
  
  
      
        
          The Lost

          Hellhounds Series: Book 7

		      
          Theo Mann

        

        
          
          Invisible Publishing Company

        

      

    


  
  


Copyright © 2023 by Theo Mann

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Keep Reading
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sign Up Once--Get all Theo Mann's free books including brand new releases
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Theo Mann
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Theo Mann (so far)
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1




Captain Owen LeMaine rotated his cannon downward and fired directly into the bunker roof, only to take a face full of lasers in return. The enemy onslaught smashed the Hunter-class fighter craft Belligerent in the nose.

Corporal Elliot Monk veered the helm hard to the left to avoid more cannon fire erupting from the ground under the ship. The Belligerent angled away into the atmosphere, but she still took plenty of lasers on her belly as she retreated.

“These bastards don’t want to give up!” Monk yelled through the communications system. 

“We’ll just have to teach them,” LeMaine yelled back. “Bring her back around from the north. Galo, you come at them from the south. We’ll split them up and flatten them that way.”

“Acknowledged,” the reply came from an Imoliv fighter craft swerving around the bunker’s other side.

The Belligerent swung back to face the bunker and the Imoliv dropped into position across the planet Zukion’s rolling fields.

The Imoliv pilot nodded to Monk and LeMaine through his cockpit window. The Imoliv team that had been working with the Hellhounds during the war against the Axichis was ready to rock and roll.

Galo steered the helm while his brother Lutov manned the fighter’s forward cannon. Two more cannons on the ship’s sides showed where Sindra and Tavon sat ready to pound the Axichis into oblivion.

The combined Elian and Imoliv alliance had driven all the Axichis spacecraft out of the Elian system. The Axichis didn’t threaten Elia anymore. 

Now the Elian Military had to hunt down the last Axichis holdouts scattered throughout the solar system. Most of them had barricaded themselves into bunkers like this one. The Axichis survivors fought tooth and nail to hold their positions. The alternative was death.

Galo swooped in low and his team bombarded the Axichis cannons. The lasers pivoted in his direction and Monk made his move.

He gunned the engines and the Belligerent plunged out of the atmosphere. She streaked in low while the Axichis cannons were pointed the other way.

LeMaine nailed his gunfire into the cannons and all the Hellhounds opened up at the same time. The laser cannons exploded under the Hellhounds’ combined fire and the blast knocked both ships out of the way.

Monk fought to stabilize the ship. By the time he got her straightened up, the Belligerent hovered in exactly the same place where she started, but no more laser fire came from the bunker.

“Eat some of that, shitheads!” Corporal Molly Nunn called from the back. “That will teach you to invade our system!”

“Keep it together, Hellhounds,” Lieutenant Stuart Peterman replied from his cannon placement. “We still have to get down there and finish off any survivors.”

“And you know what that means,” Sergeant Brien O’Hara added. “It means they’ll try to resist.”

“I love it when they resist,” Corporal Glenn Heckler growled. “It’s so cute when they think they actually have a chance.”

“Lock and load, Hellhounds,” LeMaine ordered. “We’re going down.”

He gestured for Monk to lower the Belligerent to the ground and the Imoliv fighter copied her. The Hunter and the Imoliv set down on either side of the destroyed laser cannons.

“Imoliv move in,” LeMaine ordered. “Monk and Galo, stay on board and cover us from up here.”

“Yes, Sir,” Galo replied.

LeMaine hopped out of his seat and climbed into the Belligerent’s rear compartment. The Hellhounds stood around waiting for him by the open hatch. He signaled them to deploy and they all shouldered their carbines.

The squad separated outside the hatch, surrounded the Belligerent, and trained their weapons on the cannons, but nothing moved over there.

The cannons lay in pieces with the bunker roof blasted open. The squad swept the area, but they didn’t find anything.

LeMaine pointed to Sindra, Lutov, and Tavon and signaled west. Sindra nodded and took his team that way while LeMaine and the Hellhounds headed east. They found the hidden bunker entrance hidden in a stand of trees a hundred yards away.

The Elian Military had been exposing enough of these hidden Axichis bunkers on nearly every Elian planet. The Hellhounds knew the drill by now, which meant Axichis pilots and soldiers would be waiting underground to shoot anyone who broke into their bunker.

