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      Admiral Henson leaned heavily on the holostage. The small points of light on the holoimage represented every ship—military and civilian—merged into a single blurred mass. The entire fleet was in full retreat. Henson rubbed his eyes as the image drifted out of focus.

      “What a mess,” Henson muttered. “What a kravin mess.”

      Rear Admiral Tel Jackson and Rear Admiral Victor Orlov stood in silence. There was nothing they could do now but watch the retreat. All plans had been made for the defense of the two home worlds. The orbital defenses on the asteroids in orbit round Eras were ready to defend the planet. The two moons around Eros were even better equipped. The Chitins would never break through the final defensive perimeter.

      A red blip appeared on the holostage. It was a distress call from a civilian ship. Jackson and Orlov searched for information. Henson knew what was coming.

      “It’s a civilian ship. It’s lost its primary drive,” Orlov reported. “The captain of the ship is asking for military assistance.”

      Henson bowed his head.

      “The Leo is the closest destroyer,” Jackson said. He zoomed in on the destroyer, showing its proximity to the distressed civilian ship. “The Leo could attempt an evacuation. Shall I contact the captain, sir?”

      Henson looked up and zoomed the holostage view out to its maximum. The group of fleeing human vessels was being pursued by thousands of Chitin warships. The Chitins were spread out in an arc to the rear of the retreating human fleet. The Chitin armada was closing in. The fleet would reach the safety of the planetary defenses in a little under an hour. The Chitins would not catch them for a little over an hour. It was going to be a close call. The slightest delay would mean destruction, or even worse, capture. There was no time for a rescue.

      “Admiral, shall I contact the Leo?”

      “No.” Admiral Henson’s voice was strong and stable.

      “Receiving a message from a frigate, Admiral.” Victor Orlov zoomed the holoimage in onto the frigate.

      The designation code was displayed next to the frigate on a small holographic label. Frigate M-4 showed it was the fourth frigate from the carrier group of the recently destroyed carrier Monarch. Frigate M-4 had suffered minor damage in the Battle of Grid Eight-Eight-Thirteen, but they were fully operational.

      “Frigate M-4 is requesting permission to fall out of formation and offer assistance to the civilian ship.”

      “Permission denied.” Admiral Henson tapped the holostage and returned to the widest view showing all the retreating ships. The small point of light, blinking red, showing the location of the civilian ship was falling behind and now appeared alone. The gap between it and the retreating fleet increased slowly. The gap between it and the pursuing Chitins decreased.

      “It is a fleet supply vessel, Admiral,” Tel Jackson reported. “They are carrying replacement antimatter coils. It has a crew of fifteen.”

      “Send a message to the supply vessel,” Henson said. “Message begins. Make all efforts to return to home space. Take all necessary precautions to prevent military equipment falling into enemy hands. Good luck. Message ends.”

      Jackson sent the message.

      The three watched the holostage. The red point of light representing the supply ship was adrift and about to be consumed within the mass of lights representing the Chitin armada.

      The three held their breath.

      As the Chitin craft surrounded the supply vessel, a small ball of white light appeared over the image. It grew briefly and then died away. The holostage image updated and identified the wreckage of several Chitin Hydras and the annihilation of one civilian transport vessel.

      “Antimatter detonation recorded at the supply ship’s location, Admiral,” Orlov said.

      Tel Jackson looked at his colleague and nodded. “They must have collapsed a coil before they were captured.”

      “Their last supply drop was to frigate M-4, Admiral,” Orlov said as he reviewed the lost ship’s log. “They delivered replacement coils. Frigate M-4 lost a coil in the Battle of Grid Eight-Eight-Thirteen. It probably wouldn’t be on its way home now if it wasn’t for that supply ship, sir.”

      “Update the fleet registry,” Henson said. “Make a note in the records that the supply ship saved frigate M-4 from capture by the Chitins. Award each member of the supply ship’s crew a combat action stripe. Mark it on their records that they acted selflessly and heroically during the retreat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Forge sat in his personal quarters reading the updates on the retreat. The fleet was pushing every ship to its design limits to get to the protection of the planetary defense cannons. The huge ground-based energy weapons would hold the Chitins at bay. A single blast from one of the defense cannons would annihilate a Chitin Leviathan, leaving nothing bigger than a particle of sand behind, a smoldering dust cloud that was once a Chitin warship. The cannons were capable of firing three massive energy blasts a minute with an effective range of one hundred thousand kilometers. It was an effective defense.

      The asteroids around Eras each housed a single defense cannon and provided global coverage. Both moons around Eros housed two of the defense cannons, mounted on massive facilities at the poles. The defenses gave an all-round line of sight and could fire on any Chitin craft coming from any direction.

      Jack was heading for the moon of Brecon, the outermost moon of the planet Eros. It would be the closest to home Jack had been in almost two years.

      The small family watch that sat on Jack’s desk was contained within its black composite shell. Jack checked the current time in his home town in the northern prairies of Eros. He set his old watch to home time and then dropped it into his jacket pocket.

      A message from Major Griff came over Jack’s small desktop holostage.

      “How are your preparations, Commander?” Griff asked.

      Jack thought the major’s face was creased with a hundred more wrinkles than when Jack had last seen him only a few hours ago. Two companies of the battalion were to deploy to Brecon with all equipment. It was a big job.

      “Cobra Company is all set. I ordered them to take a thirty-minute break in the mess. I hear they have cooked up some real meat today.”

      “So I hear,” Griff said. “And what about you?”

      “Ready, sir. I am just packing away my personal effects.”

      “Not planning on retirement, are you, Jack?”

      “No, sir.” Jack looked around his small quarters. He had only just become accustomed to it, and now he was preparing to leave, possibly for the last time. “I’m just not sure if we’ll get back to the Scorpio any time soon. It looks like we will be deployed to the field for some time.”

      “Yeah.” Griff nodded. “We have to protect those cannons.” Griff nodded and was momentarily distracted by a folder in his hand. He dropped the folder and looked at Jack. “Assemble Cobra Company, Jack,” Griff said. “We deploy in fifteen minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack stood on the Marine hangar deck. Cobra and Boa Companies were aboard their landing craft. Commander Laidlaw stood with Jack, looking out of the hangar door porthole. Somewhere away in the darkness was the Chitin armada.

      “Kind of creepy to know they’re out there, isn’t it, Jack.” Laidlaw moved his face closer to the small porthole.

      “They have always been out there, Stu,” Jack replied.

      “Yeah, but they have never been this close to the home planets before.” Laidlaw stepped away.

      Jack checked the time on his small watch. The final boarding order would come any moment now. He looked at the newly appointed commander, Stuart Laidlaw. Boa Company was his responsibility. Jack had suggested him for the position and felt a degree of responsibility not just for his own company but for Laidlaw’s too.

      The orders came for final boarding of the Marine landing craft in the form of a brief message from Major Griff.

      Laidlaw viewed Griff’s message on the holodisplay panel on the sleeve of his meat suit. “Guess it’s time to go,” he said.

      Jack held out his hand. Laidlaw took it and the two shook. They had both risen through the ranks quickly and now they were both commanding fully-manned companies of fleet Marines.

      “Good luck, Stu,” Jack said.

      Laidlaw nodded. He was looking pale. Jack stepped close and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “You’re a good Marine and a good leader. You are going to be fine. You can do this. Copy?”

      Stuart nodded.

      “You wouldn’t have been given the company if you couldn’t manage it.” Jack gave Laidlaw a hearty pat on the shoulder. “Be sure. Be decisive. Be a Marine.”

      “Copy that,” Laidlaw said and turned toward the boarding ramp of his company’s landing craft.

      Jack walked up the ramp and into the passenger hold of his landing craft. Cobra Company had been brought up to full strength with the addition of squads poached from Adder Company. Several mixed squads had been assembled from the Marines who had escaped the destruction of the Monarch and the Taurus at the Battle of Grid Eight-Eight-Thirteen. The survivors of half a dozen companies now served to swell the ranks of Cobra to its full complement of twelve squads, with twelve Marines each.

      Jack tapped the ramp control panel. The pneumatic systems hissed and squeaked as the ramp closed. It took a moment for his eyes to become accustomed to the dim lights of the landing craft’s passenger hold. Jack did not want to be seen stumbling in the dark, feeling his way forward, giving the company any thoughts that their commander was not fully in control. He stood and waited until his eyes adjusted.

      A message from the cockpit came over Jack’s communicator. The pilot had been given instructions to begin final egress procedure.

      Jack acknowledged the message and stepped along the passenger hold. The landing craft was barely holding together. Unless the pilot treated her very carefully, it might be her last trip. The panels above the Marines’ seats were missing in several places. Hold lights blinked and flickered in some places. They were absent in others. There were still enough lights operating to give Jack a gloomy view of his company.

      The central aisle of the landing craft was stacked with crates of equipment and supplies. There was enough food and ammunition to keep the company going for several weeks. And then along the sides of the craft, strapped in their seats, were the one hundred and forty-four men and women of Cobra Company. All were fully suited up and armed for battle. The pulse pistols were strapped to the meat suits at various locations, the hip being the most popular but many Marines preferred to strap their secondary weapon under their arm or across the chest.

      Various other sidearms and extra weaponry was affixed to the suits, including grenades and electron blades. In front of every Marine, held in the standard flight position of butt down, muzzle up, was the Fleet Marine pulse rifle. This was the primary weapon of the Fleet Marines. It was a powerful piece of equipment. It had won a hundred battles for the Marines. It was the only reason half of these Marines strapped in their seats here were still alive. It was powerful, dependable, vital, and deadly. With a dedicated, well-trained Marine behind it, the weapon was virtually unstoppable.

      Jack walked along the passenger deck. The Marines offered a quiet word of deference to Jack, a salute here or a quiet ‘sir’ there. The Marines didn’t need to acknowledge him in this situation, but he had earned their respect in a number of dangerous and difficult encounters with their enemy. They wanted Jack to know they would follow him. He acknowledged their offers of respect with a light return salute, a tap of his finger to his brow, to show that he also respected them.

      Finding an empty seat halfway along the passenger hold in the area taken up by 6th squad was a welcome sight. Apart from a brief moment in his quarters, Jack had been on his feet for the best part of a day. Organizing the company for deployment involved more running around than anyone who had never done it would believe. Jack dropped in to the seat.

      Sam Torent, squad leader for the 6th, saluted Jack as he sat.

      “Sir,” Torent said lightly.

      “How is sixth squad doing, Sam?” Jack asked.

      “Osho is still after my job, sir,” Torent said. He pointed across to Osho, who was seemingly asleep. “Bailey is still a bit nervous, but I think he’ll be after your job soon.”

      Bailey was checking the panels on his meat suit sleeve, his right leg bouncing nervously. He saw Jack and Torent looking at him. He stiffened and delivered a sharp salute.

      Jack smiled and returned the salute. “As you were, Bailey,” he said.

      “I’m only just getting to know the replacements,” Torent said, pointing to a number of Marines sitting nearby. “We were lucky to get some veterans from other battalions. Some are green, but I have given them a good run through with some of our best VR scenarios.”

      Jack nodded. He studied the new members of 6th squad. Even though so many of them were new, 6th squad was still Jack’s squad. He knew it was wrong, but he had a sentimental spot for these men and women. They had been his friends. He had so few left.

      “They’ll be okay, sir,” Torent said. “They know what they have to do and they’ll do it.”

      “What about you, Sam?” Jack turned to his old nemesis turned best friend. “You okay?”

      Torent smiled and nodded. He held out his arm, his prosthetic replacement. He flexed it, clenching and unclenching the fingers. “If only the rest of my body was in as good a condition as this arm.”

      An amber light started flashing, throwing light and shadow about the passenger hold in lazy sweeps. It was the takeoff warning light. The pilot messaged Jack.

      “We have orders to leave, sir. Do you want to take a seat in the cockpit?”

      “No, pilot,” Jack said. He grabbed the straps to the seat he was in. “Go ahead and take us out.”

      Jack strapped himself in.

      “Just like old times?” Torent asked.

      “Just like old times,” Jack agreed.

      Looking around at the faces of the men and women he was leading, Jack could see the respect they had for him, a commander who wasn’t afraid to ride in the back with the troops. Jack knew they would follow him. He also knew he would have to order them into battle and that many of the one hundred and forty-four Marines of Cobra Company in the landing craft might not return home.

      Jack knew that the deployment to Brecon was not going to be an armchair posting. Brecon was about to become the front line in the deadly standoff against the Chitins, a war that the humans were losing. With their backs against the wall, Jack knew the fleet Marines would be more determined than ever. He knew Cobra would fight hard. Failure was not an option.
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      The shaking started suddenly and violently. The creaking of the landing craft’s hull was piercing and loud.

      “We’re coming in to land,” the pilot’s stressed voice came over Jack’s communicator. “I’ve lost pitch control. I am compensating with thrusters. Brace for emergency landing.”

      Jack pulled his meat suit helmet on. It hissed as it created the seal. Then he grabbed the shoulder straps on his seat, his hands across his chest. He activated the inertia reduction field on his meat suit, trying to relax and control his breathing. Training told them that a relaxed Marine would withstand a crash landing better than a tense one.

      “Remember your training, Cobra,” Jack said into his helmet communicator on a company channel. Everyone would hear his voice.

      The red emergency landing light flashed around the passenger hold. The Marines adopted the crash position.

      “Killed by our own ship.” Torent leaned in toward Jack. “Chits won’t even need to attack.”

      Jack knew Torent was right but didn’t have time for Torent’s dark humor just then.

      “Adopt the correct emergency landing position, Squad Leader,” Jack said. “How are you going to lead your squad with a broken skull?”

      “I could use a good knock on the head,” Torent said, pressing himself into his seat. “Probably need some sense knocked into me.”

      “I’ll do it for you if you don’t brace,” Jack said.

      The violent shaking of the landing craft jostled the Marines in their seats. The hull rattled and screeched as it exceeded its design limits. Jack looked at the hull opposite him as it flexed rapidly. His eyes shook in their sockets, and the whole passenger hold became a blur.

      A coolant conduit ruptured and sprayed boiling liquid over the man underneath it. The scream of pain was short-lived. Jack checked the Marine with his enhanced data view on his helmet. He was already dead.

      “Coming down hard.” The pilot’s voice wavered with fear. “Lost pitch. Coming in nose-first. Five seconds to impact.”

      Jack accessed the landing craft data stream and selected the forward view. He viewed it on the holoimage projection on the inside of his helmet. He wished he hadn’t. The craft was pitched forward at an angle of forty-five degrees, traveling forward at over a hundred kilometers per hour. The pilot had done well to slow the craft, but the old vehicle was still coming in too fast. The rear end was coming down by a few degrees, but the impact would still be heavy.

      The nose struck the loose regolith of Brecon, a dry dusty covering littered with fist-sized rocks. The landing craft dug a deep furrow as it raced forward. The nose slowed. The rear end began to drop as the pilot threw all power to the thrusters, forcing the rear down.

      The landing craft plowed through the pale Brecon soil, throwing dust into the moon’s thin atmosphere. The noise of rock scraping across the outer composite hull filled the passenger hold. And then came the sound of the outer hull tearing.

      Several panels around the hold fell out of place as the hull was stretched and compressed by the collision. The entire hold seemed to twist and bend. More conduits ruptured, spraying fire and ice around the hold. A thin composite beam came bursting through the inner hull, impaling a Marine. Jack watched as the life signs failed.

      The rear of the craft eventually hit the ground, and it hit hard, the thrusters driving it downwards to compensate for the loss of pitch control. The sudden downwards force pressed Jack into his seat and he felt his head press down onto his shoulders with sickening force. His spine compressed with the strength of the collision.

      The landing craft stopped suddenly and threw everyone around in their seats. A strap failed on a Marine opposite Jack and he was flung along the hold. The crates of supplies along the central aisle slid forward, their restraining webbing failing in places. A crate ripped away from its webbing and slid suddenly to the side, crushing the legs of a Marine.

      Jack accessed the landing craft data. The ship was down. The cockpit had been crushed in the landing. The pilot was not responding. A fire had started in the engine assembly. Jack knew he had only moments to clear the craft.

      “Squad Leaders,” Jack said into his helmet communicator. “Emergency evacuation procedures. Evacuate your squads. Clear the area.”

      Jack looked over to the wide boarding ramp. It was twisted and the seal was broken, but the ramp was still in the closed position. The squad leader of first squad was at the controls.

      “Commander, the ramp is not responding.”

      “Blow it,” Jack said, un-strapping himself from his seat. “Set charge for a low yield.”

      A Marine from 1st with a handy demolition charge came forward and pressed the material into the pneumatic ram. He fell back, shouting.

      “Fire in the hole.”

      The detonation was a short and powerful bump. The pneumatic ramp snapped under the force of the explosive like a dry twig. The boarding ramp fell open, hitting the dry regolith and throwing more dust up into the thin air.

      Cobra Company streamed out of the wreckage as the fire suppression system activated and a mist of fire suppression vapor filled the passenger hold. Then the engines erupted.

      The fire spread along the hold, engulfing the Marines waiting to escape. Jack saw the fire race toward him, boiling and bubbling, raw fire in the air. His suit activated its coolant systems just as the fire washed over him.

      The temperature in the hold peaked in a fraction of a second. Jack’s suit temperature crept up slowly. He didn’t have a lot of time until the fire overcame his suit’s protection and became fatal.

      Jack move toward the open boarding ramp, herding Marines in front of him until he was out of the fire and into the freezing air of Brecon. Various warning signs on his enhanced data overlay called for his attention. He had suffered a contusion to his entire left side where he’d been pressed forward by the impact of the crash. He had a sprain in his left wrist and left ankle. He was suffering from a mild concussion. His suit’s thermal regulation systems were scrambled but rebooting, and his on-board medical treatment package was offline.

      Jack staggered forward, determined to get away from the burning ship. A Marine came along side and pulled Jack’s arm over his shoulder, taking some of Jack’s weight and helping him move. Jack continued for another fifty meters.

      “Stop. Stop.” Jack turned and looked back to the burning craft. No more Marines were escaping from it. And then, in a silent and brilliant white flash, the engines erupted, throwing burning composite into the cold Brecon air.

      The company casualty report came into Jack’s suit. Thirteen Marines and the pilot were dead or unaccounted for. Another twenty lay wounded around the crash site, some having narrowly escaped, three miraculously having been flung clear through a breach in the upper hull. All were lying in the Brecon dust awaiting assistance.

      Jack ran a quick head count by squads. The casualties were concentrated in the higher number squads, the ones that had been sitting closer to the nose section of the landing craft.

      “Listen up, Cobra,” Jack sent a message over the suit’s communicator. “Head for the planetary defense cannon facility. Sixth Squad, assist the wounded.”

      Jack turned toward the defense cannon in the distance. It was massive, truly monumental. The cannon itself had a muzzle a hundred meters across. It appeared squat at only two hundred meters tall. The surrounding facility was a vast square building. It was pale like the surrounding surface. They had to defend this cannon at any cost, and his company had already taken casualties before the first shot was even fired.

      He began limping forward, the sprain on his left ankle making movement painful. He checked his suit’s medical treatment package. It was rebooting but still not able to deliver a painkiller. The Marine who had helped Jack offered his help again.

      “Let me help you, sir,” he said.

      Jack looked over to the Marine. The data overlay identified him as Corry Allen, the squad leader of 3rd squad. He was a tough Marine with a reputation for fitness and strength. Jack let the kid take some weight.

      When healthy, Jack could have made it to the distant facility in no time. The sprain in his ankle hurt, but the frustration was harder to tolerate. He tried to remain calm and struggled forward, but time was a factor. He needed to organize his company and organize the defense.
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      The holostage on the Scorpio’s command deck showed the landing craft’s crash in detail. Major Griff zoomed in on the crash site. Marines were moving out from the craft. Griff requested a head count from the Scorpio’s uplink to the Marines’ meat suits.

