only this morning? I looked at the fading sunlight. One sun was down. The second wouldn’t be far behind. We only had a few hours of light left. I didn’t want to try this operation at night, and it was all over once Nelson got to that silo.

      Who knew what he’d built down there? He’d had well over a year to plan whatever it was in anticipation of this moment. He’d go off the grid, and we’d only see him again when he wanted us to.

      And what he’d do with the stone and the mind control? I didn’t like where that might end. He’d built a little army of worshipers down here under the nose of the aliens, where the Union and Empire wouldn’t bother him.

      “Now what?” Mason asked.

      I pulled up the map overlay. “We know they’re headed to Charlie silo.”

      “We assume so,” Pinky corrected me.

      Leech rolled his eyes.

      “Fair enough, four fingers,” I said. “We have a strong hunch which, based on the fact that I expected to find them here, and they are here, means my initial guess is probably right.”

      “Four fingers,” Pinky replied. “Clever. And what would your nickname be?”

      “Richie!” said Mouse.

      “Bitchie,” said Mason.

      “You don’t get to play,” I said to him.

      “Green,” said Dice.

      “Ouch,” I said. Clearly this was a favorite game. “Can we focus on the madman down there?”

      “I’d very much like to,” said Lam. “We know where he’s headed. And that helps us how?”

      I was thinking about a simulation in training. It had been the second-to-last week. We’d been studying game theory, and how to manipulate a situation to more favorable conditions. “Dice, how far are they exactly from Charlie?” I asked.

      “About fifteen miles out,” Dice answered.

      “Could you bring us around low and land us somewhere along the riverbed between here and there without them seeing you?”

      “If we don’t take our sweet time, sure. But the window’s closing.”

      I nodded. “Start moving that way. I’ll get you the best coordinates.”

      Dice turned over the stick and the dropship swung away, keeping its low profile near the ground. Rocky terrain slipped past. It seemed like I could touch it if I hung my arm out of the ship. I tried to keep my cool. Dice was right. Green was my name.

      I pointed out a small hill to Lam, near the most likely path. Lam studied it for a moment, then nodded. “That will work.”

      I’d forgotten how much Lam knew about the area. “You’re gonna run this op, Sergeant.”

      Lam glanced over at Mason, who was still looking out the window, watching the rocks fly past. Mason was the major here. Technically that was his call.

      Lam turned back to me. “What do you have in mind, Captain?”

      I spelled out my plan, simple as it was.

      “Doable,” he said. “And I think I know just what we can use.”
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      “Here they come,” Dice said over the radio.

      He’d dropped us at the hill five minutes ago and headed more or less west from our position, so he wasn’t flying over either the network of silos I’d identified or the convoy itself.

      We didn’t really know anything about Nelson’s operations out here, so the farther we could keep ourselves away from it, the better.

      “I got ’em,” Lam said. “Four targets. Empire hovercraft. Medium armor. Standard pulse cannons on the main mount. Moving fast. Should be here in thirty seconds.”

      Lam and I were at the top of the hill, looking down on the dry riverbed that had a series of tell-tale grooves on it, the result of regular hover thrust fire. This was clearly used for operations on a semi-regular basis. I wondered how long the Empire teams that had been hanging on out Big Boy had been coming down here.

      I was beginning to think that for once, the Empire had outsmarted itself. In disregarding the Union, they’d allowed Nelson to operate with impunity.

      I could see the dirt cloud now. I felt the knot in my stomach and fought to push down the little niggling panic trying to crawl its way up. Despite everything I’d been through today, I still had precious little direct combat experience.

      Panting came over the radio. I could just make out Pinky and Mouse running across the hill before diving behind some rocks for cover.

      “We’re set.” Pinky was still out of breath.

      “Major?” I asked. I saw a small flash of reflective metal from across the hillside.

      “We’re good,” Mason said. He and Leech were right next to the roadside. They should be the first ones to arrive at the ground huggers.

      “I can see a reflection down there.”

      “Whatever, eagle eyes. We’re hidden well enough. How much longer?”

      I smiled to myself. Mason could only take so much bossing around. “Any second now.”

      The dirt cloud was growing thicker. The first sign of the searchlights on the lead hovercraft was coming into view. Something about their positioning wasn’t right to me.

      “Uh, we got a problem,” Lam said. “They aren’t coming down the riverbed.”

      “What?” I shot up to stand next to Lam, ignoring the fact that I was losing my cover. Lam handed me the sighting scope, even though I could already see the ground huggers.

      I got a little more detail. There were three of them, all identical. All running hot, with platform twin plasma cannons on the roof. I could see the occasional sparks where the hovercraft bounced along the uneven ground, smacking against rocks.

      They weren’t following the smooth grooves that the countless previous ships had cut.

      “Shit,” I said, watching them running along the rocky ground on the far side of the riverbed.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” We’d been counting on them floating right over those grooves when Pinky and Mouse had planted their trigger grenades down there. The explosive packs were Lam’s idea. They were like land mines. The dropship was equipped with four of them. When the energy displacement of the hovercraft went over them, they’d blow the ground huggers to shit. Now the huggers were going to harmlessly pass them. “Why are they doing it?”

      “Standard procedure,” said Lam, “if they suspect they’re being followed. Maybe they saw the dropship.”

      “Or maybe their friends back there gave them a heads up,” I said.

      Lam shrugged. “Either way, what little we had in the way of a plan just got fubar’d.”

      “What’s the word?” Mason broke in.

      “They aren’t following the tracks. They won’t hit the trigger packs. We’re working on something else.”

      Mason was quiet for a moment. “Like what?”

      I didn’t like his tone. “I don’t know, Mason,” I snapped. “You’re the major, you tell me.” I felt bad the moment I said it. No reason to throw Mason under the bus. He was being a team player. He’d volunteered to be down there, covering Pinky and Mouse as they laid the charges in the road.

      Now I was going to have a great seat to watch them blow right past.

      “Time’s up,” Lam said. “Here they come.”

      The hovercraft emerged, moving at a good clip for the terrain. The cannon mounts on top were locked forward, but I could see men in the gunner seats. “Maybe we can rally once they’re past and get Dice to pick us up and—”

      “We’re not losing them,” Mason said.

      “We can catch them closer—”

      “We aren’t going to have time to catch them again before they’re at the silo,” Mason said.

      I knew in my heart that Mason was right. “Well, if you have a better idea—”

      Pulse fire erupted below.

      I watched in shock as a figure leaped up from the edge of the trees on the far side.

      It was Mason, charging forward toward the convoy.
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      The rear ground hugger gunner saw Mason and opened up with his pulse cannon, but because they were eschewing the grooves in the road and running on the high dirt, the ground was especially bumpy and the hovercraft bounced heavily, jarring the cannon in the gunner’s hands and causing him to spray his fire wildly.

      “Cover him!” screamed Lam.

      Pulse fire erupted from the other side of the riverbed, halfway up the hillside, where Pinky and Mouse were dug in. They concentrated their fire on the rear ground hugger, which was sending back a stream of it.

      “Shit,” Lam said. “Those Druk bitches are going to be here before we know if it if this keeps up.”

      But there was nothing to do. Mason was dead without the cover fire. The only thing that was working our favor was the terrain. It formed a natural valley that would keep our fire localized. If the Druk weren’t looking for this little skirmish, we’d be safe.

      For the moment.

      The driver of the middle ground hugger must have seen what was happening. The hovercraft slowed, opening up a gap in the middle of the convoy. The two rear ships were slowing now, while the two front hoverships were moving away.