LeMaine stuck his carbine through the door leading to the stairs. Everything sounded quiet down there. He tiptoed down the stairs and halted at another reinforced door several floors below the surface.

He nodded to Nunn and she knelt down, tore open her pack, and primed her Plaostine charges. She gathered her Plaostine blocks in her hands and nodded back to LeMaine, who nodded to the Hellhounds opposite him. 

Lieutenant Polasek took Heckler, O’Hara, and Sergeant Krista Lemon on his side. Peterman and Sergeant Mason Kellogg scooted in behind LeMaine. All the Hellhounds held their breath and braced themselves for the assault.

LeMaine stepped away from the wall, positioned himself right in front of the door, and fired his carbine into the lock. It blasted off its hinges and he barely ducked out of the way before a million lasers exploded from inside. One grazed his shoulder as he dove clear just in time.

Nunn pitched three Plaostine blocks through the opening, one in each direction and one straight ahead. The Hellhounds covered their heads and a deafening boom rocked the bunker as all the charges detonated.

Dust and smoke erupted from the doorway and all the Hellhounds charged inside firing into the smoke. Lasers flickered from both sides, but that only showed the Hellhounds where the Axichis were hiding.

The Imoliv team burst in from the opposite stairway and surprised the Axichis from behind. All the Axichis had been facing the Hellhounds and fell to the Imoliv team’s fire.

The two teams split up in pairs to search the rest of the bunker. It had been set up exactly the same way all the other holdout bunkers had been. This top floor acted as a control room with electronic equipment, communications arrays, and stacks of extra supplies.

LeMaine and Polasek worked their way to the right while the other Hellhounds attacked and finished off the Axichis taking cover behind their supplies. LeMaine didn’t see anyone over by the controls, which was lucky for everyone involved.

LeMaine and Polasek halted by the control station and looked down at it. “It looks like everything is still working,” LeMaine remarked.

“They’ve been in contact with their own system within the last solar cycle, I’d say,” Polasek agreed.

“That’s perfect. Come on. Let’s go downstairs and see what we can find.”

LeMaine left the Hellhounds to guard the upper floor while he and Polasek crossed to a different door. It opened into a third, internal stairway leading to the bunker’s lower levels.

The two men descended to a second story beneath the control room. Seven shiny new Axichis fighter craft sat parked there. 

“They’re brand, spanking new,” Polasek observed. “None of them has a scratch on them. The Axichis definitely haven’t flown these ships during the war. The Axichis must have been holding these fighters in reserve for something else.”

“Just like everything else in these bunkers. They were definitely planning a second wave after they conquered the planet.”

“Or maybe they just liked making extra contingency plans. Maybe they just planned for the worst and left these ships and supplies to cover their asses.”

“It doesn’t matter. We have a job to do.” LeMaine waved Polasek toward the fighters. “Take your pick and make sure it’s fit to fly. We gotta get going.”

Polasek grinned with delight on his way to the nearest Axichis fighter. That guy got way too excited when it came to machines.

LeMaine went back upstairs and found Heckler, Lutov, and Lemon holding three Axichis at gunpoint. Most of them were bleeding and the Hellhounds had pushed them down on their knees between stacks of crates.

“What’s the story?” LeMaine asked Heckler. 

“They don’t know nothing,” Heckler growled. “They’re playing stupid…because they are.” He hit one of the Axichis across the back of the head.

“That isn’t likely to improve his memory, Heckler,” Peterman pointed out.

LeMaine stepped in front of the Axichis prisoners. Two of them glared at him. The other wouldn’t look at him at all.

“You contacted your command in your own system within the last day,” LeMaine began. “What were you communicating with them about? Are the Axichis coordinating another campaign to invade Elian space?”

“How would we know?” the Axichis on the far left muttered. 

“Why did you communicate with them, then, jackass?” Lemon snapped.

“We were trying to find a way home, of course,” the second one replied. “We were trying to find a way to get across the border into our own system without getting attacked by the Elians.”

The first one shot LeMaine another death glare. “Kill us and get it over with.”

“No, I’m not going to kill you.”