      Pretorius saw the readout displayed under the holoimage of the burning landing craft. He looked over at Griff.

      “Acceptable losses,” Griff said. “Cobra Company will continue on mission and deploy at the northern planetary defense cannon.”

      Pretorius nodded. He observed Griff closely. He was an experienced Marin but was still newly appointed to command the entire battalion. Pretorius watched for any sign that Griff was not adapting to his new, expanded responsibilities as well as he should.

      Even though Griff had complete authority over all three companies of the Scorpio’s Marine battalion—Adder, Boa and Cobra—Pretorius was in command of the Scorpio itself. If Pretorius suspected that Griff was not performing well enough, it would be his responsibility to act for the good of the ship.

      Pretorius knew there was a task that Griff really needed to perform as a priority. Pretorius would do it himself if Griff didn’t act in the next few moments. He watched Griff, noticing the slight twitch in the major’s left eye lid. It could be fatigue, considering the major had been working flat out for several days preparing his company for deployment, or it could be stress. Stress was a natural response and could be managed and dealt with, but it was more insidious than mere fatigue.

      Pretorius could wait no longer. Griff needed to contact the company of the crashed landing craft and ascertain if the commander was among the dead or injured. Chain of command needed to be established quickly. Pretorius didn’t need to wait any longer as Commander Forge’s voice burst over the holostage communicator.

      “Scorpio, this is Forge. Communication check.”

      “Commander Forge,” Griff replied. His voice was steady. “Communications good. Go ahead.”

      “Cobra Company has taken casualties in the landing. Landing craft suffered catastrophic failure. Cobra Company is on task and deploying now.”

      Pretorius felt a sense of relief at the sound of Jack Forge’s voice. The young Marine was proving himself to be a reliable and effective commander. Pretorius had feared the battalion could have lost their front-line officer in the crash.

      Griff activated the communicator and replied to Jack.

      “Copy that, Commander. Proceed as planned.”

      “Sir,” Jack’s voice came over the communicator. He was breathing hard. “We’ve lost all our supplies. We’ve got our personal weapons and any ammo we were carrying. We are not equipped for a prolonged deployment.”

      Pretorius centered the holostage view on the communication signal coming from Jack’s communicator. The holostage showed the Marines as small, green points of light. Jack was highlighted as commander. He was moving across the moon’s surface directly to the cannon facility.

      Pretorius saw Griff hesitate. The twitch in his eye seemed more pronounced.

      “Proceed to your deployment area and await further instructions. Scorpio out.”

      Pretorius zoomed the holostage view out from Cobra Company on the northern region of Brecon and shrank the view of the moon down to a fist-sized image at the center of the holostage. The fleet was retreating toward Eros, deep inside the defense perimeter.

      The Scorpio was maneuvering into position behind Brecon. Pretorius had been on deployment across the Eros System, sometimes deep in Chitin space, but he had the feeling that he was now truly on the front line in an increasingly desperate fight for survival.

      Pretorius rotated the view of Brecon on the holostage and placed the southern defense cannon on view. The deployment on the southern region was going smoothly, it appeared. Pretorius zoomed in. He glanced across to Griff.

      Griff appeared to relax as he saw the deployment of Boa Company going according to plan. The company of Marines was entering the huge facility. The report from their commander came over the holostage communicator.

      “Scorpio, this is Laidlaw. Boa Company deployment first stage complete. Moving supplies from the landing craft and setting up defenses now. Laidlaw out.”

      Griff leaned on the holostage. He responded with a cool and quiet voice.

      “Copy that, Boa. Scorpio out.”

      Pretorius studied Griff. He could see the signs of the strain. They were all feeling the tension. They were all under pressure. Griff had been an exceptional company commander. He had been brave and heroic. His actions at the Battle of Lava Lake on Haydes had been developed into an oft-used VR training simulation for assault on a fixed Chitin position. He had saved the lives of many of the Marines of the Libra’s battalion at the Battle of Asteroid Nine-Nine-Three. He had fought across the asteroid belt, keeping his Marines alive and in the fight for weeks after the Libra had been lost to enemy fire.

      But fatigue and stress were pernicious afflictions that had no respect for previous heroics. The battlefield could become overwhelming at any stage, and it could affect the fresh recruit or the most decorated officer. Pretorius was aware and alert to its dangers.

      “Captain,” Griff said. His voice was relaxed and the twitch over his eye was gone for now. “I’d like to arrange a supply drop for Cobra Company. I know what they need. I will oversee the arrangements myself.”

      Griff stepped away from the holostage. He looked at the view of Brecon, the outer moon of Eros, and hesitated.

      A small blip appeared and then disappeared on the edge of the holostage, at the limit of the detector range. Pretorius was tapping the control panel and focusing all available sensors on the area.

      The blip reappeared. Several other blips appeared, and then disappeared, then re-appeared. A flickering collection of signals on the edge of sensor range.

      Then the signals appeared and remained stable. A group of a dozen ships moving toward Eros on a heading that would take them past Brecon and the Scorpio.

      “Mister Chou,” Pretorius called out to his second-in-command. “Ready all weapons.”

      Then the blips changed from unknown signals to identified Chitin craft. A dozen Chitin warships on a direct heading to the planet Eros.

      “I didn’t think they would let us go that easily,” Griff said. He stepped back up to the holostage and contacted his Marines on Brecon.

      “Attention Commanders Forge and Laidlaw,” Griff said into his communicator. “Incoming Chitin craft. Be ready.”

      Pretorius sent orders to the drive officer to position the Scorpio. Commander Chou stepped up to the holostage and stood next to Pretorius. The two worked feverishly to ready the destroyer for action.

      Griff pushed himself away from the holostage. “I’ll check Adder Company deployment through the ship, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Major,” Pretorius said. “Make sure they pay dearly if they board us.”

      Griff nodded stiffly. “Good luck, Captain.”

      “To us all, Major.”

      The signal on the blips changed again as the Chitins came even closer. There was a momentary lull in activity as Pretorius, Griff, and Chou all read the data. The oncoming Chitin craft were all Leviathan class warships, the Chitin’s most powerful ships.

      “We can’t fight them,” Griff said. “The Scorpio on its own wouldn’t be able to take out one Leviathan. A dozen? It will be over before it’s begun.”

      “Thank you, Major,” Pretorius said. “Prepare your Marines to repel Chitin incursions.”

      “They won’t board us,” Griff said. “They’ll destroy us with one blast.”

      “Thank you, Major!” Pretorius shouted. He turned to Commander Chou. “Notify command and control center on Eros that we are about to engage the Chitins at Brecon.”

      “Engage?” Griff shouted. “We need to fall back. We need support. Call the Monarch. Tell them to get here.”

      Pretorius stepped away from the holostage and put a hand on Griff’s shoulder. “The Monarch was destroyed, remember?”

      Griff froze, then nodded.

      “See to your duties, Major,” Pretorius said, concern etched into his face. “And let me see to mine.”

      Griff nodded again and left.

      Pretorius stepped back to the holostage.

      “Show me the incoming Leviathans, Mister Chou,” Pretorius said.

      The holostage zoomed in on the incoming Chitin craft. The twelve ships were arranged in a box, three-wide. The Chitins had taken losses and Fleet Intelligence had deduced that their supply of the Leviathan warships must be reduced to a token number. Maybe this was the entire Leviathan armada. Twelve Leviathans would make short work of the remaining two carrier groups. The Eros System fleet was reduced to only two carriers and their support craft. The fleet could take on and defeat two Leviathans, maybe three. But twelve was too many. Not even at their previous strength of four carrier groups and the hundreds of fighters and support craft could the fleet have taken on twelve Leviathans.

      The group of twelve covered a huge area of space thirty kilometers across and twenty kilometers high. They raced forward in perfect formation, the long, thin, tentacle-like structures pointing toward their target, the Scorpio and Brecon.

      The planetary defense cannons on the north and south of Brecon aimed their massive snub-nosed cannons at the incoming Leviathans.

      Commander Chou showed Pretorius a communication dispatch from Fleet Command and Control Headquarters on Eros. Another group of twelve Leviathans was closing in on the planet Eras. The planetary defense network in the asteroids around Eras was targeting the second group of Leviathans.

      Pretorius put the news from his mind. Twenty-four Leviathans would be enough to overwhelm the entire military in minutes. The planetary defense cannons would have to do their job or the existence of human kind in the Eros system would soon come to an end.

      The two cannons on Brecon were targeting the twelve Leviathans on route to Eros. A larger number of cannons on the many asteroids in orbit around Eras were targeting the twelve Leviathans attacking that sector.

      The range finder on the holostage recorded the position of the Chitin craft. At just over a hundred thousand kilometers, they were on the edge of the range for the cannons.

      Pretorius zoomed the holodisplay out to show the Leviathans and Brecon. At exactly one hundred thousand kilometers, the cannons came alive.

      The muzzle of the cannon was suddenly ringed with a swirling mass of force lines as the cannon powered up its first discharge. The dust on the surface of Brecon climbed up off the ground and hovered in the lines of force that ran out over the moon’s surface.

      Then the colorful swirling force lines collapsed in toward the cannon. The lights disappeared.

      At the same moment, a Leviathan at the top left of the formation erupted in a mass of fire and debris.

      The colorful lines of force began to gather again at the edge of the cannon’s muzzle, a swirling pattern of every color, like a swirling oil slick but in three dimensions. Then the force lines again collapsed toward the interior of the cannon’s muzzle. At the instant the force lines vanished, a second Leviathan exploded.

      The swirling pattern at the northern cannon’s muzzle appeared again. Pretorius was briefly hypnotized by the colorful display. He had read all non-classified documents on the planetary defense cannon’s operational abilities, but there was scant technical data on its functionality. All Pretorius knew was the cannon was utterly and devastatingly powerful, and would protect the planets of Eros and Eras from the Chitins.

      Pretorius focused on the approaching Leviathans as the cannon prepared to fire again. The Leviathans were moving quickly and had covered thirty thousand kilometers but had lost six of their number. Pretorius watched as the seventh was destroyed.

      The Leviathan appeared to erupt from within. No beam or kinetic round seemed to impact on the surface of the Chitin warship, just fire bursting outwards, rippling along the fracture lines that ran over the surface of the Chitin ships. Then the hull began to expand outward, the spaces between the fractures pieces filled with a rolling and boiling inferno. Then Pretorius watched in amazement and wonder as the fractured pieces of the Leviathan began to collapse back in on itself.

      Pretorius expanded the view to show the entire attacking armada of twelve Leviathans. The craft that had been fired upon by the planetary defense cannon were now little more than smoldering fragments of Chitin debris.

      Another Leviathan erupted in fire. The remaining three slowed and came to a complete stop. As Leviathan target nine began to collapse in on itself, the remaining three Leviathans turned and began to accelerate away from the system. Another Leviathan erupted in a fire and debris as it fled. Pretorius took a moment to admire the work of the cannon and the debris field of the ten destroyed Chitin Leviathans.

      Commander Chou handed Pretorius a dispatch from Fleet Command and Control Headquarters. The planetary defenses around Eros and Eras had fought off the Chitin attack. Eighteen Leviathans had been destroyed in the failed attack on the two planets. More than had been destroyed in all the years of combat across the entire system.
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        * * *

      

      Jack wiped the dust away from his helmet’s face plate. The swirling dust was thin enough for him to see his way, but it adhered to his suit.

      Looking up at the towering defense cannon, he watched the swirling lines of color around the cannon muzzle high above him. The lines were like knotted rainbows, twisting and writhing, turning inside and outside each other in a swirling circle.

      The dispatch from Fleet Command and Control was relayed to him from the Scorpio. The attacking Chitin Leviathans had been beaten back by the massive cannon.

      Jack came up to the entrance hangar of the cannon facility. He stopped and looked back to his company of Marines still making their way across the moon’s surface. Many were staring up at the massive cannon’s muzzle. He could not blame them, it had been a hypnotic and unusual sight.

      “Move it, Cobra Company,” Jack spoke into his helmet’s communicator. “Stop staring and get moving. Squad Leaders, get your people moving. Move, Cobra. Move.”

      Jack stepped through the huge doorway to the entrance hangar. This facility would be their home and workplace until he was told otherwise or until he was dead.

      Jack stepped out of the swirling dust and into the calm of the huge, plain interior. He called up a floor plan and selected a spot for his forward command post, a small office area through a small rotating airlock door at the far end of the hangar.

      The cannons had done their job. Jack might not have to do his if the cannons held off the Chitin armada, but he would be ready, just in case.
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      The planetary defense cannon was more than a single artillery piece, it was a vast piece of machinery. It was fully automated and required no permanent on-site human presence. Its operation was conducted remotely from the Fleet Command and Control Center deep underground on the planet of Eros. There were living quarters built into the facility, designed for the repair and maintenance staff who were the only regular visitors. The only visitors currently on site were Cobra Company from the Scorpio Battalion.

      Jack found himself staring at the cavernous space he was standing in, large enough for a Fleet landing craft to dock. The walls of light-colored composite seemed to absorb the sound of the Marines’ footsteps as they came into the space. The main entrance to the facility was on the other side of the vast hangar-sized chamber.

      Dust from the moon that had been thrown up by the cannon’s firing fell from the Marines’ meat suits as they walked into the entrance hangar. They looked like ghosts drifting out of a cloud of dust.

      The march from the crash site had been long, and he could not deny that the active cannon had been a distraction. As such, it was a scattered group that straggled in. Jack ordered the Marines into parade formation as they arrived.

      At last, the Marines of 6th squad came staggering in, aiding and carrying the wounded from the crash.

      “Form up,” Jack called as the last group wandered in to the huge space.

      The squad leaders of the twelve squads took their positions on the right hand of the front rank.

      “Listen up, Cobra,” Jack said. He paced along the front of the parade formation. “The situation is this. The Chitins have been beaten back. The planetary defense cannon has done its job. For now.”

      The cheer went up from the company. Jack let them have their celebration, for a moment. The noise subsided and was over the moment Jack started speaking.

      “We’ve lost most of our supplies in the crash and I’ve requested a supply drop from the Scorpio. We’ll be supplied as soon as is practically possible.”

      Jack walked along the front rank. He listened to the Marines. Without their supplies, they were vulnerable. Jack needed to know if this was going to affect company morale. The parade remained silent. Jack was satisfied that all his Marines were focused.

      “We are here to protect this facility. I want an equipment check completed immediately. Make sure your weapon is functional. I want sidearms and auxiliary weapons checked too. If anyone has extra ammo, report it to your squad leaders. Any demolition charges, grenades, smoke grenades, I want them logged. I might want to redistribute them around the company. I don’t want one squad sitting on all our heaviest kit.”

      Jack turned and walked back along the parade.

      “I want a perimeter check. First Squad, that’s you. Run the perimeter. I want a defensive cover overwatch post set in the upper level of the facility. Second Squad, that’s you. I hope you have a head for heights. I want a forward observation post at one hundred meters out from the four walls of this facility. Third Squad, split into four teams and head out when you are done here.”

      Jack walked back along the parade. They had a lot of work to do.

      “Fourth Squad. Taku, move your squad into the facility and set up defense of the small side entrances. I can’t think of anyone better for holding the narrow corridors back there.”

      When Jack had first met Taku Folau, he had been newly appointed to squad leader of 4th squad. He had killed a Chitin singlehanded in the corridors of the Scorpio and was a fearless Marine. At that time, Folau was a veteran of only a few skirmishes. After months of combat action, Folau had proven himself a great squad leader.

      “Everybody else,” Jack went on, “set up a defensive formation along the opening to this entrance hangar. It’s the easiest way into the facility. I want it protected.”

      Jack walked back from the parade and stood in front of the company. They were a good company of Marines. Jack had fought with them as a Marine, as a squad leader, and as a commander. He knew they would give their all.

      “I’m setting up an operation center in the offices just inside the facility, at the back of the hangar. Squad leaders report to me when you have completed your tasks.” Jack looked across the parade. The company was settled. The crash had been disturbing and already some Marines had lost squad-mates, friends. None of them let it distract them from their purpose, though. They were here to follow orders, Jack’s orders.

      “Questions?” Jack asked. The parade remained silent. Jack had given them their orders and they were ready to carry them out.

      “Good,” Jack said. “Squad Leaders, get to work.” Jack turned to the small rotating doorway at the far end of the huge main entrance to the sounds of shouts from Cobra Company’s squad leaders as they put their squads into action.

      Stepping into the rotating airlock, Jack moved into a quiet corridor that gave access to a series of offices and rest facilities. The offices were equipped with holodesks and communication nodes for visiting maintenance and repair teams. They would now serve Jack as a base of operations. He picked the nearest office and stepped inside. He removed his helmet and dropped it on to a low chair, then stepped up to the holodesk and activated it.

      The home screen for the holodesk was a rotating image of the planetary defense cannon, a single-story surface building, and the multi-story subsurface structures of the powerful weapon.

      Jack began inputting the company’s location tags into the system. Soon the holoimage of the cannon’s complex was covered in a series of small green dots, indicating the location of each of Jack’s Marines.

      Much of the cannon’s operational parts were buried beneath the facility. Aboveground were the muzzle and the support facility that Cobra Company was currently occupying.

      The facility was massive given that it housed a single cannon. Each of the light-colored composite walls was a hundred meters long. There was the one main entrance leading to the entrance hangar. The area was designed for storage of maintenance equipment and ground vehicles. Most of Cobra Company was there now, preparing the defense.

      Corridors crossed the facility that eventually led to the small personal access points on each of the other three walls. Jack studied the geometry of the facility. It was simple. A simplicity that belied the weapon’s sophisticated mechanism.

      Access to the roof level was gained through a network of stairs and ladders situated along the back wall of the entrance hangar.

      Access to the main working of the cannon was via a large elevator platform at one end of the main entrance for equipment, and via a stairway from the office complex for personal access. Jack was not required to move into the workings of the cannon. He was only here to defend it, but as long as the weapon was functioning, there was little danger of him having to fight off any Chits. Having seen the weapon in action, and having learned of its destructive effect, Jack began to feel he was in the safest place in the entire Eros System.

      “Commander Forge. This is Squad Leader, Second Squad.”

      The communicator on Jack’s helmet sounded in stereo with the communicator on the holodesk.

      “Yes, Ben. Report.”

      Jack had known many of the squad leaders from Cobra for a long time. He had been one of them almost a year ago. He had a compassion for them that could be dangerous for a commander. Jack tried not to let his personal feelings for these men and women overcome his professionalism, but it was almost harder for Jack not to be too distant, and too severe with them. Striking the right balance was crucial.

      “Second squad deployed on overwatch duty, sir.” Ben Horan sounded relaxed. He was experienced, and this was no big deal. “I’ve got a team of three Marines at each corner.”

      “Good work, Ben,” Jack said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Sir?” Horan asked respectfully.

      “What is it, Ben?” Jack replied.

      “We could use some ration blocks,” Horan said.

      Jack made a note on the holodesk—2nd squad’s request for ration blocks. Jack knew it was a vital request. Horan wouldn’t have asked if he wasn’t in desperate need.

      “Copy that, Ben. I’ll get on it.”

      “Commander Forge. This is Squad Leader, First Squad.”

      Jack stopped what he was doing and listened to the incoming communication. It was the new squad leader of 1st squad.

      Jack picked up his helmet from the low chair and sat down. He hadn’t had time to get to know Will Stone. This was Stone’s first action as squad leader. Jack would need to get to know him fast.

      “Go ahead, Will,” Jack said.

      “I’ve completed my perimeter sweep. There are doors in the middle of each of the walls. All are sealed from the inside, sir. I couldn’t open any of them, but I don’t think they’ll hold off any determined effort to get through them. They won’t hold the Chits out, sir.”

      “Alright,” Jack replied. “Anything else?”

      “Clear views to the horizon on all sides of the facility. Ground is flat and firm. We covered the distance in good time.”

