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Chapter 1




Gunfire slammed Captain Owen LeMaine hard against his safety harness and he ducked his head aside to avoid getting hit in the face. Blasts ripped into the Elian Military bomber Lucidity. More shots shrieked into the open flight deck where LeMaine waited.

The Lucidity jolted back to starboard and enemy fire skated past the hatch to pound the hull. Attack cruisers whizzed back and forth beyond the opening and four of them exploded under continuous enemy assault.

A thin EM field kept the deck pressurized from open space. Stars pricked the black sky beyond, but LeMaine couldn’t see the enemy from here. They were too far away.

Attack cruisers screeched through the gap and skidded across the deck. Some crashed in flames against the wall only a few yards from LeMaine’s position. More attack cruisers launched from their anchor points, rocketed into space, and joined the firefight raging outside.

“How much longer?” Lieutenant Elliot Polasek yelled from LeMaine’s right.

“How the hell should I know?” LeMaine hollered back. “The order should have come down by now.”

Polasek looked past LeMaine’s shoulder to the other Hellhounds jerking and tossing against the wall. Their safety harnesses kept them from cartwheeling head over heel through the protective field. 

This position left them exposed to enemy fire coming from the outside and flying debris from exploding cruisers that managed to land before they burst.

LeMaine glanced down at the remote panel on his sleeve. It was already 1827, nearly half an hour after the time when he and his squad should have deployed.

He raised his right hand to tap the remote when a siren went off near the end of the line. A signal came through LeMaine’s remote. Lieutenant Stuart Peterman, Attack Cruiser Icarus, Deploy.

“That’s my cue!” Peterman called from LeMaine’s other side. “Watch and learn, children.”

He ripped the release cord on his harness, landed on his feet on the deck, and took off running as another attack cruiser hurtled through the EM field. She twirled once, slid a dozen yards to face backward, and screeched to a halt right in front of Peterman. 

The cruiser’s rear hatch slammed open and Peterman raced inside before the cruiser launched and disappeared.

“Children!” Corporal Glenn Heckler snarled through gritted teeth. “He’s the only chump on this squad small enough to be a child.”

LeMaine’s heart sank as he watched Peterman go. LeMaine always prided himself on deploying first. How many more of the Hellhounds would he have to watch go out into open battle while he stayed behind?

“This is not good,” Polasek yelled in his ear. “It shouldn’t be taking this long.”

LeMaine almost answered when his remote vibrated again. He dreaded finding out which of the Hellhounds would deploy next, but he perked up when he read the order. Captain Owen LeMaine, Attack Cruiser Valhalla, Deploy.

Polasek clapped him on the shoulder. “Lucky bastard! See you down there.”

“Make sure you come. Don’t stay home filing your nails.”

Polasek laughed and LeMaine ripped his cord. His harness released and he slammed down into a crouch.

A punished barrage of gunshots hit the Lucidity at that moment and the bomber staggered. LeMaine checked his balance, but when he looked around for his cruiser, none came through the field.

More plasma erupted outside, and this time, a single cruiser wheeled beyond the gap to face outward. She shuddered there taking a brutal assault on her forward shields. She protected the flight deck alone until the bombardment pivoted somewhere else.

The cruiser hesitated and LeMaine held his breath to see what would happen. A bunch of mechanics and armory crewmen hunkered against the walls waiting for the cruiser to reenter the flight deck, but she still held off.

A second later, more cruisers whizzed across the opening and the Valhallah retreated inside. She floated into position, extended her landing gear, and pointed her nose back into space.

The hatch popped and LeMaine sprinted forward to charge inside. He pulled up short when a tall, blonde woman stormed down the ramp toward him. She wore a Military-issue pilot’s jumpsuit with lieutenant’s bars on the collar.

She pointed at the armory crew rushing in to work on her ship. “The starboard cannon is twenty degrees out again. I told you to fix it last time. How the hell am I supposed to shoot anything with it like this?”

Someone called back, “Yes, Ma’am.”

The woman glanced another way and spotted three mechanics surrounding the port engine housing. She walked straight past LeMaine, thrust her arm up to the elbow in the engine fins, and fiddled with something. “I took a hit on it earlier. I think it’s fried. You’ll have to install a new one before I go back out.”

“Yes, Ma’am. We’ll replace it right away.” One of the mechanics raced off to the parts store.

The woman came back to the ramp as though she’d just noticed LeMaine for the first time. She saluted him. “Captain Owen LeMaine? Lieutenant Riley DeYoung.”

LeMaine saluted her back and then held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant. Your record speaks for itself.”

“As does yours. Are those the infamous Hellhounds? It’s going to be an honor to serve with such a decorated squad.”

“You say that now. You might not find it such an honor once you get to know them. They can be a little rough around the edges.”

“Sounds perfect.” A shout distracted DeYoung and she looked behind her. The mechanics were pulling back from the engine housing and the armory crew was retreating to their own positions. “That’s us. You better show me how you earned that commendation on Sapis.”

She led the way back inside the cruiser. LeMaine shot one last look at Polasek and followed her.

She made it halfway across the rear compartment on her way to the cockpit when more gunfire exploded outside. It struck the cruiser’s nose and knocked the whole craft sideways.

The Valhalla tilted onto one landing skid and screeched across the deck to slam into the wall. The mechanics had to leap out of the way and both LeMaine and DeYoung pitched against the hull.