      Mason threw himself to the ground, and for a moment I thought he'd been shot. But Mason had thrown a single grenade forward. It landed right on the ass of the slowing middle hovercraft. It made a comically dull metallic thump before it bounced up in the air and came down on the front windshield of the rear ground hugger, where it exploded.

      The rear hovership careened sideways, its front windshield disintegrated from the blast and blood splattered across the interior cockpit. The black-clad soldier on the top cannon platform was thrown sideways off the hovership and yanked under the rear thruster, his arms reflexively bouncing upward as his chest was melted and crushed inward by the powerful downward energy.

      The dropship spun and smashed into the rocky terrain, all its carefully synchronized systems unable to keep the ship from grounding itself for a moment. It was just a second, but that was all it took for the gunship to tip over on its side and roll over, thrusters firing wildly into the sky.

      Leech bolted out of the edge of the trees. He ran past Mason, who still hadn’t gotten to his feet, then began firing round after round into the upside-down cabin of the ground hugger.

      The door on the middle ground hugger, the one that had provided the perfect surface for the grenade that killed its fellow ship to bounce off of, flew open. Two Empire soldiers raced out, but they were cut down instantly, chewed up by the combined pulse fire of Pinky and Mouse, who were raining down pulse slugs from the backside of the hill.

      Someone inside looked like he might have raised his hands.

      I couldn’t see, and it didn’t matter. Leech spun away from the flipped-over hugger and ran straight at the second ship. He never stopped firing, and the man waving his hands flopped out the open back door.

      Leech climbed in the back, slid across the inside of the ground hugger, then kicked the man out the other side. His chest was pocked with blood and looked like it was blown open. Only then did I realize Leech had been firing his alien-killer explosive pulses into the ground hugger.

      Ordinarily it wouldn’t be a smart tactic. Better to use the smaller-caliber pulses for maximum accuracy. But in this case, it created a halo of explosive pulse slugs that filled the cabin. Anything inside the gunship was incapacitated by the explosive blasts.

      It probably also rendered the ship nearly inoperable, but Leech didn’t seem to care about those little details.

      Leech roared out the other hatch of the now-still hugger as it hovered serenely, all its occupants dead, and proceeded to throw another grenade into the overturned ground hugger. The explosion blew glass and guts out of the interior of the crushed ship, killing anything that might be left.

      I stared in shock. In a matter of moments, they’d managed to overturn and blow up one ground hugger and completely gut another one.

      Mason finally stood and came up next to Leech, who was jerking what was left of the driver out like a side of beef. He slammed him to the ground.

      “That was Leech’s idea, I swear,” Mason said, even though we’d all seen him rush out without cover and hurl the grenade.

      “Move!” screamed Pinky, arriving with Mouse in pursuit. He’d come down the hill at a full sprint as soon as Leech peppered the ground hugger.

      One of the two ground huggers that hadn’t slowed at the front of the column now started a slow turn.

      Pinky jumped into the top platform of the still-upright ground hugger and fired the twin pulse cannons at the hugger ahead. Energy slugs ricocheted off its rear as the gunner dropped out of the nest to find cover.

      The ground hugger seemed to hesitate for a moment more before it shot forward again. But the lead ground hugger never slowed. If anything, it had sped up, and was now creating even more distance between it and the hovercraft behind it.

      “The lead hugger! That has to be Nelson,” I said, feeling helpless up at the top of the hill with Lam. From here, we could see everything that was happening and coordinate movements, but we couldn’t do a damn thing to help. That was an officer for you.

      “Go!” screamed Mason.

      Leech was in the driver’s seat of the shot-to-hell ground hugger now. The ship dutifully started forward, if a little wobbly, but it was moving way too slow. Even from where I was, I could see something was wrong with it.

      “Go, go, go!” Mason screamed again.

      “I’m going!” roared Leech. It was maybe the third or fourth time I had ever heard him speak.

      “Shit, you shot up the engines,” Pinky roared from the gunner’s nest. Black smoke trailed the ground hugger. “We’re never gonna catch him.”

      “Shitty shit shit!” Mason bellowed as we watched the lead ground hugger pull away, its hover thrusters turning bright red.

      It was almost to the edge of the clearing we’d identified. Huge boulders closed in at the far end of the hillside, and then the pathway the rest of the way to the silo was more or less covered. Once Nelson was out of this exposed space, it was all over.

      “We had him,” Mason said.

      A shadow shot across the ground.

      I instinctively ducked, expecting to see an alien cube shooting across the sky. But then I heard the distinctive sound of dropship thrusters roaring in my ears.

      “This wasn’t part of the plan!” screamed Dice as the dropship swung wildly in front of the lead ground hugger, its landing struts only a few feet off the ground.

      The ground hugger swerved, and the big twin cannons on top opened up, peppering the dropship with pulse fire. The dropship whirled around, showing its tail to the ground hugger to protect the cockpit.

      And then the shooting stopped as pulse fire rained on the back of the ground hugger.

      “Somebody else cover me,” screamed Pinky from the top turret of the damaged ground hugger, firing the cannons with more precision than I would have expected from him.

      Lam and I ran down the hill at a full sprint. I was trying desperately not to fall on my face. Somehow, I had my pulse rifle up and was firing as I ran. Wild, blind shooting, and I doubted I’d be able to hit the side of a barn — doubted I’d be able to see the barn.

      I stumbled, almost fell, then righted myself in time to grab the side of a waist-high rock and use it to get my balance. I had a blind moment as I lurched forward those last few steps; then I burst out of the rocky terrain and was completely exposed as I dashed through the dirt of the riverbed.

      The lead ground hugger had spun around, again forced to turn by the dropship, but it was clear at this point that Dice didn’t really have a plan beyond buzzing around wildly in front of that ground hugger. There was nobody on the ship with him to operate his own door cannons, so there wasn’t much else he could do. Even so, he was slowing the lead ground hugger down.

      But the damaged ground hugger with Pinky and the others aboard finally gave up and died. It floated to a stop, then stuttered and dropped like a rock to the dirt, bouncing hard as the thrusters gave out. Pinky kept firing, but he couldn’t get the twin pulse cannons any closer, so his effectiveness was limited.

      It would only take a couple seconds more for the second ground hugger to come support the lead one, and then it really was over. They could concentrate fire on the dropship and bring it down if Dice didn’t bug out.

      Dice took one last swing around, and the pulse cannon on top of the lead ground hugger finally got a clean shot at the cockpit. The dropship’s front windshield ruptured along the copilot’s side. The seat where I had been sitting a few minutes earlier was ripped to shreds.

      “Shit!” screamed Dice as the dropship spun around and jerked into the air, perilously close to crashing into the hillside. There was a small valley opposite the hill, and the dropship seemed to float in the air for a moment before rolling over and sliding down the valley and disappearing from view.

      I waited for the explosion of fire, but a moment later, the dropship roared back into the air, spewing white smoke. The lead ground hugger had spun around again. Rather than continuing forward, it turned around to make a final pass at the dropship. At Dice.

      I knew that lead hugger was the one Nelson was in.

      “You bastard!” I screamed, because there was nothing else I could do.

      The ground hugger turned and bounced across the dirt for a moment, before its ride smoothed out as it slipped right into the nice perfect grooves that ran down the center of the dry riverbed.

      The twin pulse cannons on top roared as it zeroed in on the slowly rising dropship. Dice was an easy target.

      Then Nelson’s ground hugger finally slid over the trigger pack that Pinky and Mouse had planted in the main groove—the one we’d expected the ground huggers to take in the first place.