      “Good report, Will,” Jack said. “How are you set for rations? What about ammunition?”

      “Sir, I’ve got extra ration blocks. We have no grenades or demolition. We are a bit low on pulse rifle ammunition. We’ll have to rely on the electron bayonet, sir.”

      “That we will,” Jack said. “Bring your squad in, Will.”

      Jack went back to the holodesk and made a note that 1st was short of ammunition.

      He looked at the image of the cannon facility on the north pole of Brecon. He ran his hand over the image and expanded the view. The Scorpio was holding position in geo-stationary orbit at the Brecon’s equator. The ship was a welcome sight. Jack was sure that Major Griff was putting together a supply drop even as he looked at the holoimage of the Scorpio.

      He swiped his hand across the image again. It zoomed out to show the moon drifting around the planet. The Carrier Group Overlord and all its support craft were in orbit around Eros. The carrier Scepter had already deployed to Eras.

      Jack wondered why the Fleet would divide its carrier force. Together, they were a match for a Leviathan. Apart, they would be lucky to survive a concerted Hydra attack, but he knew the comfort the people of the planets Eros and Eras would take from knowing the carriers were in orbit. Jack knew he took comfort from the presence of the Scorpio even though the old destroyer wouldn’t last a minute against a Leviathan.

      He zoomed out to the fullest view on the small holodesk. The entirety of humankind was represented in its view. All human activity had ceased in the wider system. Now all of humanity was pressed back to the two terrestrial planets of Eros and Eras.

      And just on the edge of the holoimage, Jack saw the flickering signals blinking in and out as the Chitin craft hovered on the edge of sensor range. Jack realized that humanity had not only fled to their last safe refuge, they had run into a hole that they would almost never be able to fight their way out of.

      Jack knew the Chitins didn’t need to attack again. Humanity was trapped with its back against the wall. It was isolated from the rest of the system. It was reliant solely on the means that could be provided by the two planets. He realized that humanity was under siege and if they were prevented from accessing the mineral wealth of the asteroid belt and the fuel supplies of the gas giants, they would continue to shrink away until finally, when the last destroyer engines burned out and the planetary defense cannons had drained every last bit of energy from their quantum reactors, the Chitins would move in and finish off humankind for good.

      It might take years, or even decades, but Jack knew that the Chitins were on the verge of victory. All the Chitins had to do was to sit and wait. But there was one thing the Chitins did not do too well, and that was wait. They were impatient and ruthless. They would not wait a decade. They would not wait one year, or likely even a week. Jack felt in his heart that the Chitins were coming sooner than that.

      He tapped a communicator panel on the holodesk.

      “Scorpio, this is Forge. How are we coming on that supply drop?”
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      Captain Pretorius looked at the holostage from his chair on the command deck. Eros sat at the center of the image, shrunk down to the size of a fist. The outer moon Brecon was just large enough to be seen on the scale. The Scorpio was represented by a small point of light with a holographic label moving slowly with it.

      The holoimage showed the extent of sensor range around Eros, extending out for millions of kilometers. The space was empty, dark, and cold. Nothing moved in sensor range, only the remaining ships of the fleet.

      A lone frigate moved away from its position in the fleet massed around Eros. Pretorius received the communication from Fleet Command and Control Headquarters that a single ship was to be sent to probe the empty space for signs of Chitin activity.

      Pretorius guessed that some were hopeful that the Chitins were gone. He knew that the Chitins were just hiding out of range of the planetary defenses that had repulsed their Leviathans only hours ago. They had lost more Leviathans in one attack on humanity’s home planets than they had in years of combat in open space.

      The Chitins were aggressive, but they probably had the good sense not to send more of their mightiest warships to their destruction needlessly. Pretorius wondered for a moment how many Leviathans the Chitins had in their armada. If there were enough, they could overwhelm the planetary defenses. The fact the Chits were lurking out of sight suggested to Pretorius that they did not have an endless supply of the deadly Leviathans.

      The point of light that represented the single probing frigate moved out from the center of the holoimage. Pretorius watched as it approached Brecon. The frigate was fast and moved past the Scorpio and out into the interplanetary space. Within moments, the frigate was feeding its sensor data back to the fleet. The new data appeared on the holostage in front of Pretorius. As the sensor range was extended by the probing frigate, the scale on the holostage was redrawn, Eros shrinking even smaller, like a fist clenched even tighter.

      Pretorius watched the edge of the holostage for new sensor readings. And then like a sparkling curtain, the positions of a thousand Chitin craft appeared. An arc surrounding one side of the planet. Chitin craft holding position. Waiting.

      The fact that the ships were out there was not a surprise to Pretorius. The fact that there were so many was. The data began to feed back on the types of ships. There were seventeen Leviathans in the swarm. There were more than enough Leviathans to defeat the fleet in open space but not enough to overwhelm the planetary defenses.

      Along with the Leviathans, there were hundreds of Hydras. These were the ships the Chitins used to transport their soldiers to battle. They could latch on to a destroyer and infiltrate the ship, or they could land Chitin soldiers to the surface of a planet, moon, or asteroid. They were well armed with the Chitin plasma arc weapon. They were fast and had excellent maneuverability. The concentration of Hydras alone was a concern to the fleet.

      But the most numerous by far were the fighter and infiltrator craft, the Krakens. They were small but deadly in numbers. They were only large enough to hold one Chitin soldier, but as none had ever been captured, it was not known for sure how many Chitins piloted the Krakens, or if there were any Chitin soldiers aboard at all. The best guess of many in Fleet Intelligence was that they were autonomous, or that they were in fact a different breed of Chitin, one designed to operate in the vacuum of space. A soldier, pilot, and spacecraft all rolled in to one deadly, aggressive package.

      The frigate altered course and swept an arc, showing more of the Chitin craft. Several Krakens broke from the Chitin formation and headed directly for the lone frigate.

      Pretorius watched. He leaned forward in his chair. He noticed the bridge crew all turned in their seats watching the holoimage, all willing the frigate back to the safety of the planetary defenses.

      The frigate was fast, but the Krakens were faster. They closed the distance. A new group of signals appeared on the holostage—a squadron of Blades, the Fleet’s deadly fighter ships. The Blades rushed from their orbit around Eros and moved to intercept the Krakens. The squadron was made up of the fighters that had escaped the destruction of the Monarch. They were without a carrier to call home and were eager for revenge. The squadron had taken the name of The Orphans, and they were filled with deadly rage.

      The two groups of ships rushed toward each other until, with the Krakens almost in firing range of the frigate, they broke off and headed back to the safety of their Chitin armada.

      But the Orphans kept up their pursuit. And they closed in, racing past the retreating frigate to the fleeing Krakens.

      “Break off,” Pretorius whispered to himself. There could be nothing gained from a pointless little skirmish between two massed forces teetering on the brink of a deadly maelstrom of fire and fury.

      The Monarch’s Orphans broke off their pursuit and turned back toward Eros. The image on the holostage returned to its previous scale and space looked calm and empty, but now humanity knew that the Chitins were just out of range, hiding just out of sight, thousands of ships, poised to attack and destroy humanity once and for all.

      The reports came in to Pretorius from the Fleet Command and Control Headquarters. A similar probe around the sister planet, Eras, had just revealed the same thing: a swarm of Chitin craft sitting just beyond sensor range.
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      Jack stepped away from his holodesk. He had watched the probing frigate reveal the presence of nearly countless Chitin ships and he felt a deep-seated worry. He had been in danger many times but always in the thick of the action. Watching the Chitins massed in the distance, simply sitting and waiting, was torturous. He shook off the feelings of dread and went to inspect the company’s deployment.

      Jack pulled on his helmet and left the office complex.

      The massive doors to the main entrance had been partially closed. Access to the moon beyond was now only through a narrow slit near the ground. High enough to let a Marine walk through without ducking, low enough to prevent any vehicles from entering the hangar. The door had been rolled down and locked in the defensive position.

      Several squads were positioned in that opening, ready to defend the facility. Jack crossed the smooth floor of the entrance hangar and stepped out onto the moon’s surface. He looked up into the dark and empty space. Somewhere overhead, beyond visual and sensor range, was the heaviest concentration of Chitin warships ever seen by human eyes. A battle was coming, a battle he knew must be won.

      Jack looked across the surface of Brecon. Half a million kilometers away was the blue planet of Eros. It was rising over Brecon’s surface. A beautiful blue and white vision. Jack raised his field scanner and took a closer look. He could make out the prairies of his childhood, half a million kilometers away. They seemed a lifetime away. He had been pressed into the service of the Fleet Marines, and now it seemed as if it was the only life he’d ever had. The past was so distant now, it seemed like a different life, a different world. All he knew now was war and violence. He wished he could go back and retake his place in university, to sit around on the campus lawns and discuss engineering principles under the warmth of the sun, unaware of the malicious enemy that lurked in the dark of space, innocent of war and battle.

      But fate had brought him here, to this desolate, dry, and dusty moon, half a million kilometers above his childhood home. Jack feared it was the closest he would ever get to home again.

      The voice of Major Griff came over his communicator. It pulled Jack out of his reverie.

      “Not disturbing you, am I, Jack?” Griff said.

      “No, Harry. Not at all.” Jack took a few steps further out onto the dusty surface of Brecon under the towering defense cannon.

      “How are you doing down there?” Griff asked.

      Jack looked up. “Just sitting around. Waiting to see what the Chits will do next.”

      “Maybe they’ll go away,” Griff laughed.

      Jack laughed along with his commanding officer, but Jack had a feeling that Griff was laughing a bit too hard. Griff had been a great help to Jack when he had first become company commander. Jack owed Griff his gratitude and respect. But Griff was not settling into the position of battalion major so easily.

      Griff seemed on edge and hesitant. He was not the same man who had fought so valiantly against the Chits in the asteroid belt and on numerous other occasions as company commander.

      “How are things on the Scorpio?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Griff said, still chuckling at his previous joke. “Adder Company is deployed throughout the ship to hold off any Chitin incursions. Hope it doesn’t come to it, but your internal defense plans are still the best. You know it is standard across all destroyers now?”

      Jack felt surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah. The captain sent your internal defense outlines to all destroyer captains and Fleet Marine majors. A dozen battalion majors are cursing you, Jack, for making extra work for them. They’ll thank you if they ever have to fight off a Chitin incursion.”

      “Really,” Jack said, still genuinely surprised. He had designed the internal defense and it had seemed elementary, obvious even, that it was the best way to hold off a Chitin incursion.

      “Only,” Griff went on, “it’s not a dozen anymore, is it? How many destroyers are left in the fleet?”

      “Nine,” Jack said. His matter-of-fact tone belied the worry that the Fleet had so few craft in the face of such overwhelming odds.

      “Yeah,” Griff agreed. “Who have we got…” he mused. “Scorpio, of course. And the Aries, and Pisces. The entire Monarch Carrier Group is still in the fight. Not the Monarch though,” Griff laughed. “That got smashed, didn’t it?”

      “Umm, yes.” Jack turned and looked at his Marines all waiting for action. “Harry, are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah,” Griff replied. “And the Aquarius, and the Libra.”

      Feeling a mounting concern for his commanding officer, Jack walked back to the entrance hangar. He had first heard of Major Griff when he had saved his battalion after the destruction of his destroyer, the Libra. The Libra Battalion had held out in the asteroid belt, hopping from one asteroid to another, evading and engaging the Chits. It had been a master stoke of military command and had earned Griff his reputation as a leader and skilled tactician.

      “The Libra, Harry?” Jack asked carefully.

      “Call me sir, Jack,” Griff snapped. “I am major now, and your commanding officer. I’ll have a bit more formality from my officers. Do you read me, Commander?”

      “Yes, sir. My apologies.”

      “No, not the Libra,” Griff said, returning immediately to a jovial tone. “What am I thinking? She went down. She was destroyed. She’s gone now. The Chitins blew her up. I watched it happen. I was off ship, on deployment in the asteroid belt. Boom. She went down fast. They can really pack a punch, those kravin no good Chitin bastards.”

      “Harry?” Jack asked calmly. “Sir. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” Griff replied brusquely. “Just letting you know I am organizing that supply drop for you myself. It’ll be with you soon. Griff out.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Jack said, but he had a feeling that Griff wasn’t listening.

      Jack had known Harry Griff long enough to know he was a relaxed and jovial character. He carried the burden of responsibility lightly. He had helped Jack carry his burden as company commander and Jack owed him for that. But Griff was acting strangely. This was not the Harry Griff he had come to know and respect.

      There was only one person he could mention his concerns to. He walked back out onto the planetary surface and activated his communicator.

      “Scorpio, this is Forge. Is the captain available?”

      “What is it, Jack?” the captain replied immediately. He was busy but available.

      “Have you spoken to Major Griff?” Jack began tactfully.

      “What is it, Commander?” Pretorius was not available for a meandering chat.

      “I think he’s experiencing stress, sir. I’m worried about him.”

      “We are all under pressure, Jack.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

      “Thank you for bringing your concerns to me. Pretorius out.”

      Jack stood in the dust. His sprained ankle was feeling better now that his suit’s medical package was administering treatment, but it was still tender from the crash. He wondered if he was suffering from battlefield stress himself. He looked across the gulf of space to the blue and white planet below. He could only imagine the terror and fear amongst the population there, knowing the wolf was at their door.

      Griff’s voice came over Jack’s communicator. He sounded breathless but much more like his old self.

      “Jack. The Chitins are moving into sensor range. It looks like they’re attacking again.”

      “Thanks for letting me know, Harry,” Jack said.

      Running back into the planetary defense cannon facility, Jack ignored the pain in his ankle and administered a painkiller from his med package. He ran across the entrance hangar and toward the rotating airlock doorway to the inner complex. Once through the door, Jack pulled off his helmet. He entered his makeshift operation center and stood before the small holodesk. The Chitins were moving. A hundred Hydras were in sensor range and moving toward Eros. In their way stood the Scorpio, the planetary defenses on Brecon, and Jack Forge, Commander of Cobra Company.
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      The Hydras raced toward Brecon. Jack watched the movements of the Scorpio. Pretorius was presenting the port-side battery toward the oncoming Hydras. The destroyer Aries was moving from its orbit around Eros, seemingly on a heading for Brecon.

      Then the planetary defense cannon began to power up. Jack felt the hairs stand up all over his body. The energy being primed for the weapon was massive.

      The cannon was virtually silent. There was a slight whirring sound, but the main evidence that anything was happening was the tension felt in the thin Brecon air, the hairs standing to attention.

      The first blast from the huge cannon was released and a Chitin Hydra disintegrated. The hairs on Jack’s body fell and lay flat, as if pressed by some force. Then Jack felt his hairs begin to stand on end again.

      He watched the holodesk intently as it displayed the destruction of one Hydra after another. Then the Hydra flotilla came into the range of the Scorpio’s guns.

      The hail of kinetic shot ripped into the Hydras. Jack zoomed in on his holodesk view and watched the Hydra being ripped apart by the Scorpio’s guns and disintegrated by the massive, silent blasts from the planetary defense cannon. Each time Jack’s hairs fell flat against the back of his neck, another Hydra was destroyed.

      The Hydras closed the distance to Brecon, taking a loss every second. Then the Aries came into position and added its fire to the barrage.

      Jack could see that the Hydras were taking a brutal punishment, but he knew that many would make it through. They might attack the destroyers as they had done so many times before, attach themselves to the hulls and cut their way in. The Chits had taken destroyers down from the inside before.

      But there was another possibility. The Chitin Hydras were heading to Brecon. Each Hydra carried eight Chitin soldiers. The soldiers were determined and ruthless. They would not surrender. They would attack until either their target was destroyed, or they were. Jack pulled on his helmet and left the office complex. He was needed at the front line. He needed to be with his company of Marines.

      He called into his communicator. “Pull in the forward observation post. Redeploy squads eleven and twelve to overwatch on the roof level. Watch out for incoming Hydras. Stand by, Cobra. Stand by for action."

      Jack stepped into the entrance hangar. The Marines from the forward observation posts were running in through the narrow gap at the bottom of the entrance.

      The squad leader from 8th squad ran over to Jack.

      “The last of the observation posts are back inside, sir. Shall I close the entrance?”

      “No,” Jack said. He walked toward the entrance. “Form a line,” he shouted. “Take up position just inside the entrance. Watch out for the Chits.”

      The Marines advanced and spread out along the opening. Some lay, others on one knee. All had their pulse rifles aimed at the opening and out toward the dusty surface of Brecon.

      The dust rose with every blast from the massive cannon, rhythmically rising and falling along with Jack’s hairs each time the massive energy weapon fired. Every time Jack saw the dust fall back to the surface of the moon, he knew another Hydra was destroyed and there were eight fewer Chitin soldiers to deal with.

      “Squad Leaders,” Jack shouted. “Hold position. Hold the line.” Jack backed away from the line of Marines. He turned and ran to the stairway that would take him from the cavernous entrance hangar to the roof level of the facility.

      The view from the top was spectacular and frightening. Drive trails from the Hydras were meeting laser blasts from the two destroyers engaging them. The black of space was dotted with small, glowing balls of fire where a Chitin Hydra was destroyed. The space was crossed with plasma arcs slashing out from the attacking Hydras and the pulses of laser fire from the Scorpio and the Aries.

      And through it all was the rhythmic pulse of the planetary defense cannon. Jack looked up and saw the tortured rainbow gather at the muzzle before the weapon discharged. Somewhere above, a Chitin Hydra was destroyed, smashed into fragments no bigger than sand.

      “Forge, this is Scorpio,” Jack heard the message from a cool Major Griff. “The Chitins have broken through our barrage. Hydras are heading to your location now.”

      Jack received the coordinates of the incoming Hydras. They were on a trajectory that would land them a few meters from the walls of the facility.

      “Copy that, Major. We’re ready to defend the facility.”

      Jack saw the first Hydra land heavily directly in front of him, just in front of the main entrance. The fire from the Marines in the entrance leapt up, pulse rounds streaking across the pale, dusty surface of Brecon. The rounds slammed into the hull of the Hydra. A second Hydra landed just as heavily, throwing up another cloud of dust.

      “Hold your fire,” Jack spoke into his communicator, transmitting to the entire company. “There’s nothing to shoot at yet. Wait until you can see them.”

      The pulse rifle fire stopped immediately. The Marines on the roof level around Jack watched the Hydra.

      “Forge, this is Scorpio. The Chitins are pulling back.” Major Griff sounded elated. “We destroyed sixty of their Hydras.”

      Jack felt the cannon fire again and knew yet another had been destroyed.

      “Copy that, Major. Two Hydras landed on our doorstep. Request the Scorpio put a laser blast through their hulls.”

      Jack waited and watched.

      “Negative on the fire mission, Jack.” It was Captain Pretorius, speaking matter-of-factly. “The targeting systems are getting a bit scrambled so close to the cannon.”

      “You hear that, Jack,” Major Griff said. “Destroy those Hydras by any means at your disposal. Copy?”

      “Copy that,” Jack said.

      Jack looked to the two Hydras. They seemed so innocuous, half-buried in the dust. There was no movement. Jack pulled up his field scanner and looked more closely. No movement and no signs of power.

      “First squad. Third squad,” Jack spoke calmly, watching the Hydras. “Advance on those Chitin ships and destroy them. Copy?”

      Squad Leaders Stone and Allen responded. A moment later, Jack saw the two squads leave the facility and advance swiftly toward the crashed Hydras.

      Allen moved to the left while Stone led 1st directly toward the crashed ships. Jack was impressed with the teamwork between Stone and Allen to create a cross-fire should any Chitins emerge from the Hydras. The two squad leaders had not known each other long, but they were working well together. Allen was experienced, and Jack was glad to have such an experienced squad leader in his company. Stone was green but skilled. He watched their advance through his field scanner.

      “Do you think they’ve given up?” Horan, the squad leader of 2nd, was standing next to Jack. Ben Horan had been a squad leader in Cobra Company before Jack had even joined the Fleet Marines. Horan had seen Jack rise through the ranks.