“The bastards are laying into the Lucidity!” DeYoung yelled over the noise. “They see the cruisers launching from here and….” Another smash cut her off. 

“No more talk!” LeMaine ordered. “Get us out there pronto.”

“Yes, Sir!” She sprang across the compartment and vanished inside the cockpit. LeMaine scrambled into the cannon placement above the rear compartment. 

This cruiser only had one placement unlike the Hellhounds’ most recent transport. The ship was so small that the cockpit, the compartment, and the gun placement comprised the entire craft.

LeMaine didn’t have time to strap himself in before DeYoung blasted the engines to full throttle and rocketed off the deck. The Valhalla skimmed sideways and erupted into a headlong sprint straight for the thickest firefight.

More cruisers raced past LeMaine’s placement. He wedged himself into his harness while he swept his cannon back and forth across the battle. He took in the scene in a blink and didn’t like what he saw at all.

Dozens of Elian cruisers swarmed around a formation of bombers standing guard over the Elian system’s outer rim. Four planets occupied orbits on this side of the system where Elia butted against the Axichis system.

No Elian Military craft or personnel had ever patrolled this part of the system before. Now dozens of formations dotted the boundary zone to defend against the Axichis invasion. The Axichis had been Elia’s closest allies and trading partners until just a few days ago. Not anymore.

The Axichis had tried to establish a base on Iumia first when the planet migrated closest to their system. The Hellhounds had helped the Iumians repel that attack. Now Iumia was moving farther away from Axichis space.

That left Toreon in the firing line, but no Axichis warships patrolled around the planet. In fact, LeMaine didn’t see any Axichis spacecraft around Toreon at all.

Thousands of lasers erupted from the planet’s jungle surface. The shots came from hundreds of placements surrounding an Axichis base buried in the jungle. Those guns targeted Elian vessels with pinpoint accuracy.

“Here we go!” DeYoung called through the communications system. “I hope you emptied your bladder before you came on board.”

“If I didn’t, it will all be dripping down into your cockpit if you screw up.”

Gleeful laughter answered him. DeYoung gunned the engines and drove the Valhalla into a steep dive toward Toreon.

LeMaine trained his cannon at the surface and opened fire. He targeted as many Axichis gun placements as he could, but the Valhalla’s systems had trouble locating them in the mayhem.

More fighters plunged alongside the Valhalla and the Icarus pulled abreast. “Did you miss us, Sir?” Peterman asked.

“Captain LeMaine is always trying to get himself killed without us,” Sergeant Mason Kellogg added from a different cruiser. 

“Fan out, Hellhounds,” LeMaine ordered. “Don’t give them such a concentrated target.”

“Attack pattern Reliri!” DeYoung barked. “Bring it around to the Belina Continent.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” another pilot replied and four cruisers peeled off to port.

“What are you up to, De Young?” LeMaine asked.

“Just a little trick we picked up during the Chiuliv campaign. Are you in position, Carver?”

“Locked and loaded, Ma’am,” another male voice replied.

“Stand by to give ‘em a big fat knuckle sandwich, Hellhounds!” DeYoung added.

“Who the hell is this lady?” Heckler snarled.

“I’m still not sure,” LeMaine replied, “but we’re about to find out. Execute, DeYoung.”

“You heard the man! Open fire, Carver!”

DeYoung and ten more cruisers whirled south, cut a wide path away from the heaviest Axichis fire, and came pelting in with guns blazing. Two more formations did the same thing and circled Toreon from the north and the west.

All three groups converged and carpeted the planet’s surface with heavy fire. They blasted several enemy placements that erupted in flames.

“Lemon: one!” Sergeant Krista Lemon called from Carver’s group. “You Hellhounds are letting the whole squad down.”

“Peterman: two,” came Peterman’s calm voice. “You kids need to take some lessons.”

“I am going to slap that bitch if he…..” Heckler began.

“Break it up!” DeYoung cut in. “The gunners are correcting. Reverse attack pattern!”

“Come and get it, assholes!” Heckler snarled and he swung his cannon downward as his pilot rocketed over another placement. 

Heckler opened fire and Kellogg joined him. The rest of the Axichis placements turned their guns on the Elians as they joined up into one horde. 

The pilots tried to split apart into three separate groups, but they only made it a few miles before the Axichis bombardment cut them apart. Shots zinged past the Valhalla and smashed into another cruiser.

“We’re hit!” Carver bellowed. “We’re losing altitude!”

“Keep moving, people!” DeYoung ordered. “Get back to the Lucidity on the….”

Another smash cut her off. It punched through the Valhalla’s hull and kept on going to hit Sergeant Brien O’Hara’s cruiser. The shot ripped the cockpit to shreds and the communications system cut out.

“DeYoung!” LeMaine yelled. “Are you okay?”

“Hanging by a thread, Sir! We have critical hull breaches in the belly and in the roof. We’re depressurizing.”

“Abandon ship!” LeMaine scrambled to unlock his safety harness. He climbed down into the rear compartment just as DeYoung came to meet him from the cockpit.

Both of them got busy unzipping their jumpsuits in a hurry. Another blast rocked the Valhalla. “There goes the port engine!” DeYoung hollered.

“No more talking! Let’s go! Follow me.”

He kicked off his jumpsuit to reveal a skin-tight black drop suit covering his whole body. He charged the rear hatch and punched the release to open it just as the cockpit exploded. 