      A huge fireball erupted, and the ground hugger was tossed in the air like a toy.
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      With the ground hugger crossing at a perpendicular angle, the blast was absorbed almost entirely by its left side, sending it careening sideways before it rolled onto its side.

      I couldn’t see what happened to it, but it wasn’t destroyed. The main cabin was intact. But I didn’t see any movement.

      Pinky never ceased firing from the top of the disabled ground hugger, but with both vehicles stopped, the two groups were now at an impasse. As Lam and I arrived, the hovership was getting peppered with fire from the handful of Empire soldiers that had climbed out of its opposite number.

      They were now about a thousand yards apart near the north end of the clearing, their identical pulse cannons just out of reach of each other. The pulse rifles the Marines carried couldn’t do much more than ping the outside of the hugger at this distance. Nobody left in the group was a sharpshooter, so we were limited by our weapons and expertise. There was no telling what was in the other group, but I had a feeling it wasn’t much more than what we had.

      “You still airborne, Dice?”

      “Not for much longer,” he shouted back. “I’m losing coolant. But I can manage for a few more minutes, especially if I’m not doing anything crazy and keep it low and cool.”

      “Then keep it low and cool.”

      Pinky was still firing from the pulse cannon cage, but Mouse, Mason, and Leech had joined Lam and me, spread out along the sides of the ground hugger.

      “Keep them pinned,” I shouted up. “I don’t want them able to check on that lead ground hugger.”

      “You think Nelson’s in it?” Mason asked. He was firing bursts from his rifle, although I knew Mason’s aim and didn’t expect he was doing much more than causing distraction at this distance.

      “I know it,” I said. “Look at the way they’re trying to get to it.”

      Two men tried to make a break for it, but one of them was immediately shot by Pinky. “Get some, bitches!”

      The other soldier fell back. He started to drag his friend clear, but Pinky kept peppering the ground, putting two more rounds into the man who was down until he stopped moving.

      “I don’t see any movement in that other ground hugger,” said Lam. “They’re dead or they’re out.”

      A soldier walked between the wheels below the lip of the distant ground hugger. It was a long shot, but I inhaled, imagined the shooting range back on the base.

      A pulse slug bounced off the hood of the truck just in front of me. I jerked my head back, knowing I’d just been inches away from random death in the wild crossfire of pulse weapons.

      I didn’t have time to sit there and think about it. I took a deep breath and rolled back out again, and this time saw an exposed man off the side of the truck. It might be the same man being careless, or it might be someone else.

      I squeezed, and watched the man jerk backward and tumble over.

      I pulled myself back as something whistled past my head.

      “You’re a good shot,” Lam said beside me. It didn’t sound like he was fishing for a compliment in return, and it wasn’t really the right time for a chat, so I said nothing.

      I started to turn out again, but Lam grabbed my shoulder. “Take a second on this one.”

      Lam motioned back to Leech. I counted off, and on three they both leaned out and started firing on semi-automatic. “Get some!” Lam yelled in my ear.

      I slid out next to Lam, feeling the heat pouring out of his rifle. The noise was deafening, but I saw movement under the lip of the far ground hugger. This time, I let my breath out, slid a quarter-inch up, then fired.

      The legs jerked back and rolled away. There might have been a scream, but the sound all around was too deafening to hear anything else.

      I felt a hand on the back of my neck, and Lam jerked me back as the pulse cannon peppered the dirt next to the ground hugger.

      “We can’t sit here and play this game forever!” Lam shouted. “They have more men than we do between those two ground huggers, and I’m guessing more ammo than us.”

      Pinky dropped down from the pulse cannon nest. “We’re out up there.”

      “I’m down to two packs here,” squeaked Mouse as he reloaded.

      “Ideas?” Lam asked.

      “I’ve got one,” Mason said. We all looked at him. “On that side, where Leech and I were, there’s a valley.”

      

      The hillside was such that the riverbed had another lip on the other side, where Leech and Mason had been hiding when Mason decided to play Rambo and take out the rear ground hugger. But on the other side of that was a much steeper drop, into a valley with what had once been an active river. That was the lip I had watched Dice drop below before rising up, somehow without crashing the dropship into the ground. It was a long way to the ground on that side.

      “Yeah, so?” Pinky said.

      “We can slip into the valley, run below the ridge, try not to get our heads blown off, then come up behind them.” Mason looked at me, his look saying, Just go with me on this one.

      And he wasn’t wrong. I didn’t have some special corner on decent ideas. Neither did Lam. It was as good as anything we had, given the circumstances.

      “It might work,” Lam said. “But we can’t all go. If they see us go down there, we’ll be sitting ducks. They can just rain shit on us until we float away on it.”

      “Just one person, then,” said Mason.

      “And you won’t come up right behind them.” I nodded to the road beyond. “More beside them.”

      Mason raised an eyebrow. “So?”

      “So two people,” I said.

      Lam looked at me, and then at Mason. “Just so we’re clear, you guys get dead and we’re bugging out of here. Screw the magic rock.”
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      Lam radioed Dice, hoping to get a visual on the route we wanted to take, but got only silence.

      “That’s not good,” I said.

      “Dice ain’t ate it,” Pinky said. “You can count on that.”

      “He might just be lying low,” Lam said.

      “He might have landed,” Mouse said.

      “So are we doing this?” Mason asked.

      Lam nodded. He looked at me, then at Mason. He motioned to Pinky and Mouse, who both tightened their grip on their pulse rifles.

      “Now!” screamed Lam.

      Everyone behind the dead gunship jumped up and fired with everything they had all at once.

      The distant ground hugger was lit up like a Christmas tree, sparks flying as pulses ripped into the riddled metal. I didn’t dare glance to see if there were any heads that managed to peek out during the volley. I ran as fast as I could, with Mason just ahead of me since he knew where we were going, or should.

      We entered a set of large boulders just off the open range we’d picked for the mission. Man, it had looked so clean and easy on paper. With my mind preoccupied, I slipped on a loose rock and, this being Planet Hell, smacked my face into an even bigger rock.

      “Screw me,” I said. “Watch that first step.”

      I ran right past where Mason was standing.

      “Wait!” Mason shouted as he reached out.

      I slid to a stop as a handful of small pebbles bounced and raced over the lip just a foot in front of me.

      “Shit!” I inched forward and looked over the edge. It was a good fifty-foot drop to the valley below. Off about a quarter-mile, in a small clearing, the dropship was down, its thrusters cooling. I thought I could see someone walking around the bird, and wondered why Dice wasn’t responding to our radio hails. Maybe the asshole had taken his helmet off and decided to just chill.

      “What the hell, Mason? You said we could walk along this valley edge.”

      “We can. Just, you know, very carefully.”

      “Shit on a stick,” I said as we made their way forward.

      To stay a good foot from the ledge required both of us to move along the edge of the thin lip. If we stood upright, our helmets would be visible, bouncing along the edge of the rocks. That was a good recipe for getting pulses in the head.

      Not that it mattered. Anyone who knew to look for us would find us easy pickings. We’d made it past the firing from the Empire soliders from the other ground hugger, but there would be no element of surprise when we came out the other side.

      “This is so crazy,” I hissed.

      “We have to get that stone,” Mason said.

      He was right. If there was even a chance that we could bring everyone back, it was worth it. Still, I thought Mason was blind to the chances. “Mason,” I said, “there’s a long way from ghostly apparitions to actual flesh and blood.”

      “I know,” he said. “But that stone’s the key to defeating the Druk. You saw Nelson say that.”