      “I don’t think so, Ben,” Jack said.

      “But they’ve been beaten back twice now. They lost all those Leviathans, and now they tried attacking us with the Hydras. They’ve learned their lesson now, don’t you think?”

      Jack dropped his field scanner. “No, Ben, I don’t think they’ve given up. I think they have got us right where they want us and now they are just testing us.”

      “Well, why don’t they just get on with it?” Horan shouted.

      Jack turned and fixed Horan with a stare. “Pull yourself together, Ben. I’m going to need you. Copy?”

      “Copy that, sir,” Horan said sheepishly.

      At that moment, a plasma spear lashed out from within one of the Hydras. Jack saw the flash of the plasma spear and then a Marine from 1st squad fell.

      The pulse rifle fire response was immediate and sustained. Stone reported contact to Jack, but he was watching closely from the roof level of the facility.

      “Contact. Contact,” Stone called in, excitedly. This was his first contact with the Chitins as a squad leader. He was dealing with the extra responsibility well, but did sound a little overenthusiastic. “Chits in the Hydras. Returning fire.”

      Jack couldn’t see the Chitin position, they were taking cover behind the two Hydras. Then a second plasma spear lashed out. The Chitin fire was from within the ships.

      “Stone. Allen,” Jack spoke easily. “Move in and destroy those ships.”

      Jack watched the two squads close in. They fired as they advanced, keeping the Chitins inside their Hydras. A Marine from Allen’s squad rushed forward and planted a charge on the side of one of the Hydras. He ran to the second. The first Hydra lit up as a demolition charge smashed the Hydra hull. The craft was no longer space-worthy, but Jack was not convinced the Chitins inside had been killed.

      The second Hydra exploded moments later, and the two squads of Marines began to close in, Stone on a loop to the left while Allen headed directly to the smoldering Hydras.

      The Chitins emerged from the burning wrecks, a dozen of the massive soldiers rushing directly at Allen’s squad.

      The rushing Chitins slammed straight into Allen’s squad, the ridged tentacles stabbing forward at anyone in their path. The pulse rifle fire was sporadic. Jack spotted the electron bayonets flare up in the darkness. They slashed back and forth, leaving traces of their deadly light in the darkness.

      The Chitins didn’t stop to engage the Marines of 3rd squad but came thundering onwards, directly toward the hangar entrance. Jack counted nine Chitins now rushing at the entrance. They were a dangerous and deadly enemy, but a company of Marines would be more than a match for a handful of Chitins.

      At close range, the pulse rifles lit up and slammed a thousand rounds into the advancing Chitins. The barrage ripped the Chitins apart, leaving them broken and twitching within seconds. The Chitins that advanced the furthest lay only a few meters from the entrance. Jack watched as a Marine walked out and stabbed a bayonet into the Chitin’s massive smooth head.

      “They can’t win,” Horan said as he watched the Marines of 1st and 3rd squads walk among the fallen Chitins and finish them off. “It’ll take more than a couple of crashed Hydras. They can’t expect to win like that.” Horan folded his arms across his chest.

      “They didn’t crash,” Jack said. “And those dozen Chits weren’t sent to beat us. That entire Hydra attack was planned.”

      “What plan?” Horan asked. “To get slaughtered?”

      “No, Ben, “Jack said. He patted the squad leader on the shoulder and turned to walk back inside. “They were counting our guns. Keep your people sharp.”
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      Jack watched the Marines of Cobra Company carefully. They had just dealt with their first contact with the enemy on this deployment. He gauged the mood. It was buoyant despite the lack of supplies. The Fleet Marine pulse rifle was an awesome weapon and had kept the Marines of Cobra in good stead. It would protect them when the Chitins came again, and it would carry them forward if they needed to go on the offensive.

      The large entrance hangar gave Jack the opportunity to covertly observe the Marines. He could gauge a lot about the mood of the company by watching and listening. He wandered around, listening to the Marines positioned at the opening of the entrance hangar.

      Some equipment cases and disused materials had been gathered together to create makeshift cover. With the loss of all entrenchment tools in the crash landing, the Marines had to find cover where they could. For many on the ground floor, the best cover was to lie prone, their pulse rifles trained on the open ground beyond the entrance.

      Jack listened to the banter of the men on their squad communication channels. He had his communicator set to intercept any private communications that referenced key words involving fear or disparaging language. Jack knew morale would be a key ingredient for success. Once the Marines of Cobra thought they were defeated, they could turn that into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

      They needed supplies to construct a decent entrenchment. Jack found some equipment in a neat pile at one side of the hangar—maintenance supplies, including a number of long composite bars with spiked ends. He could only guess at their intended use, something technical in the deep workings of the planetary defense cannon, but now they were simple digging tools. Jack summoned a squad leader who was standing nearby.

      Erin Bevan was squad leader of 7th squad. Jack checked her service record quickly as she walked forward. Bevan had been one of the recent replacements deployed to Scorpio Battalion. Her squad was made up of the latest training squad from the new fleet training center on Eras, but Bevan was one of a handful of Marines to survive the destruction of the Taurus at the Battle of Grid Eight-Eight-Thirteen. She had floated adrift for two days before making contact with other survivors. She had formed the group into a deep space life raft by fastening their meat suits together. They had been subsequently rescued by a patrol corvette and brought back to the fleet. Bevan had been promoted to squad leader and given a fresh squad of Marines.

      “Erin,” Jack called out.

      Bevan saluted smartly.

      “At ease, Squad Leader,” Jack said. He pointed at the composite spikes in the pile at the side of the large main entrance space. “I don’t know what they are meant for, but they look like digging tools to me.”

      “Yes, sir,” Bevan said. She stepped over to them and took one of the meter-long spikes.

      “Have your squad dig a trench in front of the hangar entrance.” Jack pointed to the pale and dusty regolith of Brecon.

      “Yes, sir. At once, sir.” Bevan jogged over to her squad, who were lying on the smooth floor of the entrance hangar. She began instructing them to start digging.

      In a few moments, Bevan and her squad were attacking the surface of Brecon. The spikes were not well suited to the task, but the Marines were making it work, and soon they had created a shallow trench. It wasn’t great cover, but it was better than nothing.

      Jack walked to the stairway at the rear of the hangar. He climbed up a few steps. It gave him an overview of his Marines in the hangar, the elevated position giving him a good view of the approach to the entrance, and he looked out over the surface of Brecon. The trench was developing but was still only a few meters long. It was enough to deploy a squad and would provide better cover than simply lying prone. Bevan instructed her squad to continue digging, then she showed her courage by approaching Sam Torent, the squad leader of 6th squad.

      Sam Torent, one of the most experienced squad leaders in Cobra Company. His 6th squad was a legendary squad in Scorpio Battalion, if not the entire Fleet Marine service. Bevan instructed Torent to deploy his squad to the newly dug trench.

      A private communication channel opened on Jack’s communicator. It was Torent.

      “She’s a feisty one, Jack.” Torent was looking back across the massive entrance to Jack standing on the stairway.

      “She’s dug you a nice trench there, Sam.” Jack said. “Good of her to let you use it. Get your people into cover, Sam.”

      Torent gave Jack a casual salute. He looked tiny at such a distance, but Jack could read the cocky swagger in his movements.

      “Yes, sir,” Torent responded, then moved 6th squad into the trench.

      It was a good defensive position, Jack thought. He only wished he had more entrenchment tools. The opening at the entrance hangar was the length of the entire wall, a hundred meters across. It was going to be difficult to defend without good cover. And he had three other sides to defend too, but thankfully, those sides only had single-door entrances that led to tight entrance corridors. A small crew of Marines could hold those entrances. Jack had deployed Taku Folau there and was confident the corridors would be held. If only Jack had the mounted pulse lasers, he could hold those small entrances indefinitely, but the heavy weaponry for a fixed-position deployment had also been lost in the crash.

      Thinking of the lost equipment did nothing to bring it back, and Jack had to deal with the situation the best he could with what was available. Jack touched his hand to the small pouch on his thigh where his ration block was stored. He felt a slight twinge of hunger. He knew his Marines would be getting that feeling too.

      Fatigue would start to become an issue soon too. He needed to start rotating his squads. He would begin moving them into the rest area of the inner complex inside the facility, where the Marines could remove their helmets and get a chance to eat, and a chance to breathe. Morale would be boosted by a chance to take a moment away from the front line, a front line that was, for now at least, quiet.

      Jack started with 1st squad, currently on overwatch duty on the roof level of the facility. He instructed their squad leader to take his people to the inner complex access at the rear of the main entrance hangar.

      “If any of your people are missing their ration blocks, share out what you have, clear?”

      Will Stone, squad leader of 1st squad, responded enthusiastically.

      “Sir, yes, sir. My squad could do with a bite, sir. I’ve got extra rations blocks. If anyone needs one, ask me.”

      Jack knew rations would be in short supply. If this deployment was going to stretch on, then rations would be as important as ammunition. Jack couldn’t wait any longer. He opened a channel to Major Griff on the Scorpio.

      “What it is, Jack?” Griff sounded busy.

      “Any news on the supply drop? We are making do down here, but we really need those supplies.”

      Griff was silent. Jack worried the major was ignoring his request. Eventually, Griff responded.

      “I’m putting a supply package together now. Everything you need for a long deployment. It’ll be departing the Scorpio momentarily. Griff out.”

      Jack heaved a sigh of relief. The supplies were on their way. The door at the top of the stairway leading to the roof level opened and the Marines of 1st squad started down the metal stairway. Jack pressed himself out of their way as they came past. The Marines saluted him and thanked him for relieving them for a few moments’ downtime.

      Squad Leader Stone came last and stopped alongside Jack. He leaned on the handrail and looked across the massive, empty space to the opening at the far end.

      “I don’t expect we’ll see much action, sir,” Stone said. “They can’t attack this cannon. It’s too powerful.”

      Jack didn’t agree, but he wasn’t going to spoil young Stone’s break.

      “Go and get your helmet off and have a bite to eat. I don’t know when I’ll next be able to relieve you. Copy?”

      “Copy that, sir,” Stone said. He stepped away from the handrail and went after his squad.

      Jack watched 1st squad file through the rotating airlock into the sealed inner complex where they could escape the confines of their helmet, wipe the sweat from their necks and brows, ruffle their hair, and take a well-earned rest.

      He didn’t agree with Stone’s assessment, though. The planetary defense cannons were powerful and for that very reason, the Chitins were sure to attack them again. They had attacked humans on sight at every opportunity. The cannons were the only obstacle currently in their way of total victory. Jack knew he would face the Chitin soldiers before long. He hoped it would be a long time, but he knew it was inevitable.

      The communication channel opened on Jack’s communicator. It was Major Griff.

      “Got that supply drop ready for you, Jack. Sending down a tac boat. Have your people ready to unload it. Landing at the entrance hangar in fifteen. Griff out.”

      Wishing that he’d had a chance to thank the major, Jack made his way down the stairway to the ground level. The hangar was big enough for the tac boat to fly into, but Jack needed the main entrance door raised for the ship to enter. He connected to the facility’s management protocols and initiated the entrance opening procedure. He then accessed Cobra Company’s communication channel and alerted the Marines.

      “Incoming supply drop. Stand by to unload supplies. Forge out.”
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      The hangar door rolled upwards at a slow but steady pace. Dust fell from the door as it rose. The Marines of 7th squad digging the ever-lengthening trench stopped working and looked up as the massive door moved silently upwards.

      Jack walked slowly toward the massive entrance. The entire side of the facility was open to space, the surface of Brecon stretched out to the horizon. The planet Eros was clearly visible in the black sky.

      The tac boat appeared in the far distance. Jack pulled out his field scanner and looked more closely. The tac boat was approaching the moon at a steep angle and with speed. Jack opened a channel to the tac boat.

      “Approaching tac boat, this is Commander Forge, Cobra. I’ve got a visual on your approach. Check your angle and speed.”

      The pilot replied with an annoyed and hostile tone. “Commander, I do not intend to spend any more time out here than necessary. I’ll be in the facility hangar in four minutes.”

      Jack detected the stress in the pilot’s voice. He was piloting a tac boat through space that had only a few hours ago been swarming with Chitin Hydras. He had every right to be nervous and anxious. He didn’t have any right to be irritated with Jack, but he had enough battles ahead of him that he wasn’t going to pick a fight with a frustrated and nervous tac boat pilot.

      Jack walked to the open entrance and watched the tac boat’s approach. The pilot had reached Brecon and was leveling out, flying directly toward the entrance hangar. The ship was still approaching at speed. Jack watched and hoped the pilot would slow down soon. It was becoming uncomfortable viewing.

      Then Jack saw the flash from the surface of the moon. It was bright and short-lived. Jack knew instinctively what it was.

      Before Jack could react, he spotted a second flash. Chitin plasma spears were targeting the tac boat. They slammed into the hull, sending a shower of light and color across the dark horizon of the moon.

      “Contact. Contact.” Jack was running to the newly-dug trench up ahead. “Chitin plasma spears. Take cover.”

      Diving into the trench and keeping a close eye on the approaching tac boat, Jack saw another plasma spear hit the underside of the ship.

      The tac boat began a series of increasingly erratic evasive maneuvers, twisting and turning.

      “Tac boat,” Jack said. “Come in, pilot. Put her down easy and we’ll come and assist.”

      The pilot’s channel was open and Jack could hear the panicked panting and grunting from the pilot as he swung the tac boat around, trying to avoid the ground fire.

      The squad on the roof level opened fire. The squad leaders reported they were engaging the Chits.

      “Chitin plasma spears. Five hundred meters. Returning fire.”

      “Watch your fire,” Jack said. “Don’t hit the tac boat.”

      Jack realized the Chitins that were firing must have been survivors of the Hydras that had landed on the moon only a few hours ago. They must have fallen back and hidden themselves, waiting for a chance to attack. They had found their chance with the incoming tac boat, a target of opportunity for the devious enemy.

      The tac boat climbed away from the surface in a wild evasive maneuver. Two more plasma spears slammed into the rear engine assembly. The tac boat swung toward its starboard side as yet another plasma spear struck its target.

      The explosion from the rear of the tac boat sent a shower of fire and debris to the surface of Brecon. The tac boat lost power and carried on its trajectory, spinning out of control. The path of the spinning and burning wreck had it heading directly toward Jack and the main entrance hangar.

      “Take cover,” Jack called over the company channel.

      The tac boat dropped suddenly and slammed into the white surface, throwing up rock and dust in a huge billowing cloud before skidding to a halt. Jack looked through his field scanner and filtered out the dust. He saw the tac boat half-buried, two hundred meters out.

      Chitin plasma spears continued to slam into the downed boat. Jack counted the Chitin fire. There could only be two of the Chitin soldiers out there. They had given away their position and they would not escape Jack for long.

      “Sam,” Jack called to Torent. “Get sixth squad ready to move in on those Chits.”

      “You got it, sir. Sixth squad standing by.”

      The dust thrown up by the tac boat came pouring forward and into the entrance hangar. With the door fully open, the dust rolled right in, rolling over the Marines of Cobra Company.

      The plasma spears continued to slam into the crashed tac boat. Jack received a communication from an incoming fighter.

      “Be advised, ground troops. Fighter incoming. I’ve got a lock on that Chit position. Taking the shot now.”

      The fighter craft raced down from the black of space. A plasma spear leapt up from the surface, narrowly missing the sleek fighter. The fighter’s flank cannon lit up and slammed into the ground five hundred meters away. The fighter pulled up and raced away back into the black sky.

      “Enemy position destroyed,” the fighter pilot reported.

      “Thank you,” Jack said. “Good to know the Blades are watching over us.”

      “Copy that, Commander. Blade away.”

      Jack turned his attention to the crashed tac boat. The fire raging on the tac boat was severe and cut through the dust that still hung over the surface of Brecon.

      The sudden explosion of the tac boat cut through the dust, black and red fingers slicing through the white billowing dust cloud in jagged spikes.

      “Cover!” Jack shouted as the debris came clattering over the surface of the moon toward the entrance hangar.

      Jack activated the shutter controls and the door began closing. It came down slowly and smoothly. The debris from the tac boat came bounding forward, the smallest part coming to a skidding halt a few meters from the defensive trench.

      Jack checked the tac boat through his field scanner. It was utterly destroyed. He had no time to dwell on the loss of the boat, its pilot, or the vital supplies it was bringing. The Marines would dwell on it enough. They would take it as a sign of their vulnerability, that defeat was only a matter of time. Jack put them to work.

      “Sam,” Jack spoke firmly over the company channel. “Take sixth squad and confirm those Chits are dead. Bevan, take your squad and go and see if you can salvage anything from that wreck. Overwatch post, keep a close eye out for any Chitin activity. There might be more out there.”
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      “Forge, report?” Griff sounded annoyed.

      Jack walked to the metal stairway that climbed diagonally across the back wall of the entrance hangar. He climbed slowly.

      “This is Forge. The tac boat was attacked by ground fire, Major. It’s been destroyed.”

      “I can see it’s been destroyed, Commander. I spent valuable time putting that supply drop together.”

      Jack took another step up the stairway. “Sorry, sir,” he replied. It was not as if Jack was at fault for the destruction of the tac boat, but he was going to have to live with the consequences. The supply situation had not improved, and although he was sure some part of the tac boat’s cargo could be salvaged, they would still be running dangerously low on supplies.

      “I have a squad out searching for any more Chitin soldiers and I have a squad looking to salvage supplies.” Jack waited for an acknowledgement from Griff. Silence.

      “Sir,” Jack began cautiously. “Can you arrange another supply drop? We could really use some entrenching tools and some mounted blast lasers. We only have our personal weapons. No heavy weapons.”

      “You will make sure the area is clear of enemy before I send in another supply drop. You’ve cost me one tac boat, Forge. I’m not squandering another. Griff out.”

      Jack had known Major Griff for a long time and he had never heard the man speak so angrily. He had been a relaxed officer and had dealt with everything the Chits had thrown at him. Jack was worried to hear him so anxious and angry.

      He took another few steps up the stairway. He had a good view across the entrance hangar. The first of the salvage from the wreaked tac boat was being brought in to the entrance hangar by Marines from 7th squad.

      Jack received a message from Torent.

      “Go ahead, Sam,” Jack said. He watched the Marines from 7th squad open a crate. They started pulling out various pieces of sports equipment. The Marines passed the items around in amused disbelief.

      “Just made it to the Chitins’ nest, Jack.” Torent reported. “That Blade made a right mess of the Chits here. Not sure how many there were. They are splattered across the surface now.”

      Jack watched as two Marines began an impromptu game of football until the squad leader took the ball and sent them back to their position in the defensive line.

      Jack walked down the stairs. He couldn’t believe he had been sent a crate of sports equipment. He went to double-check that it wasn’t a bad joke or a bad dream.

      “Sam, search the area. See if there are any other Chits hiding out there.”

      “Copy that, Jack. Torent out.”

      Jack walked across the entrance hangar. The crate was open and showed the contents. Footballs, baseball bats, a box of tennis balls. Jack picked up one tube of the tennis balls. He opened it and tipped the tube upside down. Jack watched in disbelief as the tennis balls fell out. They dropped to the floor, bouncing and rolling away. Jack threw the tube back toward the open crate.

      Jack called a Marine over to him. “Get this rubbish cleared away,” he screamed. The Marines sprang into action and moved the crate aside.

      Two Marines from 7th squad were carrying another crate toward the entrance. Jack went to meet them. The two Marines placed it down, turning to face Jack as he came over.

      “What is it?” Jack asked. The crate was charred on one side and the lid had split open. Jack looked inside. It was filled with virtual reality headsets.

      “There’s not much left, sir,” one of the Marines said.

      “These were the only two crates intact,” said the second.

      Jack picked out one of the headsets. It was a VR entertainment headset. He hurled it against the wall.