“Torture, then?” The Axichis squared his shoulders and straightened up. “We can handle torture.”

“I’m not going to kill you or torture you,” LeMaine replied. “I’m going to give you your wish. I’m going to take you home.”

All three Axichis snapped their heads up to stare at LeMaine, but he only turned away. The conversation was over. 

“Get them out of here,” he told the Hellhounds, “and don’t lay another finger on them. We need them in perfect health for the journey. After you get them squared away, all of you suit up and get ready to drop. We’re going behind enemy lines.”








  
  
Chapter 2




LeMaine followed the Hellhounds, who marched their three Axichis prisoners downstairs at gunpoint. The Hellhounds had shackled the prisoners hand and foot and chained them together so they couldn’t move a muscle except to talk. 

Monk, Heckler, Kellogg, and Sindra shoved the prisoners on board the Axichis fighter craft that Polasek had chosen. The Hellhounds steered the prisoners to a compartment right behind the cockpit.

Polasek sat at the controls and he didn’t look up as the squad passed him. Kellogg went over to him and checked the scanners. “The prisoners’ life signs are all reading as normal. They’re ready to fly.”

LeMaine wedged himself into the compartment where Heckler and Sindra knelt on the floor shackling the prisoners’ ankles together. Now they really wouldn’t be able to move.

“If you stay in here and don’t move or cause any trouble,” LeMaine told the prisoners, I might see my way to letting you go when we get back to Axichis space.”

“You’re a liar,” the first prisoner snarled. “You’ll kill us to stop us from telling anyone you’re infiltrating our space.”

“Your race pretended to be our friends and then invaded our system,” LeMaine replied. “Don’t tempt me.”

He walked out and watched from the corridor while the other Hellhounds left the compartment. They locked the prisoners in and everyone returned to the cockpit. The Hellhounds had to cram in shoulder to shoulder just to fit.

Sindra worked his way nearer to the controls and fitted a small device to the fighter’s bulkhead. He switched it on.

“It’s working,” Peterman announced. “It’s masking our life signs. The fighter is reading with three Axichis on board and no one else.”

“Excellent,” LeMaine replied. “Take us out, Monk, and step on it. I don’t want to stand around in this tin can any longer than I have to.”

“Yes, Sir.” Monk stepped forward and Polasek left the pilot’s station to let Monk sit down. 

He fired up the engines, released a trigger on his controls, and the bunker’s launch bay slid back. Blue sky opened above the fighter. The Belligerent and the Imoliv team’s fighter craft had already departed. The Hellhounds were on their own.

Monk slammed the throttle down and the fighter rocketed into the air at full speed. It burned through the atmosphere, plunged into space, and took off at a wicked pace heading for the Axichis border.

The instant it left orbit, dozens of Elian fighter craft and bombers launched from all over Zukion, closed around the fighter, and bombarded it with cannon fire.

Pounding smashes rocked the ship. LeMaine flattened himself against the bulkhead and cringed with every strike. “Return fire, Monk!” LeMaine ordered. 

“I am returning fire!” Monk hollered.

“They certainly are enjoying themselves!” Peterman called.

LeMaine winced again as another punishing blow slapped the fighter off course. The Elian Military hounded the fighter across the system to make it look like they were trying to stop the fighter from escaping.

The bombers could have destroyed the fighter easily, but the next second, Monk pulled a wild, looping diversion, dodged several more cannon shots, and streaked across the border into Axichis space.

Axichis warships launched from several planets. They all rushed to the border, but the Elian bombers pulled up there and didn’t cross.

“Keep it going, Monk!” LeMaine yelled. “Execute our strategy.”

Monk didn’t turn around. He yanked the helm hard in one direction and then another. At the same instant, the left engine burst into flame the way Polasek had programmed it to.

The ship veered wildly out of control. Monk didn’t have to pretend to fight the helm. He leaned all the way back in his chair and his muscular arms strained to the limit holding the ship on course.

“Now, Lieutenant!” Monk bellowed over his shoulder.

Polasek tapped the remote on his wrist and the right engine exploded. The fighter plummeted and Monk barely managed to stop it from crashing in ruins on a planet inside Axichis space.