      “Nelson says lots of things for the benefit of Nelson,” I said.

      “Yeah, but in this case he’s right.”

      I mulled that over. My brother was right as well. If there was even a chance of finding a new way to kill the Druk, we had to go after it.

      “Plus,” Mason said, “this guy is going to screw us all over. His little mind-control shit?” He practically shivered at the thought.

      I nodded along. “I get that—”

      “I don’t think you do,” Mason said. We started picking our way along the ridge again. “Because I worked hard to get my plan in motion, and I know another asshole with a plan when I see one.”

      “Your plan to kill aliens?” I asked.

      “My plan to get revenge.”

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      Mason motioned up at the ridge. “We’re here.”

      One good thing about the discussion, however pointless, was that it distracted me from the imminent death I expected to come down on my head at any moment. “Okay, fair enough. Let’s get that rock back.”

      “And kill Nelson if we can.”

      “Agreed.”

      “We’re in position,” I said into my throat mic.

      A second later, Lam said, “Understood.”

      I nodded at Mason. “Here we go.”

      We slowly crawled up the side of the dirt and scanned the scene below us.

      The rolled-over ground hugger was directly in front of us. About forty feet away, ten men in Empire uniforms had their backs to Mason and me, firing at the Marines, who had just started firing again to create some cover for what Mason and I were about to attempt. At least two must have crawled free of the crashed ground hugger, but that left several others who must still be inside.

      The hugger had flipped over, but managed to land upright again. The front right of the windshield was punched out where someone must have crawled free. It offered the only real way to get into the ground hugger, short of scuttling on top of it and announcing to the world that you were there.

      I sensed the firing start to wane on both sides. That was bad news. If anyone saw us snooping around back here, we’d be trapped inside the hugger if anything went down.

      I activated my throat mic. “We’re here at the rear ground hugger. You guys want to make some noise?”

      “We’re dangerously short of noise-makers,” Lam said. “Fifty packs between us.”

      Shit. That was barely enough to sustain a few potshots for more than a couple of minutes.

      Mason slipped right by me, making his way toward the rolled ground hugger. I tried to grab him, cursed, then bent over and began to follow him. If any of the soldiers turned now, we were as good as dead.

      Dice’s dropship roared overhead, then hovered low over the Marines before swinging around and starting back the way it came. The soldiers behind the ground hugger rose as one and started firing up at the dropship.

      “I don’t know what you pricks are doing over there, but it seems like you need a good distraction,” Dice said.

      Damn cowboy. “Always rolling the dice.”

      “I gotta be what I gotta be. If you don’t roll the dice, you can’t win the game.”

      Mason reached the busted-out windshield and clambered in without hesitation. I followed right behind him. Dice’s distraction wouldn’t last much longer.
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      The first thing I saw was Nelson lying on his side across the back seat, unconscious. It looked like whoever’d been in the pulse cannon cage must have had their back broken in the crash, because the gunner’s body had fallen back down and crashed over the general, smashing his head against the glass now pinned to the earth.

      “Where’s the stone?” Mason asked. He began to dig around Nelson’s body.

      “Check his pockets,” I said.

      “Duh, great idea,” Mason hissed back.

      “We’re in,” I announced over my throat mic. But as soon as I let go of the transmitter, static popped and Dice’s voice cut in.

      “The cavalry’s here, boys!”

      “What the hell are you doing up there, Dice?” Lam hissed over my earpiece.

      I took a moment to try and listen over the dwindling gunfire. The Marines could mask it some, but the shots were just drying up. I imagined the Empire bastards out there right now, huddled in strategy.

      I saw movement overhead. From the ground hugger, rolled on its side, we were looking up through the cabin and out the driver’s side windows into the afternoon sky.

      I reacted on instinct, pulling my rifle up in one fluid motion, ready to fire from the hip. But it wasn’t the face of one of the Empire bastards in the window. It was something much further away.

      Dice. The dropship was directly overhead, but further than I would have expected. He was more than a thousand feet up. Considering how freaked out he’d been about alien cubes in the area, and considering this was a full-fledged shootout, I would have expected Dice would do everything in his power to avoid the zone. But it seemed like he was doing the opposite.

      “I don’t like being this high,” he said, “but they told me they need me up here or they won’t be able to easily triangulate.”

      “You love being high,” Pinky said.

      “Wait,” Lam said. “Who did you contact?”

      “The Army.”

      A pause while everyone seemed to catch their breath, even Mason, who’d been ignoring the conversation in favor of digging around General Nelson’s pockets like a pervert attacking an old man.

      “The who?” Lam asked.

      “I told you assholes I could get contact with McKinney from up here,” Dice said.

      “And I told you not to send any information over an unsecured line,” snapped Lam, but he didn’t sound that upset. Not really.

      “I didn’t tell them anything. I just told them we were here.”

      Lam seemed to consider that. “They’re walking into a raging firefight with a rescue team?”

      “It’s not just a rescue team. It’s the whole cavalry. I have multiple inbound targets. It looks like they’re bringing everything.”

      “What the hell did you tell them?”

      “I’m telling you, I didn’t tell them anything. They just came running as soon as—”

      “It’s not here,” snapped Mason.

      I looked down. From my vantage point, General Nelson’s face was serene, like he was sleeping. With it slack, his menacing frown was gone. He looked more like a loopy in-law or a napping grandpa.

      And then I saw the stone, wedged into the seat back pouch on the passenger side. I slid down, careful not to land on Nelson or the dead man lying over him. I grabbed the stone, turning it over in my hands. It was cool to the touch. I slid it into my pocket.

      “Mission accomplished. Now let’s get the hell out of here—”

      The slack face popped taut and the eyes flashed open.

      It seemed to take Nelson a moment to focus. In that moment, I reflexively jumped forward and yanked my brother back.

      “Shit!” Mason yelled.

      “Move!” I shouted, swinging my rifle around.

      But Nelson was faster. In the tight quarters, I couldn’t maneuver. Nelson smashed the head of the dead man into my muzzle, then swung his leg up and kicked me square in the balls — couldn’t have hit me more squarely if I had opened my legs and asked for it.

      I was pretty sure my armor should protect me from that. Either I was wearing it wrong or it didn’t matter. I thought I was going to barf. My grip on the rifle weakened for a split second, and then it was wrenched out of my hands.

      Mason reached with his free hand for his pistol, but before he could touch the grip, Nelson smashed him across the face with the butt of the rifle.

      Nelson turned it around and jammed it into my chest, knocking the wind out of me. He kicked Mason and shoved him forward, pushing him right out of the hugger. But before I could react to that information, Nelson grabbed me and yanked me out the broken windshield.

      Even if I had wanted to reach for my own pistol, it was blocked by the general’s hand.

      Nelson shoved me backward, and I fell over. I wasn’t sure if I just fell over Mason’s vulnerable body or my own feet, but it didn’t matter. I crashed, rolled, then desperately tried to pull my punch pistol free.

      Another kick to the ribs and I flopped over, my gun thrown several feet away from me. Something cold and round was on the ground under my right hand. Almost in shock, I looked down and discovered the stone there. I didn’t even remember pulling it out of my pocket.

      I looked over at Mason, who was still lying prone on the ground. Dazed, but a hiccup away from knocked out.

      I staggered to my feet and turned to find Nelson standing next to the ground hugger, dusting dirt off his uniform and casually pointing his punch pistol at me.
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      “Let’s just hold it right there, shall we?”

      I froze, the stone still cool in my hand.

      “I don’t want to kill either one of you.”