      “Move this crate out of the way.” Jack turned on his heel and walked toward the small doorway at the far end of the entrance hangar. He opened a channel to Griff.

      “Sports equipment?” Jack nearly screamed. “VR headsets?”

      “You are going to be there for a long time, Jack,” Griff snapped back. “I sent supplies appropriate to the deployment and the estimated duration.”

      “Virtual reality headsets, Harry?” Jack stepped into the rotating door at the back of the hangar and moved into central complex. He pulled off his helmet. “We need ammunition. We need heavy weapons. Please tell me you sent those too.” Jack walked into the small office serving as his operation center.

      “I sent you what I could.”

      “I need ration blocks, Harry,” Jack implored. “Can you at least send me some of them?”

      Jack looked at the holostage. He tapped the controls and opened it out to its furthest range.

      “I haven’t got a ship ready for you yet. Maintenance is trying to get a ship patched up for you now. I’ll make sure you get rations. Until then, stop complaining, Forge, and do your kravin job.”

      Jack bit his lip. How could he do his job with a collection of sports and entertainment equipment?

      “Copy that, sir,” Jack said. “Forge out.”

      Jack dropped into the low chair in the corner of the small office. He checked his medical data. His pulse rate was elevated. No doubt due to his quarrel with Harry Griff. Jack rolled his eyes in disbelief. What was Griff thinking sending such irrelevant supplies? Griff should know they needed weapons and ammo. And rations. Something was getting to Major Griff and it had muddled his thinking. Jack considered contacting Captain Pretorius and reporting the strange set of supplies, but Jack knew that the captain had enough to do without getting involved in Marine supply problems.

      Jack stood up and went to the holodesk. The display showed the space around Eros and Brecon out to the limit of sensor range. Then at the edge of the display, Jack saw a flicker of a signal. As Jack tried to focus on the weak signal, he saw another flicker, and then another. Soon the edge of the display was a mass of signals. The signals were soon labeled by the holodesk as the information from all the sensor readings in the fleet fed into his small holodesk. A swarm of Chitin ships was coming.

      “Torent. Come in, Sam.” Jack watched the holodesk.

      “What is it, Jack?” Torent asked.

      “Get back, now. Forget the search. We’ve got incoming. Move, Sam. Move.”

      Jack watched the holodesk. The latest data showed hundreds of Hydras and Krakens incoming. They were moving fast and heading straight toward Brecon. He picked up his helmet and pulled it on.

      “All hands on deck, Marines. We’ve got Chits incoming. Multiple craft. This is it, Marines. Check your ammo and check your power. Get ready for action.”

      Jack marched out of his office toward the rotating airlock to the hangar. The Marines of 1st squad were leaving the lounge and heading back to their positions.

      “Looks like we were lucky to have a break, sir,” Stone said to Jack in the narrow corridor leading to the hangar.

      “Make the most of it, Will,” Jack said as he and Stone stepped aside for 1st squad to hurry past. “I don’t know when you’ll get another.”

      Stone nodded and pulled his helmet on. He saluted, then ran after his squad out into the entrance hangar. Jack walked behind. He saw how vulnerable the position was. A hundred-meter-wide front on one side with only pulse rifles to hold back a horde of Chits. It would be a tough fight.

      “Take cover, Marines,” Jack said as he walked forward.

      Sam Torent and 6th squad came jogging in and took up position in the trench. Jack had fought with 6th squad and knew how fierce they were. They had done more fighting than half the squads of Cobra Company combined. 6th had fought on the front line plenty and Jack knew they would fight to the end. But Jack wanted 6th squad to survive the coming battle. It was fondness for his old squad that prompted him and he knew it, and Jack knew it was poor leadership to play favorites, but Jack had an excuse to pull them off the line: he needed more Marines defending the smaller side entrances.

      “Torent, get up here with sixth squad.”

      Torent replied and immediately clambered out of the trench. 6th squad came running over the smooth ground of the entrance hangar to Jack. They stopped in front of him, looking to him for orders.

      “Sam, I want you to support Taku and defend the side entrances.”

      “I think Taku can handle it,” Torent said.

      “I know he can handle it, but I want extra cover on those entrances.”

      “But the line here is a bit thin, Jack,” Torent said. “Cobra could do with seeing some veterans in the line. Why don’t I take sixth into the middle of the line?”

      “Why don’t you shut up,” Jack snapped. “Sixth squad will assist fourth and will hold the side entrances to this facility.”

      Jack tapped the panel on his sleeve and called up a holoimage of the facility. The wide opening at one side was lit with dozens of small blips, each representing a Marine. Jack pointed out the small side entrances on the other three sides.

      “Make sure you cover these entrances. A team of eight should hold off an army of Chits at those small entrances. Copy?”

      “If that is your order, sir.” Torent said.

      Jack nodded. “Go,” he said. He watched as 6th squad, his squad, ran off to the rotating airlock that led to the inner complex that would in turn lead them to the side entrances. Then, with 6th squad away, Jack turned his attention to the main entrance.

      The newly-dug trench in front of the wide hangar door would provide a vital piece of cover. Jack only wished he’d had time and the proper tools to prepare a more significant defense.

      Looking out to the surface of Brecon and the black of space, Jack hoped he could stand and hold this position. If this position failed, the Chits would destroy the planetary defense cannon, and the planet of Eros, rising high in the black sky, would be doomed.

      A flight of Blades flashed over the surface of Brecon. They headed directly toward the facility and then climbed at the last minute. It was a showy piece of flying, totally unnecessary, but it filled the Marines with energy. They shouted and cheered as the Blades raced vertically away from Brecon’s surface. It was a brash piece of unnecessary flamboyance, but at least Jack and Cobra Company knew they had the Blades with them. The Fleet Starfighter Corps was in this fight too. Jack knew they were going to need them.

      It was going to be a long and tough battle.
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      Sarah Reyes slid back under the tac boat’s forward landing strut with a large hammer in her fist as the pilot stood idly by.

      “This is a sophisticated machine,” the pilot said. “I’m not sure a hammer is the right tool.”

      “You never worked maintenance, did you?” she said as she lined up her shot. “If it doesn’t work, you haven’t used a big enough hammer.”

      Reyes hit the articulated joint hard. The dull thump echoing around the Marine hangar deck. She shouted in between thumps.

      “You. Will. Fit.”

      The joint moved. Reyes relaxed for a moment and then slid back out from under the tac boat.

      “There, try it now.”

      The pilot looked over to Reyes. He was leaning against a weapons trolley.

      “Now, pilot!” Reyes shouted. “I’ve got friends down there who need this stuff.”

      The pilot sauntered over to the boarding ramp of the tac boat.

      “I won’t get departure clearance now,” he said.

      “What? What do you mean? They need these supplies.”

      “There’s a wave of Chits incoming,” the pilot said casually, as if it was a shower of rain and not a massed attack by the deadliest enemy they had ever encountered. He showed Reyes the data feed on his handheld holopad. “See?” he said.

      Reyes dropped the hammer on to her tool trolley. She opened a channel to Major Griff.

      The call went unanswered. Reyes tried again. Nothing.

      “He won’t answer you now,” the pilot said. “Maybe we should get to our shelters.”

      “You are not going anywhere, do you hear me?” Reyes fixed the pilot with her big, dark eyes. She wiped her oily hands on a dirty cloth and grabbed her diagnostics pad. “Let’s get this thing ready to fly. The moment we are cleared to depart we are getting these supplies down there.”

      The pilot shrugged. “Okay.” He leaned against the trolley stacked with pulse rifle ammunition and grenades, tapping away at his holopad.

      “Thanks for lending a hand,” Reyes said sarcastically as she connected the diagnostic pad to the tac boat’s internal processor.

      The pilot shrugged. “I fly them, not fix them,” he said without looking up.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Pretorius climbed down from his chair and stepped up to the large holostage in the center of his command deck. The Scorpio had been in more than its fair share of engagements, but now Pretorius began to wonder if this might be his last.

      “Bring the laser cannon around to support the port-side battery. Load kinetic shot and put a wall in their face. Fire the port-side battery.”

      Pretorius watched the incoming Chitin craft flying toward his barrage of high-energy kinetic shot. The planetary defense cannon at the north pole of Brecon was firing, with every blast destroying a Chitin ship. The wave of Krakens and Hydras flew into the wall of kinetic shot blasted into their path by the Scorpio's massive port-side battery.

      The incoming Chits took a beating, but still they came.

      The scores of Hydras were each supported by the small, highly maneuverable Krakens. They came on undeterred as Krakens and Hydras were eliminated by the massive cannon and the kinetic hail from the Scorpio.

      Then they came within range of the Scorpio’s laser cannon.

      “Fire at will,” Pretorius said, watching the Chitin craft come ever closer.

      The top-mounted laser cannon fired pulses of laser. They struck their targets, smashing chunks of the Chitins’ hulls away.

      “Hold steady,” Pretorius said, his calm and commanding voice filling the command deck officers with confidence.

      Pretorius watched as the Chitins came ever closer. At the prime moment, he ordered his drive systems to full. The Scorpio moved away to one side of the wave of Chitins and the Aries came out of its shadow to fire its own devastating volley of kinetic hail and laser blasts.

      Pretorius watched the Chitins come on. Half the swarm was destroyed, disabled, or damaged, but the other half was still a sizable and deadly force.

      The Blades swept in, their forward-mounted laser blasters slicing through the tight Chitin formation as their flank cannons poured high-energy kinetic hail into the oncoming enemy.

      “Why aren’t they returning fire?” Griff said. He was standing at the holostage, his hands gripped the edge of the holostage, knuckles white and eyes wide and red.

      Pretorius ignored the question. He hoped they held their fire. The Scorpio had been through a lot. Even though she was a tough old ship, she was not invincible. Pretorius did not want to test her.

      But the Scorpio was to be tested. A frenzied mass of plasma arcs whipped away from the Hydras and slammed into the Scorpio. The power fluctuated across the ship. The command deck momentarily plunged into darkness, only the holostage giving light.

      Pretorius saw Griff push himself away from the holostage just as the Scorpio lurched under the plasma arc barrage.

      “Captain. They will break through.” Griff walked to the command deck weapons locker. He input his security code and pulled open the door. Inside were racks of pulse pistols. Griff took two. He pointed at a nearby command deck officer and instructed him to distribute the rest.

      Griff stepped up to the holostage and slid a pulse pistol across to Pretorius and one to Commander Chou. Griff pulled out his own sidearm from the holster on his hip and checked the magazine and the chamber.

      “I’ll tour the ship’s defenses.”

      Pretorius picked up the pulse pistol and tucked it in the small of his back. He noted Griff had some of his old confidence about him.

      The Scorpio took another hit as more plasma arcs slammed into her composite hull. Then the Krakens veered away and headed down to the surface of Brecon. Pretorius opened a channel to Jack Forge on the surface.

      “You’ve got incoming, Commander,” Pretorius said. “They will try to disable the cannon. It’s the only way they can deploy their Leviathans.”

      “Yes, sir. I agree, sir,” Jack replied. “The cannons are the only things standing in their way.”

      “No, Commander,” Pretorius said, gripping the edge of the holostage as the Scorpio lurched violently again under the Chitin plasma arc assault. “You are the only thing in their way. Good luck, Jack.”
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      Taking up a position on the metal stairway at the rear of the hangar gave Jack a view out across the surface of Brecon and an overview of his ground-level Marines. His pulse rifle was slung across his back. It would be ready for him when he needed it, but Jack’s most potent weapon in this engagement would be the Marines of Cobra Company. He would need to wield them as easily as he did his pulse rifle. And Jack knew that if he was forced into the line, it was because the battle was all but lost. One more pulse rifle could do little to sway the course of the battle, but one good commander could.

      The Marines in the trench leaned on the forward rampart, their pulse rifles trained on the ground in front of them. Behind the trench, inside the entrance, were the piles of equipment arranged to provide cover and a second firing position. The Marines on the roof level a hundred meters above provided a third firing position. Underequipped though they were, the Chits could expect a brutal reception.

      Jack watched the holoimage on his wrist display. The range on the suit-mounted holodisplay was limited, but Jack knew the Chits were coming. He watched for the first indication of their arrival. He saw the blip appear at the edge of his wrist-mounted holodisplay and then, a fraction of a second later, he saw the flash across the black sky of Brecon. The Krakens were landing.

      The rhythmic pulse of his hairs standing on end and then falling as the huge cannon discharged marked the pace of the battle in orbit high above the moon. The many engine flares of the landing Hydras were an indication of the pace the ground battle was going to take. It was going to be frantic and relentless.

      The sudden appearance of the Blades overhead startled Jack. The fighters raced away from the facility toward the landing zone where the Hydras were deploying the Chitin soldiers to the moon’s surface. Silently, the Blades flank cannons and forward lasers lit up the Chitin landing zone.

      A group of Krakens raced overhead in pursuit of the Blades. Their plasma spear spitz cannons poured a relentless stream of deadly plasma bolts into the rear of the Blades.

      The Blades made their pass over the Chit landing zone, and Jack saw the demise of several Hydras, marked by the billowing fireballs as the craft were destroyed. Even though the Hydras were destroyed, he knew the soldiers on board were far from beaten. They were probably pouring forward toward their objective—the planetary defense cannon.

      Jack’s wrist-mounted holoprojector showed him the range of the oncoming soldiers. They were only a kilometer away. The blips representing the Chitin soldiers were blurred into one pulsing and seething mass. His meat suit-mounted scanners made their count of the enemy. It was recalculated moment by moment and fluctuated by dozens a second as more of the Chitin soldiers landed. But Jack was sure that the count exceeded a thousand soldiers. It was the single greatest number of Chitin soldiers Jack had ever faced.

      He pulled up his field scanner and watched the mass of soldiers pouring forward. The range finder showed they would soon be in range of the pulse rifles. Jack opened a company channel and issued his fire orders.

      “As soon as you have them in range, open fire. Make your shots accurate and put the Chits out of action before they can bring their plasma spears to the fight.”

      Jack watched the Marines in the trench ready their pulse rifles, setting the ranged firing sights, checking power levels and ammunition. The line settled as every Marine made ready. Then, at the same moment, the line lit up as each Marine fired a round at a well-chosen target.

      The initial volley of shots was soon replaced by a steady crackle of fire as the Marines fired at will. Each Marine found a target, took aim, and fired. The second line, taking cover behind the makeshift barricades, had the oncoming Chits in range a second after the trench line and opened fire in the same controlled manner. The defending Marines, fifty strong, made every shot count and the Chitin soldiers fell moment by moment.

      Jack watched the range of the rushing horde carefully. The Marines would soon switch to rapid-fire bursts when the Chits were close enough. Jack had the urge to pull up his pulse rifle and jump into the line. The Chits were coming on fast and they were being killed too slowly.

      Out of nowhere, the flight of Blades came tearing across the black sky from the right. Their cannons and lasers slashed a swath through the Chitin horde, then raced away, pursued by the Krakens.

      Jack checked his scanner’s data feed on the advancing enemy and noted with satisfaction that the Chits were taking a pounding. But the Chitin strategy was clearly to overwhelm the defenders by numbers. They did have the numbers, and soon they would be on top of the Marines.

      The change in the cadence of the pulse rifle fire informed Jack that the Chits had closed the distance and were in the rapid-fire range of the rifles. The staccato crackle was replaced by the sustained, rapid-fire bursts. Although more rounds were fired, they were less accurate. The proximity of the densely-packed Chitin horde negated the need for accuracy and practically every round fired was a hit. Jack watched the hail of pulse rifle rounds slam into the advancing, writhing wall of Chitin soldiers.

      The change in the rhythm of the pulse rifle fire to the rapid-fire burst also meant another thing. The Marines were in range of the Chitin plasma spears. The moment the realization occurred to Jack, the first volley of plasma spears slashed out toward the Marines.

      The spears fizzed across the surface of Brecon. Some fell short and slammed into the ground, throwing up clouds of dust and rock. Others went long and slammed into the smooth ground of the interior of the hangar. The random spread of plasma spear fire burned into the partially-closed main entrance door. Jack saw the composite of the door glow on the inside, each heated patch an indicator of where a plasma spear had struck on the outside.

      The Chitins’ plasma spears came on in a wild, sustained barrage, the spears scattering across the target area, and again, with the sheer volume of spears came the inevitable hit.

      A stack of equipment cases behind the trench was struck. The spear exploded and sent the stack of cases tumbling across the hangar floor. The Marines taking cover behind it fell way, scrambling for more cover as the spears sliced through the thin air around them. Some rushed for the cover of another nearby stack of boxes. One scurried forward toward the trench. Another was struck by a plasma spear, and his arm burned away.

      The injured man was flagged on Jack’s data feed. He really needed a reserve crew to gather the wounded, but he needed every pulse rifle in the fight. Jack opened a channel to the wounded Marine.

      The wailing of pain and fear filled Jack’s communicator as the channel was opened. Jack reduced the volume on the transmission and shouted his orders.

      “Let your suit deal with the damage.” Jack watched the Marine writhing on the ground, exposed in the middle of the vast entrance hangar, plasma spears slamming into the ground around him. “Do you copy, Marine? Get to cover and let the suit do its job.”

      The Marine stopped wailing, possibly a reaction to Jack’s commands or possibly as shock set in. The Marine stood and staggered about the open space until a plasma spear struck him in the back. The Marine fell. Jack’s data log recorded the first fatality of the engagement.

      The Blades came on another pass and poured fire into the advancing Chits. One Blade, its port-side flank belching fire, flipped over violently and slammed into the surface of Brecon. The fighter tumbled forward, exploding and scattering flaming debris and a huge energy pulse as the drive section erupted, killing dozens of Chits in the process.

      The Krakens came past again, pursuing the squadron of Blades, spitz cannons flashing across the black sky above Brecon.

      The Marines’ reaction to the Blade’s destruction was a renewed vigor in the pulse rifle fire. Jack checked the scanner data and was satisfied to note that the Chitins had lost half their number, but they had almost covered the distance to the main entrance.

      Jack touched his pulse rifle slung across his back. It was ready for action. The moment the Chitins reached the trench line, the Marines would fire up their electron bayonets and start slashing away at the Chits in close quarters combat. Jack somehow knew he would not leave this place without getting his hands dirty with Chitin blood and slime.

      A plasma spear sliced through the air and slammed into the wall just to the side of Jack. He pulled up his pulse rifle, set it to single-shot accuracy, and aimed. The head of a Chitin soldier, its plasma spear launcher glowing in its tentacle, appeared in Jack’s sights. Jack fired the single round. It slammed into the Chitin’s massive, smooth head. He watched through his pulse rifle sights as the creature stumbled and fell sideways, yellow and green puss oozing from its cracked shell-like skull.

      Jack selected another target and fired. Another Chitin fell to his attack. Knowing this was a futile addition to the fight, Jack stepped down from the stairway.

      “Maintain the fire,” Jack said as a sudden wave of casualty reports was logged.

      Jack marched across the hangar toward the trench line. Plasma spears sliced through the air.

      Another casualty report. The dead were mounting. The injured were many. The plasma spears were tearing limbs from Marines as easily as a cruel child pulled legs off a fly. The meat suits cauterized and sealed the wounds, administered painkillers, and in some extreme cases where pain was cruel and crippling, the meat suit administered a general anesthetic.

      Jack could not afford to lose a single Marine. Even a Marine with one arm could fire a pulse rifle. He accessed the company medical protocols and adjusted them to keep as many Marines conscious and in the fight as possible.

      “All Marines. Hold them off. Give it everything, Cobra. We must not fail.” Jack brought his rifle up to his shoulder and advanced. He viewed the advancing Chitin soldiers through his pulse rifle sights and fired one well-aimed shot after another. With every step, he fired another round. He stepped, fired, re-aimed, fired. He advanced toward the trench line, plasma spears flashing around him, slamming into the ground before him, flying overhead.