He and DeYoung barely had time to pull their masks over their faces before LeMaine grabbed DeYoung’s arm and they both launched themselves into the atmosphere.








  
  
Chapter 2




LeMaine tucked his chin and curled into a ball as searing heat bit into his suit. He buried his face under his arms for protection and hurtled at terminal velocity toward the green jungle far below. 

Axichis laser fire sizzled past him and a deafening boom told him it had hit the Valhalla. That was the end of that ship. Now he and DeYoung were stranded on a planet crawling with enemy aliens.

One explosion after another resounded through the atmosphere behind him, but he couldn’t uncoil to see which cruisers got taken out. 

He only unrolled when the familiar buzz of his remote told him he was safe. He flung out his arms and legs. Webbing between his limbs and body caught the atmosphere and he soared over the treetops.

DeYoung steered over next to him. She kept checking her remote and adjusting her trajectory. LeMaine spotted more people falling toward the ground from destroyed cruisers, but they were too far away to see who they were.

LeMaine skimmed the canopy until he found an open place. He made sure it was deserted and dropped between the branches.

He still didn’t see anyone while he yanked off his suit and got his carbines in position. He checked and double-checked the surroundings before he made his way over to DeYoung.

“Where are we?” she asked.

LeMaine took advantage of DeYoung’s weapons to make a closer study of his remote. “We’re seven miles from the Axichis base. Peterman and Kellogg are nearest. Let’s meet up with them. Then we can decide what to do.”

She followed him between the trees while LeMaine used his remote to track down Peterman. “Is it true you picked up a Maczhi on your squad when you were deployed on Ziea?” DeYoung asked.

“It’s true. He’s the first non-human we’ve ever had.”

“What is he like?” she asked. “Word on the streets is the Maczhi are weak and submissive.”

“Most of them are, but Buca isn’t like that. He’s one of the best Hellhounds we’ve ever had.”

DeYoung cracked another grin. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

“Why did you become a pilot if you wanted to join the Special Forces instead?”

“I’m an adrenaline junkie. I just can’t get enough of breaking my neck and blowing things up.”

“Blowing things up I can understand. Our sapper Nunn can’t get enough of blowing things up, either, but breaking your neck is NOT allowed on my squad, Lieutenant. You break your neck on someone else’s watch.”

She only smirked at him. “Yes, Sir. You can count on me.”

He snorted and didn’t answer. He could tell he was going to have his hands full with this woman. He could just imagine what would happen when she met up with the Hellhounds.

He and DeYoung kept scanning the area for any threat, but the whole jungle lay still and quiet except for birds and insects chirping in the canopy. That sound should have put LeMaine’s mind at ease, but it only made him edgy.

They found Peterman and Kellogg bending over Kellogg’s pilot. The guy jabbered and babbled while Kellogg and Peterman worked full tilt to seal the blood vessels of the pilot’s severed arm.

“I didn’t do anything!” the young man stammered. “I’m telling you I was flying the cruiser and it hit me out of nowhere.”

“No one blames you, Lexington,” Peterman murmured. “You did a great job of….”

“Hand me that scalpel,” Kellogg snapped.

Peterman turned to Kellogg’s backpack that lay open the ground, but Peterman couldn’t reach it with his hands full of Lexington’s bloody limbs.

Peterman’s pilot stood off to one side gaping at the scene in stark horror.

“Cameron!” Peterman yelled. “Help us!”

LeMaine hustled to Kellogg’s side. “I’ll get it. What happened?”

“We go hit, of course. God damn it!” Kellogg hissed. “Give me that staple gun, Sir.”

LeMaine got busy handing Kellogg things as fast as possible. DeYoung wandered over to watch. “Can I do anything?”

“Talk some sense into Cameron,” Peterman replied. “We can’t take him with us if he doesn’t snap out of it pretty quick.”

“Lie him down,” Kellogg ordered.

Peterman and LeMaine helped Kellogg lie Lexington on his back. The young pilot kept running on at the mouth about how the Axichis hit that destroyed his cruiser wasn’t his fault.

Peterman held Lexington’s arm in place while Kellogg reattached the joint. Blood soaked LeMaine’s fatigues, but that was nothing compared with how Kellogg and Lexington looked.

Finally, Kellogg fixed the bone electrolyzer to Lexington’s shoulder and fired it. The young pilot collapsed, unconscious, and silence fell over the scene.

Kellogg sank back on his heels. “Jesus H. Christ, he was driving me crazy!”

“Are you two all right?” LeMaine asked. 

“We’re fine.” Peterman glanced at DeYoung over LeMaine’s shoulder. She had taken Cameron far enough away that none of the Hellhounds could hear what she was saying to him. “How’s the big war hero?”

“She’s great. Nunn and O’Hara are going to love her.”

Peterman snorted. “Just what we need—another wise ass.”

“How long before Lexington will be ready to move?” LeMaine asked Kellogg. 

“He should be fine as soon as I administer the antidote and wake him up. Just give me a minute to enjoy the peace and quiet.”

LeMaine checked his remote. “Do it now. We need to assemble the rest of the squad and we’ll need you if anyone else is injured.”

Kellogg got his syringe out of his pack and loaded it with antidote while LeMaine went over to DeYoung and Cameron.