The left engine held out just long enough for Monk to pull the nose up level with the ground. The ship’s momentum kept it going and it crashed into a forest. Branches and leaves whipped past the cockpit window and then the ship flew nose first into a tree trunk.

Everyone in the cockpit hurtled forward and landed on top of Monk and the controls. Groans and bellows of protest drifted out of the pile before everyone peeled themselves out of the confusion.

LeMaine hauled himself upright and checked his remote. “We’re there. We’re fifteen miles from the city. That was perfect, Monk.”

“Just don’t ever do it again,” Kellogg added.

“Do you think I wanted to do it this time?” Monk countered. “Blame the captain. This wasn’t my idea.”

“Arm up, Hellhounds,” LeMaine ordered. “Let’s get out of here and make sure the area is secure. Polasek, get on your array and make sure none of the Axichis are coming around to check on us.”

“What do you want to do about our three friends?” Lemon asked.

“Bring them out here,” LeMaine replied.

Heckler and Lemon went into the back to get the prisoners. Polasek set up his array. “No one is coming. The warships are all standing off against the Elians across the border. They don’t have time for us.”

“Good.” LeMaine turned to the corridor, but Heckler and Lemon still didn’t come out with the prisoners.

LeMaine strode down there and found the two Hellhounds bending over the three Axichis. “What’s the problem?” LeMaine asked.

“They’re dead,” Lemon murmured. “It looks like they used some kind of suicide drug.”

Heckler stood up and moved out of the way so LeMaine could see. The three Axichis lay on the floor with their eyes closed. They looked like they were asleep.

“Get Kellogg back here,” LeMaine told Lemon.

She left and returned with Kellogg a second later. He examined the prisoners, but he couldn’t do anything about this. They were all dead.

“What do you want to do, Captain?” Heckler growled.

“This could work in our favor,” LeMaine replied. “We don’t have to worry about these three telling anyone what they know. Unshackle them and bring the bodies up to the cockpit.”

LeMaine went forward and ordered everyone outside. Then he ordered Nunn to lay Plaostine charges around the fighter’s hull.

Heckler and Lemon positioned the Axichis bodies in the cockpit seats and the Hellhounds retreated to a safe distance before Nunn blew what was left of the fighter craft.

“Now we’ll have to find another way off this planet,” Sindra observed.

“That was our plan to begin with,” Peterman replied.

“Let’s move out, people,” LeMaine ordered. “We need to get as far away from the wreck as we can before someone comes around snooping.”

The squad hiked into the mountains following their remotes to the nearest city. LeMaine pulled up on a wooded hilltop and observed the metropolis through his binoculars. “The strategic center is on the far eastern edge of town. We can get near it under cover and then make our strike.”

“What are we striking?” O’Hara asked. 

“Everything,” LeMaine replied. “Communications arrays, ships, command posts—any high-value asset. We’ll know more when we get closer.”

At his word, several Axichis fighter craft and warships soared down through the atmosphere and landed at the strategic center he’d just been observing.

“That proves it,” he went on. “The same ships that threatened the Elian border came from here. We need to hit them hard and fast and then disappear into the woods.”

“They’ll know we’re here as soon as we make our first strike,” Polasek pointed out.

“That’s why we need to work fast. Let’s go.”

The squad kept moving for the rest of the day. At sundown, they came to a halt on another hill east of the city.

From here, LeMaine could see every detail of the strategic center. A large airfield covered most of a broad area south of the communications array. Dozens of dishes pointed at the sky.

“They’re all pointed at Elia,” Peterman observed. “That isn’t good.”

“None of this is good,” Heckler growled. “Look at all those ships. They’re as new as the ones we found in the bunker. These assholes are planning something big.”

“That’s why we’re here—to stop them,” LeMaine replied. “They have cannons. That’s perfect.”

“How is that perfect?” Lemon asked. “Those cannons are bigger than anything we’ve seen yet. They’re big enough and powerful enough to hit any vessel inside Elian space.”

“It’s perfect because we won’t have to look too far to find a weapon big enough to destroy all those ships. We can use the cannons to wipe out the array, too. We just need to figure out a way to get inside the compound.”

The moment he said that, a bunch of vehicles buzzed over the landscape approaching the strategic center from the city. 