      “So you’ve said before,” Mason replied, struggling into a sitting position. He was nursing a wicked-looking lump on the side of his head where Nelson had smashed him with the rifle butt. “But that’s twice you’ve hit me in the face with something.”

      The three of us were all shielded from the shooting that was continuing between the ground huggers behind us. Even if the Marines wanted to intervene, they didn’t have the ammo to mount a real assault on Nelson’s men. I looked up at Dice, but the dropship was holding a high position, offering little help.

      “You aren’t dead yet,” Nelson said.

      “All the same, you’re the one pointing a gun,” I replied.

      Nelson smiled, but didn’t lower the gun. “All you have to do is give me what I want.”

      I nodded. “You really want this magic rock, don’t you?”

      Nelson cocked his head. “Really?”

      “That’s what we’re calling it now. Magic rock. Not sure if it’ll stick, but you have to start somewhere, you know?”

      “Cute,” Nelson said, motioning for me to put the stone down.

      “What’s your plan?” I said, holding the stone to my chest.

      “Excuse me?” Nelson asked.

      “Do you really have any interest in saving the people the Druk killed when they arrived here? The ones that killed our family. And yours.”

      Nelson shook his head. “You don’t get to know that.”

      “Then you don’t get the stone.”

      Nelson sighed. “First of all, yes, I do. Secondly, I do want to save everyone. I do. And I want to kill the Druk, or at least understand how to control them. And we will. Those are the objectives.”

      “That sounds a little altruistic for the Empire.”

      Nelson surprised me with a smile. “Oh, that’s not what the Empire wants. They want a weapon. They want mind control.”

      “You want that, too,” Mason said. “You want your own little army of brainwashed followers. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

      Nelson rolled his eyes. “That’s some conspiracy bullshit.”

      “Fine, then,” I said. “We take this back to McKinney. We let the big important people up there decide what’s going to happen. The Union needs to understand how the Empire’s screwing them over on this.”

      Nelson chucked. “If they don’t understand that, then nothing I say will convince them.”

      “There are plenty of things superiors don’t understand,” I said. “You have to make them understand. But at the end of the day, they’re still the superiors. They still call the shots. And they still get to know whatever crazy shit you’re up to.”

      “Just give me the damn stone.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve heard enough. It doesn’t matter. The Army’s on the way here. They’ve triangulated our position. They should be here in a few minutes. You can explain your secret mission, and tell them why you aren’t sharing this with them.”

      Nelson stared at me. “The army’s headed here? Your army? The Union army? Now?”

      “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      Nelson’s gun wavered; then his resolve seemed to tighten. “You need to give me that stone now.”

      “Why?”

      Nelson sighed. “Because I told them you were responsible for the destruction of Big Boy.”

      My jaw must have dropped, because Nelson just nodded.

      Mason looked furious. “You piece of shit! That was you!”

      Nelson grimaced, but he made no attempt to deny it. “We needed to cover our tracks. It wasn’t personal.”

      “Nothing personal?” I sputtered. “You murdered thousands—”

      “—In order to unlock something more powerful than you can imagine, yes,” Nelson said. He nodded at the weapon in his hand. “I’m not here to moralize. The Empire’s taking what the Empire wants.”

      “Except you’re not doing the Empire’s bidding,” Mason said. “You’re going to double-cross them too.”

      “Maybe. It depends on what I learn.”

      “Bastard,” I said.

      “Guilty,” said Nelson. “Now give me the stone. I’m not asking you again.”

      I took a step back. “Screw off.”

      “I don’t want to kill you for the stone, but I will. We’re too close, and I have the facilities to make progress immediately.”

      I snapped my fingers. “The cannon silo network. You do have something set up down there.”

      Nelson hesitated for half a second, then nodded. “We’ve made arrangements with the Returners. They understand what’s at stake here.”

      Mason laughed. “They understand a power play when one’s unfolding, and how to be on the right side of it.”

      “A skill I’m told you and your family possess, or did until recently, if I’m not mistaken?”

      I could almost see the crimson as it climbed Mason’s neck. Embarrassment. Rage. All the things I didn’t need right now. The last thing I needed was Mason losing his head. I reached out as he stepped toward Nelson. “So it’s true. You have people you’re going to experiment on.”

      “I have volunteers, yes. But I’m not some crazy mad scientist.”

      “I feel like that’s something a crazy mad scientist would say.”

      “We don’t have time for this.” Nelson scanned the sky like he could sense the approaching Army units. He raised his punch pistol to shoulder height, then started marching toward me. “Give me the stone. I’d like to have you come with it, but if it’s a choice between the stone or you, I’ll take my chances with the stone.”

      “No,” I said, taking several steps back. A thought struck me, clear as the dead sky above my head. This was one of those times to brave. To be stupid. This was one of those times to ask, ‘What would Mason do?’

      Nelson cocked his head. “C’mon. You’re the smart one. This is the kind of thing I would expect of him.”

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. It was a crazy thing to do with someone pointing a gun at you, and a thousand times crazier for me. This wasn’t what I did. I considered. I compromised. I made the safe choice. I looked at Mason. Something in my eyes must have told him what I was thinking, because he smiled back at me.

      “If you think I’m bluffing—”

      I abruptly spun around and started marching away, covered by the Empire soldiers’ guns as I walked, the ugly lieutenant Telly among them.

      It was crazy. There was no reason to think Nelson wouldn’t shoot me. But I needed more time. I needed to be Mason. I needed to ignore my head and just go for it.

      “Once he passes the ground hugger, we’ll lose him,” Telly said, nodding over at the Marines barracked on the other side of the firefight.

      I heard Nelson fire. I stuttered, waiting for the pain to come. I didn’t know if Nelson would really shoot me dead instantly, but at the very least, I assumed he’d try and shoot me in the legs.

      I was waiting for that one; if not from Nelson, then from one of his lackeys. They all looked like they had itchy trigger fingers.

      I kept walking. I wasn’t falling over yet, so Nelson wasn’t ready to kill me. I wasn’t sure how many more steps I’d get, though.

      “Last chance,” offered Nelson, as if reading my mind.

      “Shit,” Mason said. “What the hell.”

      I glanced back as Mason ran after me. “Stay back. He’ll just shoot you, too.”

      “Hell if I’m watching you walk across this damn ugly field alone.”

      “He’s not walking anywhere.” Nelson fired again.

      This time I felt the shot. It just nicked my right shoulder. I flinched, but didn’t lose my grip on the stone. It had been slowly warming all through the stalling with Nelson. I wasn’t sure if Mason understood what was happening, but I couldn’t explain it to him. Not now.

      I couldn’t believe I was praying for aliens to show up, but the warming meant they were close. And it was starting to burn my fingers.

      “Shit, I think he missed your head by like a half-inch.” Mason was about a dozen paces behind me, and running to catch up now. “Do you have a plan other than getting shot in the back?”

      “That was my last warning,” Nelson yelled from further back. “Drop the stone, and I’ll let you walk away.”

      Where the hell were aliens when you really needed them?

      I was about five feet in front of the second ground hugger. Five steps left in my life. Because I knew that Nelson wasn’t bluffing. He’d shoot me dead before I made it to that hovercraft.

      How had I gone from a guy who just wanted to keep my brother out of trouble this morning to now walking slowly toward death, calling a bluff that I knew wasn’t a bluff?

      “Hey,” Mason said, just a couple steps behind me now. “Do you hear that?”