DeYoung gave LeMaine a knowing look while Cameron stared at the ground. “Is this your first deployment, son?” LeMaine asked him.

Cameron nodded without looking up. “Yes, Sir.”

“Which flight academy did you graduate from?”

“I….I didn’t, Sir,” he croaked. “I was in my third year when the war broke out. We all got conscripted on the spot. I…..I only got assigned to the Lucidity last week….Sir.”

LeMaine glanced over at DeYoung’s understanding smile and LeMaine cringed. This put a whole different spin on the mission.

LeMaine checked his remote again. Polasek, O’Hara, Monk, and Heckler were all within walking distance with three more pilots. How many of them would be totally green, too?

LeMaine unbuckled one of Cameron’s carbines from his backpack and handed it to him. “Have you been trained in how to use one of these, son?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Take it, then, and be ready to use it.” LeMaine turned to DeYoung. “What do you know about the other pilots?”

“Lexington has been in our squadron for over two years and he was at Soclitese, so he’s solid. I guess he was just in shock when he lost his arm, but he should be fine now. Same with Carver. He’s seen ground action and he knows the drill.”

“What about the other two…?” LeMaine read their names off his remote. “Orr and Stivers?”

“They’ve both been out of the academy for about a year. They’re good pilots, but I don’t think they have any ground experience.” She shot her eyes to Cameron, who still didn’t look up.

LeMaine heard what DeYoung wasn’t saying. That made Cameron the least experienced of the whole group.

“We’re ready to go, Sir,” Kellogg called. “Lexington is clear for active duty.”

“All right. Let’s move it. It looks like Polasek and O’Hara have met up. We’ll rendezvous with them first.”

He made sure everyone was armed. Lexington conducted himself smoothly and easily, now that he had full use of both his arms. DeYoung was right about him.

The rest of the group arranged themselves in a single file line with LeMaine at the front. Kellogg and Peterman took the rear.

LeMaine became aware of Cameron hovering close on his heels, but LeMaine pretended not to notice. New people always acted that way—except Buca. That man came prepared and ready to roll.

LeMaine checked his remote again and again, but he still didn’t see any sign of Buca, Nunn, or Lemon. Where were they?

Polasek, Carver, and O’Hara came through the jungle to meet the rest of the squad. LeMaine was pleased to see Carver scanning the surroundings. He jumped to alert every time a noise disturbed the stillness.

Polasek slotted in next to LeMaine. “What’s the plan, Sir? Do you want to keep searching for the rest of the squad or head for the base?”

Just then, Monk and Heckler caught up to the group along with Orr and Stivers. LeMaine frowned at his remote. “Let’s pull it up here and talk shop. If the others don’t turn up soon, we’ll head for the base, which means we’ll have to reconfigure our assault.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” DeYoung suggested. “We just send in fewer people on each front.”

“That’s easy to say from out here,” Peterman argued. “We don’t know how many the Axichis will have posted around the base.”

“If we use stealth the way we planned, how many they have posted around the base shouldn’t matter.”

“Our whole strategy depends on O’Hara taking out any sentries and Nunn distracting the rest with explosions. We don’t have Nunn or Nunn’s explosives. We don’t even have the explosives to blow up the transmission array the way we planned.”

“What about…..?” Kellogg began.

“Quiet!” LeMaine interrupted. “We got a serious problem.”

Everyone looked at him and saw him scowling at his remote. Then they all looked at their remotes, too.

“Son of a bitch!” DeYoung whispered. “The Axichis are coming out after us!”

“They aren’t coming after us.” LeMaine jerked his carbine to his shoulder. “They’re going after the other three. Move it out, Hellhounds.”

He took off at a fast clip toward where Nunn, Lemon, and Buca appeared on his remote. LeMaine picked up speed, but he couldn’t reach them fast enough before the Axichis got there first.

The Axichis party crawled across the landscape. The enemy spread out to encircle the three Hellhounds and, out of nowhere, gunfire erupted in the jungle ahead.

LeMaine broke into a run with his carbine still jammed to his shoulder. Heckler caught up with him, but they still didn’t make it.

The Hellhounds burst through a patch of trees and almost ran headfirst into a firefight. Nunn, Lemon, and Buca had backed against a rock outcropping to the left. Lemon and Buca stood over Nunn while she worked hard and fast arranging Plaostine blocks on top of her backpack. 

Fifteen Axichis ringed the three Hellhounds and unloaded lasers at the trio. LeMaine had a split second to pull his carbine up before half the Axichis turned on him and opened fire.

Lasers ripped the trees next to his head and spat in the dirt at his feet. He dove aside and shoved Cameron behind a thick tree trunk. His party distracted the Axichis away from the three friends pinned under the cliff face.

The rest of LeMaine’s party scattered. DeYoung, Carver, and Monk ended up taking refuge twenty feet to the right. They attacked the Axichis from the rear so now the Hellhounds surrounded the attackers who had been surrounding Lemon and Buca.

LeMaine’s party traded shots with the Axichis. The next time he stuck his head out, he saw Nunn standing up with her prepared Plaostine blocks ready.

LeMaine unloaded another barrage of carbine fire, but he didn’t try as hard to hit the Axichis. He only cared about keeping their backs turned away from Nunn.

She lobbed four blocks one after the other. They sailed past Buca’s shoulder and landed amongst the Axichis attackers. LeMaine pulled Cameron behind the tree and covered the young pilot’s head.