      He watched as another Chitin soldier’s head exploded from his well-aimed round. He moved steadily toward the trench line. Jack noticed the Marines in the trench were firing blind, crouching for cover and firing into the advancing horde, spraying wild fire over the top of the trench. Jack cursed himself for not spotting this sooner. He opened the company channel and instructed the company.

      “Get your heads out of that ditch, Cobra. Look at what you are doing.” Jack fired another round and stepped closer to the trench line.

      Jack noticed the Marines respond and stand up.

      “Everyone in that trench. Look to the enemy and fire on them.”

      The other more reluctant Marines began to stand up. The fire from the trench immediately became more effective.

      Jack fired another round and dropped a Chitin soldier, the plasma spear launcher pointing directly at him as he viewed his target along the pulse rifle sights. He reached a barricade of piled-up maintenance equipment. A Marine was firing lefthanded, his right arm lying on the ground by his feet.

      Jack took cover as plasma spears slashed around him. Jack risked a look out toward the advancing Chitins. Plasma spears slammed into the barricade and the ground just to the sides.

      The Marine ducked back behind the barricade. He slumped to the ground. The plasma spears seemed to come at a huge rate, burning chunks out of the smooth ground of the entrance hangar.

      “I think they like you, sir,” the one-armed Marine said. “They didn’t fire at me this much before you got here.”

      Jack checked the Marine’s medical data. The data informed Jack rather needlessly that the Marine was missing his right arm above the elbow. The suit had re-sealed itself and the internal environment was being maintained at optimal levels. The onboard medical package had administered a blood clotting agent and had cauterized the wound. The Marine had received a limited amount of painkiller and a serotonin boost to enhance the wounded Marine’s mood. He was in good spirits and adding his weight to the battle.

      “Good work, Marine,” Jack said. “Keep up the fire. We will hold them off.”

      “If they come near me, I’m going to slap them around with that arm.” The Marine nodded toward his severed right arm. Then, standing up, he stepped out from behind the barricade and let off a burst of fire.

      Jack glanced around the edge of the barricade and judged the distance to the trench. He could make it in a few seconds at a sprint. He checked his breathing and then made his dash.

      The plasma spears fizzed all around him, thick like horizontal rain. Jack put all thoughts of fear from his mind and focused on the trench up ahead. He dashed away from the hangar onto the surface of Brecon, the dusty ground crunching under foot, the black sky towering above to infinity.

      Diving to the ground and skidding the last meter, Jack threw up a cloud of the pale Brecon dust. He dropped into the trench as the plasma spears fizzed overhead.

      The trench was littered with dead and wounded. Jack moved along the trench, crouching to keep his head out of reach of the Chitin’s plasma spears that raced overhead. He came to a wounded Marine. His medical data showed signs of concussion. He had taken a glancing blow and been flung back against the back side of the trench. His helmet was still clearing vomit away from the inside of the faceplate.

      Jack took a knee next to the Marine. He put a hand on his shoulder.

      “You’ve taken a knock on the head, Marine, but I need you in the fight. Can you get up?”

      The Marine looked up at Jack.

      “I said I need you in the fight, Marine. Copy?”

      The Marine looked away.

      Jack accessed the company medical protocols and searched for a chemical boost for the Marine. The medical package suggested a synthetic energy boost. Jack allowed the Marine’s meat suit to administer the maximum dose.

      “You ready to get back in the fight?” Jack asked.

      The Marine clambered to his feet. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. Don’t know what came over me, sir.” He leaned against the trench rampart and fired a number of short bursts.

      Jack patted the Marine on the back. “Good work, Marine.” And then he went on, surveying his troops and urging them to action.

      The Blades made another pass. Jack stopped to watch their flight. They swooped down low and poured fire into the Chitin soldiers. The Chits were almost on top of the trench, only twenty meters away in some cases. The Blades executed a piece of precision flying and shooting to smash the front of the Chitin line. The Blades completed their run and raced away, back up into the black. Jack watched the Chitin Krakens that were still in pursuit. There seemed fewer of them this time. The Chitins were taking a beating from the Fleet.

      “They are falling back,” Jack heard a Marine speaking over his squad channel.

      Jack looked and saw the Chitin soldiers lurching backwards. Their plasma spears still flashed toward the Marines, but the intensity and accuracy was failing. The Marines were cheering and jeering. Jack moved along the trench, keeping low and calling out his commands.

      “Maintain the fire, Cobra. Heavy fire. Give them everything you’ve got.”

      The Marines were pressed back to their task, positioning themselves against the trench and firing bursts of pulse rifle fire into the retreating Chitin soldiers.

      “Blast them, Cobra. Aim and fire. Keep the intensity. You got them on the run now, Cobra. Keep them running.”

      Jack looked out at the surface of Brecon and the smoldering battlefield littered with Chitin corpses and the wrecks of Fleet ships. He looked up and saw the distant flashes of a battle a thousand kilometers above him in space. Jack pulled up his field scanner and looked at the distant battle. A destroyer was fighting a fierce battle, all its guns firing and Chitin plasma arcs slamming into the hull. Jack knew the Scorpio was up there. He hoped his old shipmates were doing well.

      “That’s it, Cobra,” Jack said as the Chits fell back to the edge of the pulse rifle range. “Don’t let them off the hook. Keep hitting them.”

      Aiming down his pulse rifle sights, Jack picked a target and fired. The Chitin’s head exploded as the pulse round hit. Jack knew they had won a fierce battle, but he didn’t expect it was the last. The Chitins still had humankind right where they wanted them. The Chits wouldn’t give up until all the humans were dead or gone.

      Jack clambered out of the trench and walked toward the small doorway at the far end of the hangar. He sent instructions to all squad leaders to deal with their dead and wounded. Jack headed for the small office that was his command center. He needed to assess the battle data. The Chits would come again, and he wasn’t going to make it easy for them. He would have to surprise them the next time they attacked. He needed to use his numbers wisely. He needed supplies. More than anything, Jack needed to win. For the sake of humankind, Jack needed to win.
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      The port-side battery fell silent as the cannon muzzles overheated. Failure of the Scorpio’s coolant system a perennial problem. Pretorius ordered more power to the laser cannon. The Krakens and Hydras closed in.

      The Aries was holding position underneath the Scorpio. They hung in space, their bellies together, giving more room for the top-mounted laser cannon to operate. The captains held the formation and defied the onslaught of the Chitin ships.

      The squadron of Blades from the destroyed carrier, Monarch, buzzed around the two destroyers fighting off the incoming Krakens and Hydras, their forward laser cannons accounting for many Chitin ships that came too close to the pair of destroyers.

      Pretorius contacted captain Lauafa on the Aries.

      “Janie. Hi,” Pretorius said as if he was meeting his colleague at a weekend picnic. “Lost my port battery. They’ll be on me soon.”

      “Good luck,” Lauafa replied, equally as matter-of-fact. “Alistair, don’t forget, you still owe me that golf rematch.”

      Pretorius saw the first Hydra break through the defensive perimeter and latch onto the Scorpio’s hull.

      “I’ll book the course next time I’m on Eros,” Pretorius said.

      The Blades attacked the Hydras close to the Scorpio, but numbers were winning the day and soon, another Hydra attached itself to the Scorpio’s hull, and then a flood of Hydras broke through to attach, limpet-like.

      “Janie,” Pretorius said to his colleague aboard the Aries, “I’ll let you know if I need to initiate the capture avoidance strategy in plenty of time for you to get clear.” Pretorius saw the hull breach alert warning pop up in front of him. He swiped it away.

      “Don’t be too eager to try it, Alistair. I’ll see you on the first tee.”

      “Pretorius out.” He pulled the pulse pistol from the small of his back and checked the weapon again. If the Chitins made it as far as the command deck, Pretorius would be too busy to use a sidearm, but protocol dictated that in this circumstance, he should be armed. He tucked the weapon back into his waistband. He opened a channel to Major Griff to confirm the Chitins were about to board the Scorpio.
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        * * *

      

      Griff was walking purposefully along one of the main corridors that ran the length of the Scorpio. He moved swiftly from one Marine holdfast point to another, checking on Adder Company’s deployment. They were following the standard deployment protocol created and implemented by Commander Jack Forge.

      The communication from Pretorius had confirmed that the Chits were boarding. The destroyer’s counter-infiltration deployment tactic, and the Marines implementing it, were about to be tested.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Griff said as he passed another holdfast point. “I’ll keep them away from the critical systems. Adder Company will keep you in the fight.”

      Griff walked into the Marine hangar area. A pilot was standing next to a tac boat, its landing ramp down and the interior lights on. Griff walked toward the pilot.

      “Pilot?” Griff shouted out angrily. “That boat should be powered down and secured.” Griff walked quickly toward the nervous-looking pilot.

      “Sir, sorry, sir. I was told...”

      “I’m telling you now,” Griff cut him off. “The kravin Chits are about to burst through the hull. This area should be clear of personnel.”

      Sarah Reyes slid out from under the tac boat. She was covered in grease and grime. She looked inside the tac boat.

      “That’s it. It’s ready to go,” she said enthusiastically.

      “That tac boat is going nowhere, and you are going to the secure area in the aft section. Move it, crewmen.”

      Reyes ignored Griff. “I’m not a crewman. I’m maintenance.” She ducked under one flank of the huge tac boat and closed a loose panel. “This tac boat is ready to launch.”

      “That boat is not going anywhere,” Griff repeated. Griff fixed the pilot with a stare. “Are you still here?”

      The pilot gave Reyes an apologetic shrug and jogged off.

      “These supplies are for Cobra Company at the planetary defense cannon.” Reyes stepped up to Major Griff. “It’s for Commander Forge. He needs these supplies.”

      Griff looked at the tac boat. It was stuffed with ammunition boxes and a few crates of rations. He even saw the packing crates for the fixed position pulse laser. There was no doubt the supplies were necessary, but the time was not right.

      “Stand down, maintenance technician.” Griff leaned in and looked at the dirty nametag on the coveralls. “Reyes.”

      “We can’t leave him down there without the right tools for the job,” Reyes said.

      Griff pulled his pulse pistol and aimed it at Reyes’s face. “You clear my hangar now or I will drop you where you stand.”

      Pretorius’s voice came over Griff’s communicator.

      “Major. We have a priority request for supplies on Brecon. Commander Forge took a beating and he needs supplies. He reports he won’t stand another attack without them. I have a detachment of Blades holding to escort your supply drop. Are you receiving, Major?”

      Reyes looked at Griff. “I fixed the boat myself. It’ll get there.”

      “You sure you can fly it?” Griff put his pulse pistol away.

      Reyes nodded. “Yeah, I can fly it.”

      “Major.” Pretorius spoke again with a hint of anger at being kept waiting.

      “Thank you, Captain. Launching tac boat supply drop from starboard hangar in two minutes.” Griff stared at Reyes. “You got two minutes to get it off this ship.”

      Reyes turned and ran up the ramp of the tac boat, and it closed behind her.

      Major Griff walked to the aft exit of the Marine hangar. He still had positions to check, but then Pretorius called again.

      “Major. We have intruders in the port side, aft section.” Pretorius sounded calm.

      “I’m heading there now, Captain.”

      “Don’t let them near the engine room.”

      Griff walked out of the aft hangar exit. He glanced back at the tac boat. It was purring like a kitten and sounded like it was fresh off the production line. The claxon alarm and flashing alert lights at the exterior hangar door informed Griff the tac boat was ready to depart.

      He closed the door and sealed the hangar deck. He watched the exterior doors slide open and the tac boat move out gracefully into space.

      Griff ran along the short corridor and joined up with the main corridor that would take him to the aft section of the ship. Intruder calls were coming from multiple locations. He opened a channel to Adder Company.

      “We will not lose this ship today. You are Adder Company. You will stand. Kill every Chit you see. Don’t let them take you alive. Major Griff out.”

      Griff turned off the starboard corridor into a side corridor to the port-side main corridor. He saw the shadowy movement along the main corridor up ahead. The Chits were moving along the port-side corridor. He’d seen the Chits up close before, killed Chits up close before. Griff pulled out his pulse pistol and moved silently forward.
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        * * *

      

      Reyes moved out into space. The vast openness all around the tac boat’s cockpit was awesome and awe-inspiring. Then Reyes noticed the chaos of battle as the energy and kinetic weapons of two destroyers fired at a mass of oncoming Chitin craft.

      A sudden movement caught Reyes’s eye. Up and to her right, she saw something moving out of the black toward her. She flinched in her pilot’s seat and worried the worst was about to happen, but then she recognized the sleek lines of the Fleet’s fighter ships. A detachment of four Blades dropped into formation around her tac boat.

      “Tac boat pilot, this is Commander Scherer. I’ll be your lead escort. We will be descending to the moon Brecon in as short a time as possible. There is a high probability that we will be pursued by Chitin Krakens determined to destroy us. Probability of receiving ground fire is almost certain. So if you will hit your main drive up to suicidal speed, we will get this little jaunt to Brecon underway. Scherer out.”

      Reyes looked out through the transparent composite of her cockpit to the cockpit of the

      Blade flying so close as to be almost touching. The pilot gave her a casual salute and then pointed downwards.

      “Whenever you’re ready, beautiful,” Scherer said.

      Reyes pointed the tac boat directly at the planet and hit the drive, pushing it to its max.

      The flight to the surface was fast and frenetic. The Blades danced around the tac boat’s cockpit, spinning their craft through maneuvers so fast they were dizzying. One Blade on Reyes’s left turned and pointed his nose behind them. His flank cannon flashed briefly before he turned again to face the direction of travel. The Blade on her right broke formation and raced away. A shower of fire and debris clattered across the front of the tac boat and then the Blade was back in formation. Reyes looked and was sure she saw the pilot wink at her through his heavily-frosted faceplate.

      A Kraken raced up from the planet below, its cannon spitting fierce plasma bolts toward Reyes. The forward laser from the Blade holding formation below her made the kill. The Kraken broke into a thousand flaming pieces that clattered over the clear composite cockpit.

      The planet was racing upward fast. Reyes reached out to the controls and was about to slow for approach speed.

      “Don’t touch the control,” Commander Scherer said. He was flying upside-down above Reyes. He was looking down into her cockpit and watching her every move.

      “I can’t take it in too fast.” Reyes said, reaching for the reverse thrust.

      “You can and you will. We are already too slow. We’ve got incoming on six sides. Take it to the deck and then we’ll fly you right into that hangar. Copy?”

      Reyes nodded. “Copy,” she replied.

      The Blade to her left spun and fired to the rear. The spitz fire ripped over the cockpit and broke the fighter in two. The Kraken raced over the top of the burning, tumbling wreck.

      Reyes looked horrified as the wreckage tumbled alongside her tac boat. Her attention was pulled back to the flight panel with the sound of an emergency alarm. Spitz fire had scorched her port side and she was venting fuel.

      “I’ve been hit,” she said. “I’m going to have to bring her down to approach speed. I’ll be at one hundred meters altitude above Brecon in thirty seconds.”

      The Blades suddenly moved off in a triangle formation. They fired at the surface of Brecon as it rapidly approached. The smooth white surface was becoming more detailed with every second and now Reyes could see craters and rocks. There were several large dark craters. A second later, Reyes could see they were the wrecks of ships. One was definitely Chitin. The others looked more like Fleet vessels. There were things moving about, dark spots on the pale surface. She realized they were Chitin soldiers. She was heading straight for them.

      The automatic countermeasure alarm beeped, and Reyes knew the tac boat was under attack again. The counter measures would deflect the spitz fire and save her boat. The three Blades came up from the moon where they had been attacking a concentration of ground forces. They flew past her with such speed and so close that Reyes gasped with heart-stopping surprise.

      The Blades returned and took up formation in front of Reyes. Only two. She looked around her all-around view for the third. All she could see was a billowing fireball behind. Another Blade was gone. Reyes focused. She needed to bring this equipment to Jack or it would have all been a horrible waste of time and life.

      She aimed her tac boat at the planetary defense cannon entrance hangar and brought the speed down. She still seemed to be going too fast, but the Blades were even faster. The pair fired at the ground and then turned about and fired toward Reyes.

      Reyes ducked as the forward laser and the flank cannon on the pair of Blades lit up. The Blades’ weapon fire was not intended for her and it flashed past her. She could only guess at how close her pursuer had been. Commander Scherer spoke over Reyes’s communicator.

      “Scratch up another Chit for the Blades.”

      Reyes leveled out her tac boat and saw the open entrance hangar a few hundred meters away.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” Reyes sent her communication to her escort. “I can take it from here. Good luck.”

      The Blades raced toward her and then were gone in a flash. “You have been flying with the Orphan Blades,” Scherer said, “Thank you for choosing to fly with us today and we wish you a safe onward journey.”

      Reyes brought the tac boat as low and pushed the speed as fast as she dared.

      Then the sudden thump sent her sprawling forward over the control panel. She re-gathered herself and looked at the sudden appearance of countless yellow and red warning lights on the control panel.

      Reyes reached for the emergency landing panel when the tac boat hit the surface of Brecon. She saw the pale surface race up to greet her a moment before her head smashed into the control panel and she blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Jack ran toward the hangar entrance. His hopes of a supply drop were dashed as the sudden eruption of ground fire slammed into the approaching tac boat. He paused, and watched with bated breath, expecting the tac boat to explode. It took a second’s hesitation for Jack to act. It was a second too long, but Jack could write a disciplinary note in his own record later.

      “Bevan. Allen.” Jack called to the two most experienced squad leaders in the trench. The pair were up and out of the trench, running toward Jack, before he took another breath. Pointing at the tac boat crash site two hundred meters away, he shouted, “Take your squads and secure that crash site. Torent. Leave sixth squad and get up here now. Take over from me. I’ve got someone to see.”

      The supply drop was just within reach. Jack had one of those horrible feelings that things might just go his way for once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack ran out of the hangar onto the dusty surface of Brecon. He checked that his sensors were active and searching for any nearby Chitins. He swung up his pulse rifle as he ran. The tac boat was not far away but in hostile territory. Out here, a company of Marines could be isolated and surrounded. Jack knew he would have to move fast.

      Allen and Bevan were deploying their squads around the tac boat. The Marines scanned the area for Chitin movements, their pulse rifles slowly sweeping in arcs.

      Jack rushed to the tac boat and pressed the control panel to open the boarding ramp. The ramp opened with a screech until the mechanism seized up with the door partially open. There was just enough room for Jack to scramble inside.

      The interior was a mess. Some of the supply crates had broken free of their straps and lay smashed open, spilling their contents over the hold floor. Jack was satisfied to see the ration block and ammunition crates. All he needed to do was get it back to the facility.

      Jack stepped over a crate and leaned into the cockpit. The pilot was slumped over the control console. Jack accessed the flight suit’s medical readout. The information appeared as a holofile over the pilot’s right shoulder. The pilot was unconscious, but the life signs were stable. Then Jack spotted the pilot’s name on the holofile.

      Reyes.

      Jack climbed into the cockpit and pulled Reyes away from the console, leaning her back in the seat.

      Sarah Reyes.

      A message from Allen came over Jack’s communicator.

      “Commander. Chits. Approaching on all sides. Engaging.”

      The sounds of pulse rifle fire followed a moment later. Jack stepped back into the tac boat hold and went to the door. The pneumatic rams that controlled the door were buckled and the door was stuck only partially open. Jack fired up his electron bayonet and applied the fierce white blade to the first pneumatic ram. The composite fizzed and spat as the bayonet cut through. The ram jerked as it was cleaved in two. Jack went to work on the second.

      Jack saw the flash of plasma spears and pulse rifle fire through the partially-open ramp.

      “Allen, report,” Jack said.

      “They are all over the place. Fire coming in from all sides. We are in an exposed position, sir.”

      “Copy that, Allen. Move clear of the boarding ramp. It’s coming down.”

      Jack cut the second ram and the ramp fell. It landed in the dusty surface and threw up a billowing cloud. The plasma spears came thick and fast toward the open door until, with the dust reducing visibility to practically zero, the plasma spears died down.