      I stopped and cocked my head. “Yeah,” I said. Now that he mentioned it, I did hear something—a low whistling in the sky. I hadn’t associated any noise with the alien cubes before, but I wasn’t an expert. Maybe some of them did make a noise.

      I looked up, expecting to see alien ships.

      But all I saw was Dice, banking the dropship around in a hard curve like he was taking evasive maneuvers. “What the hell is he—”

      And then I saw the streaking pulse cannon fire a moment before one smashed into the tail, shearing it off with an explosion and sending the main fuselage careening downward in a death spiral directly on top of me.

      I turned to run, but before I could take a step, a blinding flash engulfed me and I was tossed hard against the ground.

      The last thing I saw before the world went dark was the dropship smashing into the ground between me and Mason.
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      I turned over and sucked in one ragged breath of air after another.

      I swiveled my head before I choked on the bile and blood pouring from my mouth. After rubbing my eyes, I swiped at the blood pouring from a cut across my forehead. Mud was caked all over my arms, even though the dusty ground was devoid of liquid.

      Just my blood and dirt.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been out. It was impossible that I was still alive, and I really didn’t see how I would be much longer.

      Slowly, ears ringing, I raised my head.

      My arms worked. My legs seemed to work. I twisted over as blooms of pain roared through my chest, but I found I could prop myself up on my elbow. I didn’t expect my body to come through for me, but somehow it managed to work long enough for me to stand.

      I took a step, staggered, then fell forward, smashing my nose into the ground. Blood dripped from it. I crawled several feet, slowly got to my knees, and then stood again.

      Only upright did I realize the stone was still in a death grip, white-hot, too hot to hold. I dropped it in my left pocket, then stared dumbly as it fell to the ground.

      I picked it up again, observing the long-ago torn pocket, then put it in my right pocket, which had inexplicably gone through hell without ripping.

      I looked up. The air around me was still thick with dust, like a perpetual cloud. I coughed and bent over, trying to find clearer air to suck into my bloody mouth.

      “Mason,” I rasped, staggering back toward my brother.

      There was an enormous pile of burning metal cratered into the ground where there’d been nothing before. I had trouble working out why. It couldn’t be the dropship, could it? But where was the rest of it? This looked like nothing more than a few jagged chunks.

      I squinted and just made out another smoking heap further on. That smoldering mess was the main portion of the dropship. It was more or less intact.

      This, then, was the tail. The chunk that had been sheared off by the pulse cannon blast.

      I circled the crater of jagged burning metal, coughing up blood, then repeated, “Mason.”

      I had almost made it around when I finally found him, lying like a corpse hanging halfway out of his freshly-dug grave. Covered in dirt and rock, he looked more like a tumor growing out of the ground than a survivor.

      “Tim,” he coughed. “Help me up, will ya? I can’t stand up.”

      I reached down and grabbed him just as gunfire erupted from somewhere beyond the ridge. The shots weren’t directed at me, but they were nearby.

      I jerked Mason up and started to drag him away. “We gotta go, man.”

      I almost fell over as Mason’s body yanked to a stop.

      I looked down, staring in numb shock as realization dawned on me. Mason hadn’t been buried in dirt and rock. Half of Mason was completely impaled in the ground, driven straight down by a huge chunk of tail thruster assembly from the dropship.

      There was a black pool of mud filling in around the hulking metal spike that was driven into him. It took me a moment to realize it was blood. An ocean of blood. It hid most of his mangled lower body, and for that I was thankful.

      But guts still floated to the top, ringed by dust and rock.

      “Help me up, asshole,” Mason said again, his voice light and cracked, more like my little brother than the tough alien-killer he wanted everyone to think he was.

      Tears began to run down my cheeks. “I—I can’t.”

      Mason seemed to register the tears. “That’s okay. Don’t get upset. If you want to just wait here, then … then … okay.”

      I nodded. “We’ll wait,” I said, my voice quivering. “We’ll just wait here.”

      Mason nodded. His eyes lost their focus. Desperately, without even thinking about it, I pulled him into my chest, then reached down and drew the stone from my pocket.

      I put it in Mason’s hand, then clasped my own around it.

      “Warm,” said Mason.

      Then I felt the world fall away.
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      I awoke in a bar.

      I knew instantly that I was in shared space. I’d done it enough now that I could feel it. I knew without needing to ask that everyone around me at the bar was someone whose mind the Druk had taken.

      And I was plenty familiar with the bar. It was right inside the capital. It was a frowsy little hole-in-the-wall, the kind of place where Mason and I could come and be just like everybody else. Not rich. Not powerful. Just two brothers getting a drink.

      I looked down as the bartender put a beer in front of me. I knew his face. I looked around the bar. I knew all their faces. All from before the Druk came.

      Someone slapped me on the shoulder, then took a seat next to me. I didn’t have to look to know it was Mason.

      “You finally got your beer,” Mason said.

      I just shook my head. No words came to me.

      Mason sipped on a beer of his own. “Well, this is a real mess,” he said.

      I couldn’t look at him. I just stared down at my beer. “I don’t know what … I don’t know what to do here.”

      “Don’t get all limp-dick, for one,” Mason said.

      “You’re dying.”

      “I’m pretty much dead.”

      I turned at last. Mason was clean-shaven, and a lot younger than the last time I’d seen him, just seconds ago. “I don’t want you to die.”

      The tears came hot on my cheeks. I didn’t try to stop them. Who knew what was real here? But I knew this was my brother. My only brother. The only thing left in the world that mattered to me.

      I knew he was dying.

      “Yeah, not a fan myself, but I’m not going to be a pansy about it.” Mason took a swig of his beer. “But that’s not the mess I’m talking about.”

      I wiped away tears and snot like a little kid. “What, then?”

      Mason shook his head. “You’ve always been the one to do the right thing.”

      I said nothing, wondering where this was going.

      “I know I’m the messed-up. Dad always liked you. You were the level-headed one.”

      I started to interrupt, but Mason held up a hand. “Not gonna argue with you. It’s true.” He looked wistfully into his beer. “I just never got a chance, you know? I never got a chance to show him what I could do. And then poof, he was gone.” He shook his head. “And I was just so angry that these aliens could do that to me. To us. And it wasn’t the aliens. We both know it was the Empire. Those assholes like Nelson. Just taking whatever they want, stepping all over us because they can.”

      I laughed, bitter tears still in my eyes. “Now who sounds like dad?”

      Mason snorted and took another swig of his beer. “Are you going to drink that beer or not? You’ve been whining about it all day.”

      I looked at the beer. I sighed and put it to my lips.

      “Why aren’t you doing the right thing with this stupid alien rock?” Mason asked while I was in mid-sip.

      I put the beer down. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why are you trying to run back to the grownups like a bitch coward?”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “‘I have to take this back to my superiors’,” he said, mocking my voice. “‘That’s what superiors are for.’” Mason pushed his beer away. “What a bunch of bullshit.”

      “But we can’t just ignore—”

      “Yeah, asshat, you can. You can do exactly that. Because the channels are royally and completely screwed. The Empire screwed us over, but we screwed ourselves over. You really think guys like Nelson aren’t up there running around on McKinney just like they are down here? The rats are everywhere.”

      I knew Mason was right. Father had said as much. In spite of the fact that he seemed to think that our father liked me better, I wasn’t so sure. He understood the politics more than he let on.

      “But I can’t just give it to General Dick out there.”

      “Sure you can,” Mason said.

      “What?” I said, taken aback.

      “Look, he’s a skeevy piece of work. He’s only in it for himself. When it’s all said and done, though, he lost people here. The little megalomaniac is your best bet to figure that out. He said himself that he has facilities here already.”