Four rapid booms rocked the forest. Dirt and bark peppered the trunk behind LeMaine’s head, and when he dared to look out one more time, only four Axichis remained.

Buca stormed forward shooting fast and straight. Monk, Heckler, Polasek, and Peterman converged from the other side, and by the time LeMaine got there, all the Axichis were dead.

“You okay, Corporal?” LeMaine asked Buca. 

Buca nodded. “We’re all right. They got the jump on us.”

“How could they?” DeYoung asked. “Your remotes should have picked them up.”

“Were they using masking technology like we saw on Ziea?” Peterman asked.

“I don’t know,” Buca replied. “One minute we were all clear, and the next minute, they came out of nowhere. They were already too close for us to get away. We were lucky we found this cliff or we would have been dead.”

“I didn’t see them, either,” LeMaine replied. “By the time I realized you were in danger, they were already within range.”

“That makes no sense,” DeYoung countered. “The Axichis don’t have any masking technology.”

“It looks an awful lot to me like the Axichis have been doing things behind our backs that they didn’t tell us about,” Heckler growled. “They pretended to be our friends while they were secretly arming this invasion. They could have all kinds of technology waiting in the wings to spring on us.”

“Exactly,” LeMaine replied, “which is why we need to get to their base and carry out our mission. O’Hara, we’ll need you in position on the high point beyond their south perimeter. Nunn and Heckler, you two will pull the old tiptoe-and-decimate routine.”

Heckler laughed his big, rumbling, rolling laugh. “I think I’ll get that one tattooed across my chest. Tiptoe and Decimate. I like it.”

“You can use that as a pickup line for girls you meet in bars,” Kellogg told him.

“Lemon, you know what you have to do,” LeMaine went on.

“Tiptoe and decimate,” Peterman explained.

“The rest of us will just decimate,” Monk added and the Hellhounds laughed.

“What about us?” DeYoung asked. “Will there be any decimating to do when you finish with the enemy or do you just want us to stand around and watch?”

“You wish,” Nunn added.

“I want you five to do nothing BUT decimate,” LeMaine replied. “Nunn, Heckler, and Lemon will do the tiptoeing. As soon as Nunn and O’Hara trigger the attack, the rest of us will be on clean-up duty. Polasek, you’ll go straight to the transmission dish and broadcast the frequencies to the whole Axichis fleet.”

“You got it, Sir.”

“Uh…Sir?” It was Cameron. “Uh….I don’t understand. What am I supposed to do?”

“Shoot,” Polasek told him. “You can tell the difference between an Axichis and an Elian, can’t you? You stick with Captain LeMaine here. As soon as the shooting starts, blow away any Axichis you lay your eyes on. That’s all you have to do.”

Cameron looked back and forth between LeMaine and Polasek. “That’s it?”

“Yeah.” Polasek clapped him on the back and laughed. “You do that and you’ll be an official Hellhound.”

The rest of the Hellhounds burst out laughing at the awed look on Cameron’s face and LeMaine turned away. “Let’s get to it, Hellhounds.”

“Sir!” Lemon interrupted.

“What is it, Sergeant?”

“I can do my tiptoeing now, Sir. It will be easier to get inside the base if I go now.”

“Do what you have to do, Sergeant. We’ll see you inside.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She pulled off her backpack, threw it on the ground, and started unbuttoning her fatigues. 

The pilots stared at her when she started peeling off her shirt and pants until she stripped down to her underwear. Cameron had his mouth open and Stivers blushed furiously, but he didn’t look away.

“You got yourself an audience of admirers, Lemon,” O’Hara teased.

“That’s more than you’ll ever have, shithead,” Lemon hissed.

She pulled her camouflage suit out of her pack, stuffed all her clothes into her backpack, and shimmied into the suit until it covered her whole body, including her head.

“What are you going to disguise yourself as?” DeYoung asked.

“You’d love to know, wouldn’t you?” Lemon took a step backward and vanished into the moss-covered rock face behind her. Her disembodied voice came from nowhere and everywhere at once. “Don’t trip over yourselves, Hellhounds. I’ll see you in there.”

Her voice evaporated and there was nothing left to see. LeMaine bumped Heckler’s shoulder. “Let’s go. You and Nunn get around to the north side. O’Hara……”

A buzz on LeMaine’s wrist cut him off. Everyone present looked down at their remotes. “Shit!” Peterman whispered.

“How do they keep getting the jump on us?” DeYoung asked, but no one answered her.

The Hellhounds moved into a circle facing outward. Carver, Lexington, and Stivers stepped into place with Hellhounds, but Orr and Cameron took longer.

LeMaine aimed his weapon in the direction his remote told him the Axichis were coming from, but no matter how hard he looked, he didn’t see anything. The whole jungle was empty except for him and his squad.

LeMaine backed into Heckler, pushed the group deeper into the jungle, and inched parallel to the cliff. “Let’s get out of here.”

The Hellhounds started to move off. LeMaine hated to tear his eyes away from the jungle to look down at his remote. The trees and undergrowth breathed with hidden menace. The jungle would disgorge some terrible threat if he took his gaze off it for a split second.

He glanced down. A much larger cluster of dots flowed closer and closer. It should be right in front of him. His eyes darted from one tree to the next, but he still didn’t see anybody there. This was much worse than the situation on Ziea.