      Jack went back to the cockpit and began unclipping Reyes from her seat. She was waking and moaning quietly.

      “Bevan. Allen,” Jack said to the two squad leaders. “Hold those Chits off. I want these supplies back to the hangar.”

      “I can fly,” Reyes said in a weak voice. Her hands began moving over the control panel that was covered in blinking warning lights.

      Jack climbed into the copilot seat and looked more closely. The landing gear was smashed, life support system was wrecked, the drive assembly was powered down, and the reactor was overheated.

      Jack could see the workaround. The tac boat would not make it back to the Scorpio, but it might make a few hundred meters over the moon’s surface.

      “If I disconnect the reactor heat dump controls,” Jack said.

      “No. I’m routing the life support gas scrub pump through the reactor cooler. Cut that boarding ramp away.

      “Bevan. Allen. Get your Marines in here.” Jack was out of his seat and picking his way through the supply crates, the scattered ration blocks and pulse rifle rounds. He stood on the boarding ramp and fired up his electron bayonet.

      The Marines began clambering into the tac boat. Bevan and Allen had a rear guard, giving covering fire as the Marines clambered inside.

      The plasma spears came again, a sustained fire, the white fire lances slamming into the side of the tac boat and into the dusty ground all around the craft. A Marine on one knee blasting away with quick bursts of pulse rifle fire took a plasma spear to the side of his helmet. He was flung backwards and to the side as the spear ricocheted off the helmet and into the side of the tac boat.

      Bevan ordered two of her squad to start cutting away the boarding ramp, then she stepped up to Jack. She pushed Jack away from the open doorway.

      “Get to cover, sir,” Bevan said.

      Jack was reluctant to hide, but Bevan was insistent.

      “You can’t get hit, sir.”

      Jack was moved by the force of Bevan’s argument. He had respect for the young squad leader and knew that she was thinking of the company and the mission. Jack stepped back to the cockpit as a plasma spear came in through the open doorway to explode in a shower of white plasma globules across the tac boat hold.

      Jack stepped into the cockpit. “Put those fires out.” Jack saw Reyes powering the engines. He felt the tac boat juddering and then it lurched forward.

      The nose of the tac boat plowed through the pale, loose dirt.

      “We’re too heavy,” Reyes said.

      “Push it,” Jack said. With one blast from the stuttering engines, the tac boat had covered fifty meters.

      “It won’t make it,” Reyes said. She canceled a warning light that blinked rapidly. A catastrophic failure was imminent.

      Jack knew to trust Reyes. She could push a machine to its absolute limit, but a total mechanical failure was inevitable. Jack needed these supplies moved another hundred meters at least.

      “Bevan. Allen,” Jack called to his squad leaders. “Get your squads out of here on the double. We need to lighten the load. Get back on foot. Go.”

      Jack looked around and saw Bevan order a Marine to jump. The Marine went without a moment’s hesitation. Bevan waved her hand, sending the rest of 7th squad after. Allen stepped up and leaped out of the tac boat to the ground racing by, dust and rock thrown up by the nose plowing through the loose ground.

      Allen jumped next, calling to his squad to follow. Jack watched the Marines bail out. He turned and saw Bevan jump last.

      “That’s it,” Reyes said. “We just bought a few meters more.”

      Jack watched the hangar of the cannon facility come closer. He could see the Marines in the trench and the Marines on the roof. They were all firing past the approaching tac boat, giving covering fire to the squads of Bevan and Allen.

      “Nearly there,” Reyes said. “Where do you want me to put it?”

      The tac boat was bumping over the ground. It would make a mess of the trench if it went over it and into the hangar. Also, the tac boat was in danger of a catastrophic failure any moment. It would be a bad idea to put a potential antimatter detonation inside the hangar.

      “Drop it in front of that trench,” Jack said. “Can you turn it so the open door is facing the entrance hangar?”

      Reyes began tapping the control panel. “I can try.”

      The tac boat lurched again. Jack was pitched forward. The tac boat turned violently to the side and skidded to a halt. Dust came flying into the tac boat hold and cockpit.

      Jack wiped the dust away from his helmet face plate and jumped out of the cockpit to find himself only five meters from the trench. The Marines in the trench were punching the air.

      Jack ran around to the side of the tac boat and looked for the Marines he had left on the surface in hostile territory. The two squads of Marines were running for the relative safety of their trench, a hail of plasma spears slicing through the dust cloud thrown up by the tac boat’s unorthodox maneuver. Jack counted—all his Marines were coming back. Some were wounded and being assisted by their squad-mates. Some were stopping, turning and returning fire. Jack opened a channel to the two squads.

      “Get back here. On the double.” And then, over a company channel, Jack said, “Give those Marines covering fire. It doesn’t need to be pretty, just aim at the flashes from those plasma spears and give them a blast.”

      The Marines in the trench and the Marines on the roof fired into the white dust cloud with a terrifying intensity. Jack jumped into the trench and grabbed a couple of Marines. “Unload those supplies,” he said. The Marines slung their pulse rifles across their backs and jumped to it.

      “First Marine to find a fixed position blast laser and set it up next to the tac boat. Make it ready to fire as soon as possible.”

      The plasma spears began to die down. Then the pulse rifle fire subsided. The dust cloud thinned and drifted away. The deep furrow plowed by the tac boat ran across the surface of Brecon away from the facility. And further away, Jack saw the movement of Chitin soldiers moving into cover.

      Sarah Reyes stepped into the open doorway. The drop was only a couple of meters, but Reyes looked unsteady. Jack stepped over and helped her down as she half-climbed and half-fell. Jack steadied her fall by wrapping his arms around her and led her away from the tac boat, over the trench, and away into the hangar.

      Sam Torent jogged over to Jack. “Don’t ever do that again, Jack,” Torent said.

      “Do what?” Jack said.

      Torent took hold of Reyes and helped Jack walk her to the rear of the hangar.

      “Don’t ever go running out of cover,” Torent said.

      “I’m the commander, Sam.”

      “Commander or not, you expose yourself to that sort of danger again and I’ll punch you on the nose.”

      “They’ll hang you for that.” Jack stopped in front of the rotating airlock leading to the inner complex.

      “It’d be worth it.” Torent said. “Krav it all, Jack. What are you doing putting yourself in danger like that? Who’s going to control this lot if you get hit?”

      “You,” Jack said. He put a hand on Torent’s shoulder. “Get those supplies organized, Sam. Set up any heavy weapons the moment you find them.”

      Torent nodded, then looked at Reyes.

      “Hi there, Sarah,” Torent said. “You picked a bad time for a social call.”

      “You look like you’ve got things under control,” she said weakly.

      “Always doing my best to make Jack look good,” Torent said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack pushed open the door to his makeshift command center. He moved Reyes toward the low, soft chair and lowered her into it. She groaned as she went down. He pulled off his helmet and dropped it on the desk with a cloud of pale Brecon dust. Then, kneeling in front of Reyes, he detached her helmet and carefully pulled it off.

      Reyes’s hair tumbled out and fell around her bruised face, a large purple bruise on her forehead and red contusion on her left cheekbone.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” Jack said. He smiled and looked in to Reyes’s deep, dark eyes.

      “Hey, you,” she said, wincing in pain as she adjusted her position in the chair. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

      Jack nodded, taking her hand. “If I knew you were coming, I’d have done something special.”

      Reyes gave a small laugh.

      Jack kissed her. He kissed her gently so as not to aggravate her many bruises. He sat at her feet, her hand in his, and looked up at her soft features.

      “Shouldn’t you go and organize those supplies?” Reyes said. She winced in pain again.

      “Sam can handle it for now. What’s the news from the Scorpio?”

      “Chits boarded,” Reyes said. “Adder Company is defending vital systems. I only just got away with the supplies.”

      “Why did you bring them?” Jack asked.

      “Right place at the right time, I guess.” She put her hand on Jack’s cheek.

      Jack accessed her suit’s medical package and checked her over.

      “I’m okay,” she said, “just a bit battered.”

      The med check came back in the green. Apart from a few bruised ribs and a slight concussion, Reyes was fighting fit.

      Jack stood up. He grabbed his helmet. “Rest up here. I’ll look in on you when I can.”

      Reyes stood up. She moved awkwardly and winced again. She stood in front of Jack and kissed him deeply. She pulled away slowly and lowered herself back into the chair. “Listen to Sam,” she said. “Stay out of danger.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice,” Jack said. “Unfortunately, Sarah, there isn’t a single place in the system that is safe anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Major Griff moved along the side corridor and followed the Chitin soldiers heading toward the aft engine and reactor rooms. They would come up against the barricade and the Marines of Adder 8th squad. Griff would engage the Chitin soldiers on the rear flank and finish them. He moved silently, keeping his distance.

      He felt alert and awake, more than he had for days, or even weeks. The office of battalion major was tiresome. Harry Griff was a Marine, a good Marine. This was where he was at his best, stalking the enemy, preparing to finish them with bullets and blades.

      The sound of pulse rifle fire leapt up suddenly and echoed along the corridor. Griff moved into position. It was the Chitin soldiers firing at the barricade blocking their way to the reactor chamber. The Chits were pressed to the sides of the corridor and some were clinging to the ceiling panels. All were firing their plasma spears. The composite material of the corridor walls, floor, and ceiling fizzed under the plasma weapons’ attack. The pulse rifle fire was accurate, but it was broken and stuttering. The Chits were advancing slowly. Griff broke cover and pumped a half-dozen rounds into the back of the rearmost Chitin. The creature fell, its tentacles thrashing wildly.

      Another Chitin turned and spotted Griff. It moved in. Griff loosed another couple of rounds before falling back. The plasma spear struck the corner that Griff had just ducked behind.

      Griff moved quickly to the next junction. He saw a shadow of a Chitin soldier moving along an adjoining corridor. He followed, stalking silently.

      The lone Chitin was moving away as he rounded the corner. Griff stepped into the corridor quietly. He raised his pulse pistol and fired three shots into the back of the Chitin’s head. The enemy soldier turned, its plasma spear launcher glowing and ready to fire. Griff fired another couple of rounds into the Chitin’s head. The Chitin fell. A lucky shot stopped it in its tracks.

      He heard the scurrying of a Chitin soldier in the corridor behind him. Griff moved quickly, leaping over the body of the fallen Chit and running around the next junction.

      The three Chitins in the corridor were still and silent, and facing Griff. The small round mouths opened to show a wide ring of white teeth.

      Griff fired and fell back around the corner. He fired up his pulse pistol’s electron blade and made ready for the three Chitins to rush him. He had taken on Chitins before. He wasn’t afraid of them. He could kill them all.

      The rigid tentacle burst out from his shoulder, just underneath his collar bone. Griff looked down at the black spike sticking out of his suit, his own blood dripping off the pointed end. Griff turned to look over his shoulder. A Chitin solder was looking down at him, slime dripping from its round mouth.

      The three Chitins came around the corner slowly. They stood in front of Griff. Griff fired two quick shots, aiming from the hip. A tentacle slapped the weapon from his hand. And the Chitins moved in to surround him.

      The voice of Captain Pretorius came over his suit’s communicator.

      “Major Griff. Come in, Major.”

      Griff looked at the tentacle sticking out of his suit. His breath was lost, his voice gone. The Chits moved in closer, and all was black.
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      Walking out from the inner complex, Jack saw the hive of activity at the hangar entrance. Torent was directing the setup of two big, fixed position blast lasers. The massive guns were being built at the sides of the main entrance. The makeshift barricades had been moved to give the big guns and their crews extra cover.

      The supply crates were being taken from the tac boat and stacked neatly. The small ration crate held enough of the heavy ration blocks to maintain a company of Marines for a week or two. The massive stack of pulse rifle ammunition, power cells, and grenades was enough for a week of hard fighting. The barrel power cells for the blast laser would keep the heavy weapons firing constantly for a year.

      Jack knew it was all necessary. The Chitins weren’t going to give up and melt away into the black. They had been engaging and harassing the human settlers for almost two years, ever since the first encounter with them at their gas giant home world of Zelos.

      If the fleet hadn’t visited that world, maybe the Chitins would have been unaware of the human presence in the system and the two civilizations might never have met. Now that they had, the Chitins showed no signs of interest in human affairs, or in the early human diplomatic approaches. The Chitins were bent on destroying any and every human craft or settlement they encountered.

      There was no reason to believe the Chitins would leave the humans alone now. They were cornered, cut off, isolated. The humans were reliant on supplies of energy and material that they had been sourcing from the wider Eros system. Cut off from their supplies, it was only a matter of time before they were spent, exhausted, depleted, and entirely at the mercy of the Chitins.

      Jack had encountered the Chitins on many occasions and there was one thing he was sure they were lacking, and that was mercy.

      Torent looked completely at ease as he directed the Marines. A small group had unpacked an entrenchment kit and they were rapidly building up the crude trench into a much more substantial defensive system.

      Torent had incorporated the crashed tac boat into the defensive trench system and had created a forward command center, right in the middle of the defenses. The power systems were inoperable, but the hull was still a solid defense. The tac boat’s cannon was being stripped out. It would make an excellent addition to the defense. Jack was impressed with Torent. He had been in command for a little over half an hour and he was making an impact.

      Jack stepped up next to Torent and watched the work.

      “Excellent idea to make the tac boat part of the trench, Sam,” Jack said.

      “I wish it was operational,” Torent said. “I’d be out of here in a shot.”

      Jack smiled. “You wouldn’t leave me to manage all this on my own, would you?”

      “Why don’t we just run?” Torent folded his arms. “We have been getting beaten at every turn for over a year. I’ve had about enough of it, Jack. If that boat was operational, I’d be out of this system and on route to another. There are a billion star systems in this galaxy alone. Why do we stay here and get our kravin butts kicked day after day?”

      Jack had never heard Torent sound so defeatist. This was not the pugilistic, aggressive old squad-mate he once knew. Torent had never backed away from a fight before, but the constant pressure was making everyone a little anxious.

      “Maybe if we had left after the first attack, we could have all gotten away.” Jack shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He was battered and bruised. Standing was painful. “The fleet could have just about carried the populations of Eros and Eras, but not now. There are too many people and too few ships. Besides, I don’t think we would make it past the orbit of Zelos before the last ship was lost to Chitin attack.”

      Torent stepped forward as the tac boat cannon came free of its housing. “Deploy that cannon to the middle of the trench line,” Torent said. Then he turned to Jack. “If that’s okay with you, sir?”

      Torent’s tone was respectful. And his tactical understanding was developed after a year of combat with the Chits.

      “Good call, Sam,” Jack said.

      “Hook up the power. And keep those big guns silent. I don’t want to let the Chits know we’ve got heavy weapons support.”

      “Good thinking, Sam,” Jack said. He slapped his old squad-mate on the back. “You know, you’d make a pretty good officer yourself.”

      “What have I been telling you? Ever since boot camp, I told you they should put me in charge.”

      “And what would you do if they did put you in charge? Run?”

      Torent turned toward Jack. “You know I am no coward, Jacky. You know I’ll fight them.”

      Jack nodded. Torent wouldn’t run. He was too proud to run from a fight. But Jack didn’t know if Torent could lead a company. A squad was one thing, a company was another entirely different set of problems, but from what Jack had seen, Torent was developing.

      The message from Pretorius came through to Jack alone. He watched the busy company of Marines as Pretorius told him the news.

      “Expect another attack, more Hydras incoming. Thousands of them. The Scorpio is falling back. We’ve got Chits in every corridor. Good luck, Jack.”

      The hairs on Jack’s body stood up and the dust became sticky as the defense cannon discharged. Somewhere out in space, a Chitin craft was annihilated.

      Jack looked out at the surface of the moon beyond the hangar entrance. The pale surface stretched away to the black horizon and the planet of Eros hanging high in the black sky.

      “We’ll hold them off, Captain. I’ve got an exceptional company down here.”

      Jack saw the engine flare in the black sky as the Scorpio turned back to Eros and the safety and support of the fleet.

      Jack sighed as he thought of the fleet, cowering behind the planetary defenses. It had been a magnificent fleet once, but now it was a shadow of its former self. Half of its most powerful ships had been lost to enemy attacks and the remainder were badly in need of repairs.

      A squadron of Blades flashed across the moon’s surface, several of them performing barrel rolls and end over end flips. More flamboyant flying just to show the Marines on the ground that the Blades were still in this fight.

      Jack dusted off his sleeve and activated his wrist-mounted holodisplay. The range was not good but already it was picking up the first wave of Chitin craft.

      “To arms. To arms.” Jack spoke calmly and with authority over the company channel. “We’ve got more incoming.”
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      The Hydras began landing beyond the horizon. Jack watched their landing jets sparkle in the black sky above Brecon. The Blades flashed in and amongst the Chitin craft, flashes of light bursting over the dark sky as the Blades destroyed one Chitin craft after another before they could land and deploy their soldiers to the ground.

      Jack stood on the stairway at the rear of the hangar and watched. All he could do was watch and wait. The dust cloud rising on the horizon told him what he feared. Thousands of Chitin soldiers were rushing toward his position. The same attack was probably taking place on the southern pole and the cannon located there. Jack hoped the new commander of Boa Company was managing. Jack was hopeful that Laidlaw could do the job he was assigned.

      “Hold fire, Cobra,” Jack said over the company channel. “Set those blast lasers on wide planar beam. Hit them with pulse rifle fire when they are in range. Let’s bring them right on top of us before we fire the laser. We don’t want to show all our cards at once.”

      The dust cloud grew higher and came closer. Eventually, Jack could see the dark smear on the horizon as the Chits came on. Thousands and thousands of them, each focused on the single objective to destroy the planetary defense cannon. Only then could the Leviathans approach Eros and finish the job of killing the human population of that planet. Jack was in their way. Soon the Chitins would know that it took more than numbers to beat Jack Forge.

      The first volley of pulse rifle fire sounded as every rifle fired a well-aimed round. The distance the enemy was at meant the Marines required accuracy not rapidity of fire to make an impact.

      Jack watched through his field scanner. The Chitins at the front of the horde were taking fire, every shot a hit, smashing chunks out of the shell-like skulls. But as the front rank fell to the ranged pulse rifle fire, another rank of Chitin soldiers rushed over them to continue the relentless surge forward.

      “Commander Forge,” Taku Folau messaged Jack. “I’ve got Chits advancing on the rear of the facility. Hundreds of them.”

      Jack knew the entrance to the rear of the facility was too narrow for a meaningful attack. The narrow entrance and the long, narrow corridor that led off it would negate the Chitin numbers. Soon, those corridors would be filled and blocked with the bodies of Chitin dead.

      “Hold them, Taku,” Jack said, watching the massed frontal assault moving ever closer. “Stand your ground, is that clear, Squad Leader?”

      “Clear, Commander,” Folau replied.

      The mass of Chitins came ever closer and Jack heard the pulse rifles move into the short burst firing pattern. The short bursts of pulse rounds struck the front of the Chitin wave and Jack saw the Chitin advance halt for a moment. But it was only a momentary halt until the press of numbers overcame the bursts of rifle fire.

      “Stand by on those blast lasers. Tac cannon, fire.”

      The purring of the tac boat’s kinetic hail cannon echoed around the entrance hangar. The rapid firing cannon cut a swath through the advancing Chits, a hundred Chitin soldiers torn to fragments by the brutal weapon. Designed to smash a Hydra’s hull, the tac boat’s cannon made short work of Chitin exoskeleton. The cannon stopped firing and the coolant system vented with loud hiss. Then it fired another burst, its gentle purring belied its deadly nature.

      Still, the Chits came on. Still, there were thousands. They would not stop. This was to the death. Jack noticed the Blades in the distance, dancing around in a deadly aerial ballet with Krakens as more Hydras landed to unload fresh Chitin soldiers to the attack.

      Thousands had already died, thousands more would die, and Jack didn’t want to lose one more Marine. He couldn’t lose one more Marine.