      “But—”

      “You aren’t going to figure it out on your own. The Union isn’t going to help. They’ll just hand everything over to the Empire. Don’t you get it? General Dipshit is your only hope to actually save everyone. To save them.”

      Mason nodded, and I turned to see Mom and Dad sitting at the bar. I gasped.

      “Are they really…?”

      “Here? As much as anyone, I think. I don’t know if they can ever be saved, but they’re here.”

      I stood up and walked over to them. They kept talking to each other like they didn’t see me. They were like ghosts.

      Mason walked up next to me. “Trapped in the collective memory of these alien pieces of shit.” He took a big swig of his beer. “Just waiting for you and General Asshole to get them out.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t trust him.”

      “Good. You shouldn’t. But you definitely can’t trust anyone else, either.”

      Mason drained the last drop of his beer. “Time’s up.” He turned and stood, then slapped me on the back in that slightly-too-hard, way-too-confident way. “You give that stone to the boys in the Army, and it’ll go into storage somewhere, or to the Empire, or be destroyed.”

      Without another word, he started toward the exit.

      “Wait,” I said.

      He turned.

      I couldn’t think of anything to say. I wanted to. I wanted to tell him I was sorry. For everything. For the aliens. For our parents. For not protecting him.

      Mason smiled. “Kill some aliens for me, will you?” He turned and walked out of the bar.

      I smelled oil and gunpowder. I tasted something salty on my lips, like blood. I looked down, and I was covered in dust and dirt.

      I looked up, and the bar was gone.
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      I snapped back to myself. I was back in the old riverbed, a crater full of jagged metal rent into the earth a few feet in front of me.

      Mason was lying against my chest. His hand had slipped off the stone. His pale skin was cold, his body — what was left of it — unmoving.

      My brother was dead.

      I wanted to find a way to get Mason free, even if it made no sense. I couldn’t leave him there. Not like that. I kept the stone clutched against my body, refusing to let it or Mason go.

      I ducked down with Mason, drawing his cold cheek to mine, as a fresh round of gunfire erupted from the ridge to my right. It was still aimed somewhere other than at me, but closer, more urgent.

      Someone ran up next to us, followed by two more. I didn’t look up. I desperately wanted Mason’s cheek to be warm again.

      “Jesus,” Lam said.

      “We gotta go,” Pinky said urgently.

      “No shit.” Lam nudged me. “Captain. The Army’s firing pulse cannons on us like they got new stuff for Christmas and they’re trying to get rid of their old shit.”

      “We keep messaging them, but they aren’t listening,” Mouse squeaked. “We’re the good guys!”

      “Not to them,” Pinky replied. He seemed to have intuited what Nelson had told me explicitly. Thanks to Nelson’s cover story, the Army was blaming us for the loss of Big Boy.

      “They’re getting reinforced. This was just the front units. More are coming. Dice reported dozens of convoys before he—before he bought it,” Lam said.

      The silent man next to me nodded, tightening his grip on his rifle until it looked like he might disassemble it on the spot. It was Dice’s shadow, Leech.

      The gunfire intensified. Leech screamed something and fired randomly at the ridge.

      Pinky jumped over and grabbed his shoulder. “Stop giving away our position,” he shouted, but Leech just elbowed him back and kept firing, screaming off some invective I couldn’t understand. It was half guttural, full of pain and fury and spit and blood. I found myself screaming along with him. I might be losing my mind.

      Lam just kept shaking my shoulder. “We gotta go, Cap.”

      “Screw it, I’m gonna carry him.” Pinky stood, then threw himself over as something crashed through the rocks, hurled from the other side of the dropship debris twenty feet behind us. “What the hell?”

      A ground hugger swerved wildly through the dirt, its hover engines straining to keep level flight over the uneven terrain. A man on the roof was firing the big twin-cannon at the ridge beyond, and for a moment the recent gunfire trailed off.

      General Nelson stuck his head out the driver’s side door. “Get the hell in here. Let’s go!”

      Leech didn’t stop firing, but Pinky and Mouse both looked over at Lam. He looked down at me, then back at General Nelson.

      “They activated the stone!” Nelson said, pointing at the stone I was stubbornly holding against Mason’s cold dead hand. “The aliens are coming. We have to go now!”

      “All due respect, Sarge,” said Pinky, “I’ll take any ride out of a shitshow.”

      “Screw it. Let’s get in,” Lam said. He turned to me, “Cap, we have to go—”

      Lam stopped abruptly.

      Behind him, General Nelson was staring. The rest of the team sensed the change in circumstance, and one by one they all looked down, even Leech.

      None of them had noticed where they were, not until now.

      I had carefully slid Mason aside and pulled one of the trigger packs to my chest. It had been right there, one of several still undetonated, right where Pinky and Mouse had placed it half an hour ago.

      I had a pulse grenade in one hand, hovering just over the trigger pack. In the other was the stone.

      Then I flicked the pin on the pulse grenade.
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      “Shit,” Lam said, quickly crawling backward. They’d all seen what the trigger packs were capable of. One had sent a ground hugger flying.

      I stared at General Nelson. “You get one chance.”

      Nelson said nothing, only stared in slack-jawed silence.

      “You have to tell me that he didn’t die for nothing. Do you understand me?” I was crying. Spit and snot sputtered down my chin. I didn’t care. “You tell me you aren’t full of shit. Tell me you’re really going to figure out a way to bring them back. To bring all of them back.”

      I shifted my grip on the grenade, letting them all see my white knuckles tight around the grenade’s arm.

      Nelson looked me in the eye. “I swear on my own dead family, if it’s the last thing I do in my life, I’m going to bring them back.”

      I waited a second longer. More gunfire, and louder. I stared into Nelson’s face. “And you’re going to kill them. You’re going to kill these Druk bastards. You can keep what you learn from the stone, but you don’t keep the Druk. You kill them. You kill every one of them you can.”

      “I swear,” he said. “I swear.”

      I didn’t believe him. Not totally. But I did believe that my brother was right. He was the best hope of figuring this out. He was the best hope of this actually all having been worth something.

      It was time to stop pretending there were any good guys anymore. I just needed to save my family.

      I extended my arm, then slowly pulled it back over to my side, keeping the pulse grenade perpendicular to my body.

      With one last look at Nelson, I jerked my arm forward and tossed the grenade into the cratered remains of the dropship a dozen feet away.

      They all flinched as it exploded, sending a small blanket of dirt and rock raining down on us.

      I threw the trigger pack aside, sat up, then crawled into the ground hugger without looking at anyone. I didn’t look back at Mason’s decimated body. I didn’t want to remember him like that.

      Nelson said nothing. He just dropped the hammer on the ground hugger, and it lurched away.

      Two of Nelson’s men made room for me.

      I said nothing. Heard nothing. I was numb.

      I finally turned and stared through the back window. It was hard to keep my eyes focused. The ground hugger was moving way too fast for the terrain. I felt it rocking along, the thrusters straining.

      I couldn’t make out the lifeless body of my brother and best friend. I was glad for that.

      I looked down at the dog tags in my right hand. I didn’t remember when I’d taken them off Mason, but here they were.

      I slipped them over my neck and felt my body go cold.

      More and more pulse slugs slammed into the ground all around us as the gunners started to find their range. The ground hugger was probably the only thing still moving, so bearing down on it was easy.

      Nelson cursed as the ground ahead of us erupted, and everyone inside the gunship was tossed in the air. I smashed my shoulder into the support rod of the shooting cage, where the gunner was hanging on for dear life.