The vehicles looked like larger-than-average Axichis fighter craft except that these didn’t fly through the air. They hovered just off the ground and skimmed the surface.

“They must be carrying freight,” Polasek suggested. “They’re too big to be anything else.”

The craft approached the strategic center’s outer perimeter, went through a checkpoint, and the sentries on guard waved the vehicles inside.

LeMaine kept an eye on them, and a little while later, the same vehicles skimmed out the same way and headed back to the city.

“Let’s go,” he ordered and the Hellhounds set off down the mountain.

They came to the same route and LeMaine gave orders to the Hellhounds to shelter on either side of the vehicles’ flight path. Nunn laid a charge in the very center where the vehicles would be certain to fly over it.

The Hellhounds concealed themselves just as another group of vehicles came along following the same route. This was almost too perfect.

Nunn blew her charge right under the lead vehicle and all the others came to a stop. Their pilots dismounted and approached the stricken vessel to discuss the damage.

LeMaine circled his forefinger over his head and the Hellhounds darted out of hiding. They crept up behind the very last vehicle, clambered on board while the pilots’ backs were turned, and hid among the cargo.

The pilots must have been under orders to consult with someone if anything went wrong. They didn’t start flying again for a long time, but when they did, they flew straight into the compound with no trouble. The sentries didn’t even search the freight craft.

Now came the tricky part. The vehicles pulled up at a warehouse where another crew unloaded the cargo. LeMaine didn’t see how the squad could get away unseen, but he got lucky again.

The vehicles had to stand in line while the crew unloaded one after another. The last vehicle with the squad on board had to stand there unattended. The wait gave the Hellhounds all the time they needed to jump off and sneak away into the compound.

They regrouped behind a different warehouse. “We gotta find the cannons,” LeMaine whispered to the others. “This way.”

The squad raced from one building to another, ducked and hid to let more sentries pass, and darted to the next concealed spot before anyone saw them.

LeMaine crouched behind a building and observed the cannons not far away. They covered an entire field and Lemon was right. These guns were much bigger.

These didn’t have a capsule to house the gunner. Instead, an entire control room perched at the end of each gun where the gunner sat. The control room walls concealed the person inside, so the walls must provide the display to show the gunner whatever they were shooting at.

“How do we get out there without being seen?” Polasek asked.

LeMaine jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “See if you can hack your array into one of the cannon controls.”

“And then what?” Polasek asked.

LeMaine grinned at him. “Have fun with it. As soon as you make your move, we’ll make ours.”

Polasek smirked, crawled backward into the compound, and vanished among the buildings.

“How long is this likely to take?” Lemon muttered.

“Not as long as it would take for us to go out there and take those cannons by force,” Kellogg pointed out.

“If they catch us, they could turn the cannons on Elia,” Peterman added. “We need to remove all the cannons at one stroke.”

“What do you think Polasek is going to be able to do with just one little array?” O’Hara asked. “He might not even be able to……”

An ear-splitting crash cut him off. All those enormous cannons had been sitting idle with their giant muzzles pointed at the same area of the sky.

Now, one of them wheeled sharply to the left, hummed downward, and opened fire on the line of cannons directly next to it. A gargantuan laser fired from its barrel and torched thirty cannons in one shot.

All those guns exploded in a catastrophic series of booms that shook the planet. The Hellhounds ducked under their arms. “Holy shit!!” O’Hara shrieked. “Don’t screw with Polasek!”

“Take cover!” LeMaine roared as another cannon farther down the line opened fire. 

This one sat in a position fifteen guns down from the original cannon that took out half the field. The second gun erupted to its right, demolished all the remaining guns on that side, and left fifteen cannons intact at the center of the field. 

As soon as only these fifteen remained, they all went haywire at once. Four rotated sideways and unloaded on the airfield dotted with thousands of ships. The cannon swiveled in wild sweeps cutting all those ships down in a ground-shaking series of explosions going off one after another.

Three more cannons turned on the compound itself. They rotated this way and that devastating everything in their path. They imploded buildings, brought vehicles to the ground, sliced sentries in half, and tore the fence to shreds.