Carver sidestepped and stumbled on LeMaine’s foot. None of the Hellhounds could see where they were going with their eyes locked on the surroundings.

LeMaine rotated to his left and took five steps to pass the cliff face. He couldn’t wait anymore.

He waved to Polasek and the Hellhounds fell in behind LeMaine. They set off toward the Axichis base, but the instant they passed the cliff, an Axichis platoon materialized out of thin air right on the spot where LeMaine had just been looking.

The Axichis became visible within a dozen yards of the Hellhounds. All the Hellhounds spun around and opened fire, but it was already too late.

The Hellhounds smashed together in a tight knot just as more Axichis appeared on top of the cliff. They fired down into the squad from above and Cameron screamed.

LeMaine whipped up his carbine to return fire on the Axichis above him, but at the same moment, the Axichis on the jungle floor charged in with guns blazing.

LeMaine had half a second to see Polasek, Nunn, Monk, and O’Hara take off running into the jungle. LeMaine adjusted his position to plant himself behind them. He faced both Axichis groups together to guard the Hellhounds’ retreat.

He brought up both his carbines, aimed one up at the cliff, and the other to his left. He roared his challenge and sprayed Crossfire bursts everywhere.

He rotated farther left and found Heckler at his side along with Buca and Lexington.

LeMaine lost sight of the others, but he didn’t care anymore. He could buy them enough time to get clear and make it to the base. One or two people lost on this rotten planet didn’t matter as much as saving the whole Elian system from the invasion.

The Axichis on the cliff jumped down and the Axichis in the jungle inched closer. LeMaine and his men closed tighter together, but their shots didn’t seem to touch the Axichis.

LeMaine couldn’t understand it in the fog of rage and confusion. He kept firing everything he had and the thunder of gunfire blocked out all else….until his ammunition ran out.

Heckler’s carbines belched a few more times and then a deadly silence fell over the jungle. LeMaine’s head cleared and he found himself face to face with the enemy. 

The Axichis glared at him with small, beady eyes. Dozens of finger-like cilia wriggled all over their faces.

The Axichis surrounded the four men. Buca stepped forward to confront them, but LeMaine held him back. 

Four people. LeMaine. Heckler. Buca. Lexington. They were the only ones left. Everyone else was gone. The Hellhounds and the other three pilots had vanished into the jungle. Were they safe?

Whatever the Axichis did to LeMaine and his men wasn’t nearly as important as carrying out the Hellhounds’ mission to the base. LeMaine didn’t care about anything as long as Polasek and a few other sturdy characters survived to transmit those frequencies.








  
  
Chapter 3




LeMaine raised his arm only a few inches to give himself a glimpse of his remote. He didn’t dare lift it any higher in case the Axichis saw. 

His remote would trace his route through the jungle—not that it mattered. The Axichis led him and his men into the Toreon jungle. They were taking LeMaine to their base.

He didn’t see any other Hellhounds around, which meant they were either dead or hiding.

About an hour into their hike, Lexington muttered to Buca, “How long have you been a Hellhound?”

“Keep quiet,” Heckler snarled under his breath. “The Axichis can speak English.”

Lexington didn’t say anything after that. He kept Cameron’s old place behind LeMaine with Buca behind him and Heckler in the rear. 

Seven Axichis went in front with another seven behind the prisoners. More flanked the party on either side. The Axichis had to hack their way through the jungle to hold their formation. It slowed the whole journey down, but they didn’t slacken their vigilance at all.

LeMaine caught Heckler and Buca glancing at him on the way, but they didn’t talk. The Axichis were taking them to the base which was where the Hellhounds wanted to go in the first place.

Even so, they couldn’t carry out their mission without Polasek. He had the frequencies in his backpack communications array.

LeMaine had one contingency plan in case anything happened to Polasek’s array. Once LeMaine hacked the transmission dish—assuming he could hack the transmission dish—he could contact the Elian Military Command. 

He could get the frequencies from them and then broadcast the frequencies to the Axichis invasion force. Then the Axichis would become vulnerable to Elian weaponry. The war would be over. 

That was the plan, anyway. First, LeMaine had to get inside the base, find the dish, and eliminate the Axichis who would sure as hell be guarding it from an attack just like this one.

He scanned the jungle one more time. Where were his Hellhounds now? Where was Lemon? 

She was too smart to show herself during that skirmish in the woods. If LeMaine knew anything about her, she could have been all the way to the base by the time LeMaine finished talking.

Was O’Hara out there setting up his sniper rifle? Was Nunn preparing to lay her Plaostine blocks around the base to surprise the Axichis?

Heckler was with LeMaine, so that was one less infiltrator than LeMaine planned. LeMaine would give anything to question Lexington right now. LeMaine needed to know what resources Lexington could bring to this mission, but LeMaine couldn’t do that with the Axichis listening to their every word.

LeMaine kept a close watch on the countryside, the Axichis, and his people. Pretty soon, he had plenty more to keep a close watch on as the base came in sight.

Armed Axichis patrolled the outer perimeter wall on top and on the ground. Fighter craft buzzed back and forth in the air overhead. 

They kept up a constant flight pattern, especially around the giant transmission dish that poked its nose high above the wall. That must have been the whole reason the Axichis established such a powerful base on this planet—to control communications inside the Elian system.