      “Stand by on the blast laser. Planar beam. Fire.”

      The blast laser fired the moment Jack gave the command. With the weapon set to planar beam, it sent out a flat, wide beam of deadly energy. The green laser plane sliced through the Chitins that it connected with. The plane held for a second and then disappeared, leaving a battlefield strewn with dissected Chitin soldiers, some writhing in their death throes.

      The tac boat cannon purred again and knocked another swath through the advancing Chitins. Then the blast laser fired another deadly sheet of laser that cut another hundred Chitins in two.

      But still they came. The front line of the Chitin advance was reduced to a few scattered individuals. The Marines pulse rifles targeted and finished them.

      But still they came.

      And then came a communication from Pretorius. A private message for Jack.

      “This is classified, Jack,” Pretorius said. “But you need to know. The Chits have destroyed Eras.”

      Jack’s breath stuck in his chest. The Chits couldn’t destroy a planet. It was impossible.

      “What?” Jack asked, stunned.

      “They slammed an asteroid into it. It was massive. Fleet HQ thinks it must have been a neutron star fragment. It punched right through the planet. Eras is gone. We’ve lost all communication. The ships positioned there are trying to regroup with us here at Eros, but it looks like they are cut off by the Chitin blockade.”

      Jack was stunned. He stood, open-mouthed, staring at the firing line and the Chitins who were coming ever closer.

      “No,” Jack said in stunned disbelief.

      “I’ve seen the data. It’s true.” Pretorius paused. “Are you okay, Jack?”

      Jack mentally shook himself. “Yes, sir, just a little shocked is all. It’s a bit much to take in.”

      “Get used to it. Eros is probably next, unless we can break this kravin stranglehold they have on us.”

      “How are you, sir?” Jack asked. Anything to change the subject from the shocking news. “How is the Scorpio?”

      “We are managing. Marines from the Aquarius transferred over. We’ve secured the ship and the Chits are all but finished.”

      “Good to hear, sir,” Jack said. He saw three Blades race across the entrance and blast a concentration of Chits that had herded together from fear of the blast laser’s deadly cutting planar beam.

      “You hold that cannon, Jack,” Pretorius said. “If that facility falls, it’ll be over in a matter of hours.”

      “We’re holding our own, Captain.” Jack checked the view through his field scanners. A Blade was struck by ground fire and crashed to the moon’s dusty surface. The explosion that followed suggested the pilot was surely lost.

      “Good luck, Jack,” Pretorius said.

      “Commander,” Folau’s voice came over Jack’s communicator. “The Chits. They are in the facility. They smashed the small rear door. They are inside, sir.”

      Jack climbed down from his vantage point and headed for the rotating airlock to the inner complex. “Those side doors were never going to hold them out. But they can’t deploy numbers against you in the corridors. As long as you’ve got ammunition, they can’t take the corridor.”

      “I’ll make every shot count,” Folau said.

      Jack went to the rotating airlock door to the inner complex and headed inside. If the Chits were in the complex, Jack wanted to be sure Reyes was safe. He could keep her safe.

      He ran to the small office. Reyes was gone.

      “Sarah,” Jack called into his communicator. “Reyes, come in.”
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      “Sarah?” Jack called as he ran along the corridor of the inner complex. He flung open one door after another looking for Reyes. They’d had so little opportunity to spend time together these last few weeks, and Jack didn’t want to lose her now she was so close.

      Jack threw open a door and spotted Reyes sitting at an engineering station of a control room. A holoimage rotated slowly in front of her, showing a network of pipes and cables that looked like a mess of noodles to Jack. Reyes was transfixed and clearly saw something else in the image. Jack walked over to her.

      “Sarah, I was calling you. The Chitins are...”

      “Look at this, Jack,” she said, not taking her eyes off the holographic technical diagram. “It’s what makes the planetary defense cannon work. Isn’t it amazing?”

      “Sarah, we’ve got to go,” Jack reached out and took Reyes by the hand.

      Shrugging Jack off, she tapped a few controls. The diagram disappeared, and a list of data started streaming across the holoimage.

      “I found data on the cannon’s activity. It’s a brilliant piece of equipment. Look how it tunnels through spacetime directly to the center mass of the target.”

      “I’m sure it’s amazing, but we need to get you somewhere safe.”

      Reyes rolled her chair along to the next terminal and taped a single button. The Eros System appeared with the surrounding Chitin armada. “Nowhere is safe anymore, Jack.”

      Jack looked at the holoimage of the Chitin armada. The Chitins had Eros surrounded. They would move in for the kill sooner or later. Jack was determined not to let them take him without a fight.

      “Can you do anything to extend the range of the cannon?” Jack asked.

      Reyes was shaking her head. She rolled her chair back to the first terminal.

      “No,” Reyes said. “The range is a function of the energy transfer. Any further and the energy is reduced to practically zero. It just evaporates, but look at this.”

      Reyes changed the holoimage to show a Chitin Leviathan.

      “This is data from the last attack. Look where the particle beam emerges in the interior of the Leviathan. The data shows the Leviathan fails instantly, but look here. The previous attack and the energy was much higher, but the focal point of the beam was off by only a fraction”

      “No, I don’t get it. You’ll have to make it a bit easier for me, Sarah.” Jack tried to see what appeared so obvious to Reyes.

      “Okay, look here…” Reyes tapped the console. An image of a Leviathan appeared. It seemed to be tethered to the surface of a planet, or a moon. Then Jack recognized it.

      “That’s the Leviathan we took down at the Battle of Kratos Fuel Station.”

      Sarah looked up at Jack and nodded. “I located the data in the Fleet database.” She looked back at the image. “Don’t ask me how I did it because I don’t think it was strictly legal.”

      “What is that telling us?” Jack leaned in, as if getting closer to the image and the data steaming over it would make any more sense to him.

      Sarah stopped the data scrolling over the image and highlighted a single data point.

      Jack recognized a set of coordinates when he saw it. He knew that much.

      “Coordinates. What for?” Jack asked.

      “For this.” Reyes pointed at the image of the Leviathan. She expanded the image and showed a point deep inside the Leviathan.

      “That is where the damage was done to the Leviathan we destroyed at Kratos fuel station.” Reyes called up the image of the Leviathan destroyed by the defense cannon. The same point was highlighted.

      “I don’t think they’ve spotted it but look, Jack. The Leviathans are tough ships, right? They have taken a beating from our biggest ships and barely take a scratch until they crack. Well, I think they are superbly strong, but all that is somehow dependent on this one point in the ship’s interior.”

      Sarah looked up at Jack.

      “So,” Jack said, “it’s like a weak point.”

      Sarah looked back to the image. “Kind of. More like a hinge point. You know like when the doctor checks your reflexes and makes your leg jump with a little tap from a hammer? It’s like that. Little force, big reaction.”

      “So all we need to do is to give them a little tap with a hammer?” Jack said.

      “Well, not that little, but if it’s in the right spot, it doesn’t need to be massive, not nearly as much as the planetary defense cannon can apply. A kiloton should be more than enough.”

      “You are a genius, Sarah.” Jack leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      Sarah blushed. “I’m sure anyone could have spotted it eventually. We should tell Fleet HQ right away.”

      Jack felt a sense of elation. They could break the Chitin blockade. The fleet could target the specific area of the Leviathans and push the Chits back to their home world. All Jack had to do was inform Fleet Command and Control. Jack was about to open a channel to the nearest Fleet officer when he hesitated.

      “What if the Chits intercept the transmission? They will know we have found a chink in their armor.”

      Sarah switched off the terminal. “I deal with the technical stuff, Jack. Tactics is more your thing.”

      “A kiloton explosion,” Jack said to himself. “A few antimatter power cells ought to do it. I just need a way to get it in place.”

      “You?” Reyes said, suddenly alarmed. “No, Jack. Tell Fleet HQ. Let them do it. You can’t take on the whole Chitin armada by yourself.”

      “I won’t take them on by myself. I’ll have help. Sarah, can you get one of their Hydras flying?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The trench line was quiet at the front of the entrance hangar. Jack looked out to the moon’s surface. Torent stood next to him, silent. The moon around the facility was crawling with Chitins, the survivors of the last assault. It would be a dangerous thing to do to break cover and attempt to cross the surface of Brecon with all those Chits out there. But Jack had no option. He had to act and act fast.

      Jack called Corry Allen, the squad leader of 3rd squad, over to him. “And you too, Bevan.” Jack waved the young squad leader over to him. “Fall in with me.”

      Allen and Bevan came over quickly and smartly. Bevan saluted Jack and came to attention.

      “At ease, guys. Corry, I know you have faced off against the Chits plenty, and Erin, you’ve spent time adrift in open space. You two have the experience I need on this job. You survived for days in the wreckage of the Taurus, right?” Jack asked Bevan.

      “I did, sir,” Bevan replied confidently.

      “I need more Marines who have experience in open space.”

      Torent folded his arms and nodded. “I’ve been in that sort of situation with you before, sir,” Torent said. “Where are we going this time?”

      “Not you, Sam,” Jack said. “I need you to take over down here. We are going to destroy some Leviathans.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack sat in the trench with Reyes, Allen, and Bevan. They each carried a pack stuffed with pulse rifle power cells and had a guidance system activated on their wrist-mounted holodisplay. The Marines on either side of the Jack’s little team looked at Jack for the signal.

      A final silent check with his small team and they all nodded that they were ready to go. With a simple gesture, Jack sent the Marines forward.

      They climbed over the top of the rampart and rushed forward over the moon’s surface. They ran in a spear head formation with Jack and his team running behind the tip of the spear. Jack knew in only a short while, this team would be the only hope for humanity’s survival.

      The plasma spears started up from positions around the area, small pockets of Chitins taking the opportunity to fire at the Marines in the open. Jack saw the first Marine fall. He went down hard, a plasma spear’s residual fire smoldering on his helmet.

      Another Marine ran up and took the fallen Marine’s position. They began to return fire, but it was difficult to fire accurately or in a sustained burst while running. Short blasts of pulse rifle fire flashed across the surface of Brecon as Marines fired at the hidden Chits that their scanners detected. The shots were inaccurate, but it served to keep the Chits’ fire to a minimum.

      The scanner on Jack’s wrist showed him the location of a Chitin Hydra. The Chitin transport craft lay open and hopefully empty.

      They ran directly for the opening of the Hydra. This was no time for finesse, this was a rough and ready operation, and it needed to be quick.

      The first Marine to reach the Hydra was the Marine on point. She rushed inside, her electron bayonet carrying her forward into the dark interior of the alien craft. A second Marine followed and by the time Jack and his team arrived, the two Marines were stepping out and giving the all clear.

      Jack waved Reyes, Allen, and Bevan inside. The Marines established a perimeter and took cover on the surface as best they could. The plasma fire began raining down furiously. The return fire from the Marines was equally furious, and now that they were stationary, the fire was well aimed and deadly.

      Jack stepped into the Chitin Hydra.

      The interior was a mess of tentacles dangling and hanging from very surface. In between the tentacles were pockets of polyps that were lighting up. Jack pressed his way toward Reyes. She was in a chair-like structure made of tentacles that were wrapped around her body. She was pulling tentacles and pressing the colored polyp panels.

      “How long before we are on our way?” Jack asked on a secure communication channel open to the small team.

      “We already are,” Reyes replied cheerfully. “Look.” Reyes wiped her hand over a panel and the hull appeared translucent, showing the surface of Brecon falling away. The Marine escort was already hurrying back to the defensive position at the planetary defense cannon. The surface of Brecon was littered with dead Chitins and crashed, burning Fleet fighters. There was a shimmering oily edge to the display that made it all seem unreal. Jack knew battle too well, but it always looked strange and surreal to him.

      “Once we are within range, we go on alone,” Jack said. “Suit thruster jets only.” Jack pulled out his pulse pistol. “The electron blade is our door key.” Jack tapped the holodisplay on his sleeve. It showed the point in the Leviathan where they needed to plant their explosives. “We plant our package at this point and no other, copy?” Jack said.

      Allen and Bevan looked at the holoimages on their own sleeve holodisplays. The route to the Leviathan’s weak spot was highlighted.

      “Easy as falling off a log, right?” Allen said.

      Jack nodded. He hoped they would all make it back alive. He would be able to joke about it then too.

      “Nearing the first insertion point,” Reyes said. “I’ll open the doors now.”

      Jack nodded, surprised at how quickly they had crossed into enemy territory, and equally thankful their stolen Chitin ship hadn’t been targeted. He looked at his small team. “We don’t know what we’re going to find in there, but we need to get these charges in place. We must not fail.”

      The two Marines nodded.

      “You’re good to go,” Reyes said.

      Allen went first. He moved to the door with purpose and stepped out into the black without hesitation.

      Jack followed his progress on his scanner until he was out of range.

      The three insertion points were set so the three Marines would arrive at their target Leviathans simultaneously. The detonations should occur within seconds of each other. If Jack’s plan worked, the Chitins wouldn’t know what had hit them.

      “Insertion point two,” Reyes said.

      Bevan gave Jack a smart salute and then ran out of the Hydra.

      Jack went over to Reyes. He put a hand on her shoulder. She turned to look at him, and their helmets bumped together lightly.

      “Take care,” Reyes said

      Jack knew he was heading into danger and he needed to win, not take care.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he said.

      “Insertion point three,” Reyes said.

      Jack turned and walked toward the open door. He stepped out into the black and activated his meat suit’s thruster jets.
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        * * *

      

      The Leviathan looked huge. It hung in space, the light from the distant star glinting off one aspect and then another as the massive Chitin warship turned slowly in space. As Jack came close, he could truly appreciate the scale.

      He had seen a Leviathan up close before, but they never stopped looking imposing. They seemed to grow every time he encountered them. If his plan was successful, Jack hoped he might never encounter one again.

      The holoimage on his wrist directed him to the access point on the Leviathan. He moved in closer and closer, the black hull seeming to fall further into the black of space the closer he got. He felt he was falling down a dark hole with the ground racing toward him and away at the same time.

      Jack felt the fear in his chest, the fear of any small creature next to a deadly one many times its size. He was hoping he could swim into the shark’s mouth because the shark didn’t now he was there or didn’t consider him a threat. If that Leviathan spotted him, or decided the puny human had wandered too close, Jack guessed that at least the end would be swift.

      He came up to the Leviathan hull. It was a strange black, not just the absence of color, but almost absence of matter. The construction was so durable, so tough, that it took hundreds of fleet munitions to crack it, but up close and with his pulse pistol’s electron blade applied to the hull firmly, the shell opened easily.

      Jack pressed the electron blade into the hull. He cracked open a fissure. It opened just wide enough for him to press himself inside. He dragged himself forward, grabbing the loose flesh of the interior to pull himself deeper inside.

      He found himself in a thick, syrupy liquid. It made movement very difficult, but with a combination of swimming strokes and his suit’s thruster jets, he moved to the point that Reyes had identified as the weak spot.

      Jack had his scanner active for any Chitin movement. Surely a vessel this size would be crewed by hundreds of Chits. Jack’s scanners couldn’t penetrate the thick liquid very far, but as far as it could, it detected no Chitin crew.

      He came across a thick white sinew-like tendril. He avoided touching it but carried along on his route to the weak point. Then he found another tendril, and as he came closer to the weak spot, he discovered more of the thick sinews converging. At the coordinates of the weak spot that Reyes had identified, Jack found that the white sinews converged and formed a large, glistening white knot.

      The weak spot. The Achilles Heel. Victory.

      Jack carefully positioned his charge at the node where the tendrils converged. He set a detonation timer to give him just enough time to reach a minimum safe distance. His suit’s extreme environment capabilities were about to be tested like never before. Could they withstand the destruction of a nearby Chitin Leviathan? Jack hoped so.

      Jack moved away carefully at first and then quicker, more urgently, until he reached the escape point. The hull had begun to rejoin and the gap had closed up. Jack opened the incision further with his electron blade and forced himself out into space.

      The fluid from the Leviathan’s interior spewed out with Jack. It was as if the craft had birthed a Marine fully clad in a Marine extreme environment suit. The sticky fluid clogged Jack’s jet thrusters and he limped away.

      The Chitin armada lay all around. In every direction, he saw a Hydra or a swarm of Krakens. And dotted about the armada were the massive Chitin Leviathans. If their plan worked, three were about to suffer a sudden and unexpected catastrophic failure.

      Jack watched the countdown on his wrist display. The timer reached zero, and he watched in anticipation.

      Jack felt a year’s worth of tiredness fall on him. Anxiety, disappointment, and regret. All the sadness for lost friends. The entirety of his life slipping away as he began to fear that this was where it all ended, alone, in the dark of space, surrounded by a violent and remorseless enemy.

      He waited. Frozen in dread.

      The first flicker of light across the Leviathan ran the length of the massive ship, from its tentacle-like structures on one end to its large bulbous head on the other. Then the flicker of fine lines appeared suddenly over the entire outer surface.

      And then in a silent, violent, bright flash, the Leviathan broke apart. Huge chunks of outer hull moved rapidly apart, all separated by the fracture lines.

      A large fragment raced toward Jack as he stared in wonder and relief. The section was moving extremely fast and Jack realized he was in danger. He moved with his stuttering thrusters and put himself out of the path of the flying piece of debris.

      Away to his right, Jack spotted two other massive detonations. The light bursting out from between the huge sections of Leviathan hull.

      Jack punched above his head in elation. He had delivered a blow only previously managed by a combined carrier force of the Fleet’s most powerful ships. He had delivered a massive blow to the Chitin fleet.

      Then elation gave way to fear. Surely the Chits would come looking for him now. He wouldn’t be able to escape their wrath. Fear gave way to resignation. His fate was sealed, and he accepted it. Then with acceptance of his imminent destruction, Jack felt a sense of pride that he had fought as hard as any Marine, done his duty as well as any Marine. He had given everything to the Fleet Marine Service and given everything for the preservation of humanity in the Eros System. Hanging alone in space, he knew he couldn’t have done more. The pulse pistol in his hand would be little use against a Chitin ship. He deactivated the electron blade and held the pistol loosely at his side. He would not let the Chitins kill him when he had ammunition in his pistol. He would not let them take him alive either. He would not be corrupted and converted into a Chitin agent like others had been before. Jack would save one pulse pistol round for himself.

      He looked at the Chitin ships spread across hundreds of thousands of miles all around him. Surely one was on its way to finish him off. But through the still-expanding wreckage of the Leviathan, Jack saw the Chitin craft moving away. He checked his scanner to confirm the apparent movement. They were moving away, and they were accelerating. Then, as the Hydras retreated, the swarms of Kraken moved off at speed and with a strange grace, the remaining Leviathans turned and headed away into the black of space.

      Jack hung there. His arms and legs floating out from his body as he relaxed. For the first time since he had sat in the lecture theater on Eros, seeing that his grades had dropped and he was to be pressed into the military, he felt himself relax, truly relax.

      He had won. Jack had fought the toughest enemy. He had given everything he could, and more. Jack had once dreamed of all he could be. Now he knew who he was. He was a Marine, forged under siege.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Forged Under Siege, the sixth book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series. I hope you enjoyed all the battle scenes and the (temporary) reprieve won for humanity. I plan to have the next story ready for you in June.

      If you enjoyed the story, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. That really helps me reach more readers because Amazon features books with lots of good reviews.

      

      At the end of the book, I have included a preview of Discovery which is the first book in the Niakrim War series which is published under my primary pen name (and real name) David J. VanBergen Jr. It’s right after the information about our newsletter. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Discovery here: amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4

      

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified when the next book is released plus learn about all kinds of new books and special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story that is only available to newsletter subscribers when you sign up.

      
        
        Thanks again. Now check out the Science Fiction Newsletter and the free preview that follows!
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      Space is so boring!

      

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.
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        * * *

      

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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        * * *

      

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Read the rest of the story here:

        amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4
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