      The ground hugger somehow managed to land flat again, jumping from side to side as the partial crater created an obstacle course it barely managed to slalom through.

      “Tell them we’re coming to the silo!” Nelson screamed. “Tell them we have the stone.”

      The black-clad soldier to my right acknowledged the message as he worked a short-range receiver.

      Nelson struggled to regain power each time the hovercraft jumped.

      We were going to die out here. It was all for nothing.

      And then, all at once, the shelling stopped, like someone had slipped a lid on the sky.

      A bright light blinded me for a moment, causing everything inside the ground hugger to give off an eerie blue-white shade.

      Then the moment passed, and it was several seconds before the air was rumbling. Exactly like the call and reply of thunder and lightning I remembered from when I was a kid, when Mason and I would count off the distance.

      But this wasn’t the weather.

      An alien cube poured down a second beam of energy, and then a third.

      The Army pulse cannon positions were silenced instantly. It was foolish to use pulse cannons out here, I thought. They were surely showing well into the evening skyline, like a siren song for the alien bastards. They were asking for it.

      I knew the stone was in my pocket once again, although like Mason’s dog tags, I didn’t remember putting that there either. The last few minutes were a blur.

      I didn’t need to reach down and touch the stone to know the warmth was gone. Whatever called the aliens had stopped adding waves to the cosmic background noise they seemed to pick up on.

      Everyone in the hugger was looking back now. Even Nelson, reckless for not watching the path ahead, was looking back as he pushed the ground hugger harder and harder through the rocky terrain.

      “Are they following us?” Nelson asked, all his bravado gone.

      I shook my head.

      Nelson’s gaze returned to the road ahead.

      I held my breath, waiting to see if the alien cubes did indeed decide to follow us. But the horizon stayed cool and silent.

      But I knew that meant nothing, not in the long run.

      The Druk wouldn’t stop coming until they had the stone back.

      I rubbed Mason’s dog tags around my neck.

      And I wouldn’t stop until I got everyone I loved back.
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      “Get that gate open!” Nelson screamed over the radio.

      “Are you losing it, old man?” Pinky asked. “There’s no gate down there.”

      I watched the landscape fly past. We’d been driving flat-out for almost five minutes when the dry riverbed seemed to shift downward, the walls of rock around us going from ridges to full-on rock walls.

      And now I could see, as we followed the curve of the ever-narrowing path, that there was a sheer wall of rock in front of us.

      “Whoa, slow down!” Mouse said.

      “We’re not slowing down,” Nelson growled. The Empire soldier manning the roof pulse cannon yelled something sharp down to his two comrades, who as far as I could see were all that remained of Nelson’s team. The rest were back there, either killed in that pulse pounder fire or roasted by the Druk ships. Either way, they weren’t on this field trip.

      The rock ahead of us shifted and slid aside, revealing a mechanism on wheels and tracks on the back side of the rock. Up close, the seam was obvious. But from a distance, it was about as good as camouflage down here got. Rocks to hide among rocks.

      As soon as we shot through the gate, the rocks smashed shut behind us.

      I watched as the rocky entrance opened into a huge hangar space. I knew instantly where we were. This was the Charlie plasma cannon silo, the dead zone in the charts I’d seen earlier. But none of the silos were known to be this big.

      “Home sweet silo home,” Nelson said.

      “What the hell?” Lam grunted.

      “This ain’t like no silo I know,” said Pinky. Leech, who was sitting silently next to him, nodded in the affirmative.

      “We made a few modifications,” Nelson said as he brought the ground hugger to a stop. The thrusters let off a steam bath that heated the air around the ship as it settled onto the rocky ground.

      “So what are we?” I asked, finding my voice hoarse. “Prisoners?”

      Nelson chose to remain seated in the cockpit, leaning over the hugger controls. It was in auto shutdown, but he seemed like just the kind of guy to not trust the equipment to work without his guiding hand.

      “Guests,” he said.

      “Bullshit,” Pinky said.

      “Believe what you want,” Nelson said, climbing out of the cockpit. “But I need your help.” The other members of his team had already disembarked. It was just Nelson and the Marines now, and me.

      “We’re close to cracking this. Once we understand what we’ve got here” – he nodded at me – “we can confuse the Druk. Their ships might still be more powerful than we can ever compete with, but if we can make the Druk themselves powerless, it’s a moot point. We can beat them back off this planet.”

      “And the others?” I said. “Those trapped in the shared space?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” Nelson said.

      As he said it, a woman came to side of the hugger. “Productive?” she asked. She slipped a casual hand around Nelson’s waist.

      Nelson looked at me. “We got what we came for.”

      “This is all new construction,” Lam said, ducking his head outside the hugger.

      Nelson nodded. “We’ve been busy.”

      “We’ve got plants, too,” the woman next to Nelson said. She nodded at our surprised looks. “It’s amazing what you can do out of sight of the aliens.”

      “Who built all this?” I said.

      “My team,” he said. “Our team,” he corrected himself, nodding at the woman next to him. “My wife, Kaylan.”

      “Is this an Empire initiative?” Lam asked.

      Nelson snorted. “The Empire just wants their mind-control toys.”

      “And you don’t?” I asked.

      “I’ll get them what they want,” Nelson said. “Eventually. There’s never any getting away from the Empire. If I double-cross them, I’ll not live to see the end of it.”

      “So what is this?” I asked.

      “This is alien-killer central,” Nelson said as he broke away from Kaylan. “This is where we’re going to win this war.”

      I joined Lam at the door of the hugger. I could see now that there were a dozen ground huggers parked in the hangar. Weapons systems that had clearly been provided by the Empire were along the walls. And in the far corner of the hangar, I saw the original silo and control room. A lot of high-tech equipment was on display here.

      Mason had been right. Nelson was the key to understanding the stone and what it could do for us. The silo was proof of that.

      The rest of the Marines got out. It was just Nelson and me in the hugger.

      “Why didn’t you just tell us about this?” I asked.

      “You think I trusted you?” he asked. “Hell, I still don’t. But this was the bargain I struck to get the stone.”

      “But all of that bullshit,” I said. “The threats. The attacks.”

      Nelson got up in my grill. “Let’s make something clear, Captain,” he said. “This is still a military operation, and I’ll run it that way. I’m not in this to make friends. I’m fine with killing for the greater good. If I’d had to kill you and the rest of your team to get that stone, I would have, and I wouldn’t have felt bad about it.”

      I refused to back down. I knew Mason wouldn’t have. “You made a promise back there,” I said. “And I’m holding you to it. A promise not just to beat back the Druk. You made a promise to help me get the people of my world back.”

      Nelson held my gaze. It got uncomfortable, but I had all the time in the world. Finally, he nodded. “All right. Our equipment is your equipment,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t interfere with our goal of destroying the Druk, you’re free to do what you need to do.” He hesitated. “As long as you give me full access to the stone.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled the stone out. I flipped it around in my hand, studying it again. I felt the rough edges, the raised alien lettering.

      I held out my hand. Nelson held out his. We were both careful not to touch the stone simultaneously.

      I hesitated.

      Nelson caught my eye. “Do you even know why they are here?”

      “No one knows,” I said.

      “I do,” he said softly. “And trust me when I say this innocuous-looking rock is the key to making these aliens bastards pay for what they’ve done.” He gestured to the hum of equipment and personnel all around. “That’s what this is all about. Are you in or out?”

      I knew what my brother would say. And now I knew what I would say, too. I dropped the stone into his hand.

      “In.”
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