The patrol fighters’ guns swiveling around to aim at the ground. Then they pivoted upward to target the party as it got nearer. The fighters zoomed over the approaching platoon and its prisoners.

The Axichis guards advanced to the entrance gate. It rumbled out of the way and the platoon escorted LeMaine and his men inside. Now the shit would really go down.

The instant they got inside, the Axichis grabbed LeMaine and yanked him away from the others. He fought their hold trying to get back to his people. “No! We’re staying together.”

Heckler and Buca both tried to pull him back into their group, but one of the Axichis that LeMaine mistook for a common soldier shoved him away. 

He slammed LeMaine against the wall and pinned him there. “You are the captain. You will come to the commandant and explain yourself.”

“There’s nothing to explain. We crashed on this planet.”

“You are Elian Special Forces. The Elian Special Forces do not crash on planets.”

“I’m telling the truth!” LeMaine gave one last almighty effort to break free, but the Axichis proved way too strong. “Let me go!”

The creature didn’t answer. He ripped LeMaine off the wall and knocked him sideways. LeMaine staggered to keep his balance, and by the time he turned around, the rest of the platoon was already leading Buca, Heckler, and Lexington away.

Four more Axichis caught LeMaine and hustled him in the opposite direction. They pushed him and jostled him every time he turned around to see where the other three were going.

In the end, the biggest one snatched him by the fatigues and sent him stumbling into one of the base’s many buildings. The soldiers marched him to a standing workstation where a different Axichis worked over his controls. 

The workstation and all the electronics were Elian and this Axichis certainly acted like he knew what he was doing. Why shouldn’t he? The Elians had been sharing technology with their Axichis allies for generations. The Axichis knew everything about Elian society. Too bad the Elians couldn’t say the same thing about the Axichis.

The creature stopped what he was doing and fixed LeMaine with hard, small eyes. “State your name and rank.”

LeMaine hesitated only an instant. He didn’t see any reason to lie. The Elian Military had been sharing all kinds of secrets with the Axichis, including access to all the Military’s personnel databases, duty rosters, and ship movements.

This Axichis probably already knew everything about LeMaine and his squad. Hell, LeMaine’s name was printed on his fatigues for all the world to see.

“Captain Owen LeMaine, Elian Special Forces.”

“Ah, yes….” The Axichis punched the instruments in front of him. “You are the commanding officer of the infamous Hellhounds Special Operations Squad. We have heard enough about you and your exploits. I am Commander Naelxad. Now we have been properly introduced, Captain. Now you can tell me what you are doing on this planet.”

“I already told your man here. We crashed.”

“That is your cover story,” Naelxad countered. “What is the real reason you’re here?”

“I just told you. We were helping the bombers and your forces shot us down. That’s pretty straightforward.”

“You assembled your squad on the ground. You would not have done that if you weren’t planning some operation on Toreon.”

“I wanted to make sure my people were all right. Do you honestly think we would bring five untrained pilots with us if we were planning some operation here? My squad always works alone.”

Naelxad looked down at his instruments. “You brought Lieutenant Riley DeYoung with you. She is also highly decorated.”

“We also have a conscript from the flight academy who doesn’t even have a commission yet. The Elian Military wouldn’t send someone like that to work with the Hellhounds. I wouldn’t allow it. I’m telling you the truth. This was totally unplanned.”

Naelxad snorted and his cilia wavered. “I don’t believe you, Captain. Your men will be interrogated until they tell us what you are doing here. In the meantime…..”

He trailed off and the Axichis solders attacked LeMaine even more roughly. They yanked at his backpack and ripped it off. “Hey!” he yelled. “What are you doing?”

Naelxad pulled the backpack toward him, unzipped it, and started going through it item by item.

LeMaine watched him and thought fast. Neither Heckler, Buca, nor Lexington had anything on them that could give away the mission. Heckler had his swimming goggles. This Axichis knew all about the Hellhounds, so Naelxad must already know that Heckler was a swimmer.

Polasek. Polasek’s communications array had all the frequencies pre-programmed into it. LeMaine had to stop the Axichis from getting their hands on it. 

If the Axichis found out what the Hellhounds were doing—or worse, if the Axichis got hold of the frequencies themselves—Elia would have no way to defeat the Axichis. The Axichis would be able to counter the frequencies. No Elian weapon would be able to stop the Axichis then.

LeMaine had to get word to Polasek somehow. How could LeMaine warn Polasek not to come to the base? LeMaine didn’t even know if Polasek was still free or if he was already dead.

Either that or LeMaine had to get word to Polasek to destroy his own array. Using the transmission dish to get the frequencies from Command would make the Hellhounds’ mission exponentially harder, but it was better than giving away their plans to the enemy.

Naelxad didn’t stop until all LeMaine’s gear lay scattered across the workstation. Naelxad waved LeMaine away. “Never mind. We will discover your real mission, and when we do, we will thwart it. You can go, Captain, but when you see the fate in store for your subordinates, you may consider being more cooperative.”

The guards yanked LeMaine out of the building. They shoved and prodded him across the base to a large, barred cage constructed against the wall. 

LeMaine’s heart sank all over again when he saw Buca, Heckler, and Lexington already inside. If Nunn laid charges against this wall to blow her way in, she could end up killing the prisoners into the bargain.

He had to get word to her, too…..somehow, but right now, he had bigger problems. The guards pushed LeMaine over to the cage and shoved him in with the others.

Heckler and Buca caught him and set LeMaine on his feet. The guards shot the four prisoners dirty looks and then left. 

“What do you think, Sir?” Heckler growled. “How do we get out of here?”

LeMaine assessed their situation. “They aren’t guarding the cage.”

“They don’t have to,” Buca pointed out. “There are already too many soldiers patrolling the grounds, too many sentries on the walls, and too many patrol ships in the air.”

“There has to be a way out of here,” Lexington insisted. “It can’t be totally hopeless.”

“Hold your horses, son. Our objective was to get inside the base and we’ve accomplished that.”

“But we can’t hack the dish from in here. We can’t accomplish our mission when we’re locked in a cage.”

LeMaine grinned at Lexington calling the Hellhounds, ‘we’. Now Lexington was thinking the right way.

“We can’t hack the dish without Polasek anyway,” Heckler pointed out. “We might as well sit tight in here where we’re safe until we find a way to actually hack the dish.”

“How do we hack the dish, then?” Lexington asked.

“We don’t. Only Polasek can do that.”

LeMaine turned his back on the outside world. “Listen. The Axichis are going to interrogate you to try to find out our mission. Lexington…..”

LeMaine broke off observing the young man. LeMaine didn’t worry about Heckler and Buca keeping their mouths shut. Lexington was a total unknown.

Lexington read his mind. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sir. I’m tougher than I look.”

LeMaine laughed. “I can believe it if you were at Soclitese. I’m just wondering…..”

A high-pitched yowl startled LeMaine into spinning around. He scanned the base, but he didn’t see where the sound could be coming from. 

“What was that?” Buca whispered.

“It wasn’t any animal native to this planet,” Lexington murmured back. “I don’t recognize it.”

“How would you know what animals are native to this planet?” Heckler countered.

“My dad is a cosmozoologist. He studies the habits, ranges, and vocalizations of every animal in the system. I’m telling you whatever made that sound didn’t come from any Elian planet. I’m certain of it.”

LeMaine didn’t answer. He already knew Lexington was right. That sound didn’t match any animal in the whole Elian system, which meant it came from something else.

The Axichis guards, patrols, and sentries all jumped at the sound, too. They turned their weapons in every direction and scanned the skies and the trees, but nothing showed itself.

The Axichis broke out in tense whispering. Someone must have ordered the patrols to search for the source. Squadrons of fighter craft soared over the jungle swiveling their weapons everywhere.

The Axichis barely snapped alert before the sound came again. It sounded like it came from all directions. It drove the Axichis into a heightened state of anxiety and some of the guards and sentries left their posts.

A third screech set LeMaine’s hair on end and Buca moved closer to Heckler. “What is it? It sounds like a ghost.”

“It isn’t a ghost, fool!” Heckler hissed back. 

Buca trembled. LeMaine had never seen him so rattled—ever. Buca could handle the hottest battle and any kind of hardship, but this really got to him. 

He laced his fingers together again and again and kept shooting terrified glances outside. He looked more agitated than the Axichis.

“It’s Lemon,” LeMaine whispered. “She’s here. She’s doing this to unnerve the Axichis.”

“Are you sure?” Buca choked. “How can you be sure?”

“You heard what Lexington said. No animal in the whole system makes that sound. It has to be her.”

“How do we contact her?” Heckler asked.

“We don’t. We wait for her to come to us.”

“That could take hours.” Lexington squinted up at the sentries on the wall. “What if something happens before then?”

Almost in answer to his words, the same troop of Axichis guards stalked over to the cage, unlocked the door and one of them pointed at Lexington. “You—come with us.”

Lexington cast a desperate glance at his companions before the guards yanked him out the door. Lexington shot out a grasping hand to LeMaine. “Captain—don’t let them…..!”

The guards didn’t give him a chance to finish. They started dragging Lexington away and Lexington panicked. He tore out of their grasp, charged the bars, and thrust his arm through to grab LeMaine’s hand.

LeMaine gripped it once and brought his own face close to the bars. “It will be all right, Ensign. This is your chance to show me how tough you are. This is your chance to show us all you’re a true Hellhound.”

Lexington’s face spasmed with emotion. He tried to smile, but it didn’t work. He crushed LeMaine’s fingers one last time before the guards hauled him away.

LeMaine’s heart twisted watching them kick and punch Lexington out of sight. LeMaine never should have agreed to let these pilots come on this mission. He knew it was a bad idea when Colonel Nicholson and Commander Lodge told him about it. LeMaine should have stood his ground.

No Hellhound mission was any place for civilians or even lesser trained military personnel. LeMaine kicked himself now for violating that one most fundamental rule of his command.

If Cameron had been here in Lexington’s place, it would have been a thousand times worse. Cameron would never have been able to stand up to Naelxad’s interrogation. He would have been crying and spilling the squad’s secrets the first time Naelxad made a nasty face at him.

LeMaine didn’t like to think ill of anyone, but he couldn’t help but cringe at the thought of Lexington facing the Axichis commander. How long would Lexington be able to hold out?

“Figures they’d take the weakest first,” Heckler muttered.

“What do we do if he talks?” Buca asked.

“If he talks,” Heckler growled, “we’re sunk.” 

LeMaine didn’t answer. He needed Lemon now, but he couldn’t do anything to help Lexington or anyone else. LeMaine just had to wait.