The Hellhounds crouched in place, not daring to move. The cannons kept wheeling and rotating in all directions shooting everything as far as the eye could see.

Several warships launched from the far end of the airfield where the cannons hadn’t been able to destroy them yet. They streaked across the landscape toward the compound, but the center grouping of cannons never moved. They stayed where they were with their barrels pointed to the skies.

The warships flew right into their path and the guns erupted, spat massive lasers into the sky, and detonated those warships to clouds of dust and burning fuel.

The cannons reduced the whole strategic center to rubble in a matter of minutes. LeMaine didn’t even see Polasek or where or how he did it. This one was going down in Hellhounds history.

Noise and flying debris ripped through the compound in exploding hurricanes. The Hellhounds couldn’t move. Axichis troops ran for cover only to get blown up in their own buildings or to fall to more cannon fire gunning them down.

The bombardment kept up for at least fifteen minutes. The cannons stayed active until they blew up every warship that dared to come within range.

After a while, the cannons fell silent, but distant explosions kept going off across the wasteland where the compound had been. LeMaine raised his head and looked around. The compound had been utterly leveled, just like that—all except for the one building where the Hellhounds had been hiding.

“I take back every insult I’ve ever made against Polasek,” O’Hara murmured. “He’s the biggest badass on the block—bigger than you, Heckler. Sorry, but that guy is a flippin’ monster.”

“You got that right,” Heckler muttered. “I’ll never give him a hard time again.”

“You might want to save your promises for later,” Peterman replied. “Here he comes.”

A small, slight figure appeared out of the haze. LeMaine got to his feet as Polasek strode over to the squad with his array tucked under his arm.

He smiled at everyone and then grinned at LeMaine. “You told me to have fun with it, so I did.”

LeMaine clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. You did real good.”

“We should get out of here,” Peterman remarked. “We don’t want any Axichis to read us on their scans.”

“You’re right,” LeMaine replied. “Let’s fall back.”

The Hellhounds turned away, but before they could leave, Polasek jumped. “Oh, wait! There’s one more thing I  have to do.”

“What is it?” Nunn asked.

Polasek pulled out his array, set it on the ground, and tapped on it. The last remaining cannons purred around in circles, aimed at each other, and they all fired at the same time.

All the cannons exploded in towering columns of flame. There was nothing left.

Polasek stood up and shut his array. “Now we can go.”








  
  
Chapter 3




The Hellhounds retreated into the mountains. “Where are we falling back to, Captain?” Kellogg asked. 

“We need Polasek to pick out our next target,” LeMaine checked the sky. “We won’t be able to travel there before dark. We need to select a rendezvous point in case we get separated. I don’t want to use that crashed fighter. It’s too obvious.”

“There’s an abandoned ruin on that hilltop over there.” Polasek pointed out the hill in question and then showed it to LeMaine on his remote. “There are no Axichis life signs around. We can meet there and it’s easily visible from any direction.”

“That will work.” LeMaine synchronized his remote to the rest of the squad so they could all find the location if they needed to.

Polasek took out his array again. “There’s another strategic center on the other side of the city. It will take too long to go around. We need to find a way to get through town without being seen.”

“That’s impossible, Polasek,” Monk pointed out. “We’re Elians with four Imoliv. Everyone will recognize us.”

“That’s why I said we need to do it without being seen,” Polasek replied.

“What do you suggest?” LeMaine asked.

Polasek squinted at the countryside. “Those vehicles that came out to the compound were carrying all kinds of supplies including weapons.”

“How do you know that?” Nunn asked.

“Didn’t you look to see what they were unloading at the warehouses?” Polasek asked. “The Axichis had crates of laser rifles all over the place.”

The Hellhounds exchanged glances, but no one replied. LeMaine had to admit that he hadn’t been looking at the supplies then, either. Leave it to Polasek to notice a detail like that. 

“I say we pull another ambush on the next convoy that comes out here,” Polasek went on. “Only this time, we should take out the whole party without damaging the vehicles at all. We need to knock out the drivers, commandeer the vehicles, and then take the convoys back into town as though we’re on our return trip. We can get into town and cross to the next strategic center without anyone noticing.”

“How do you plan to take out the whole convoy without damaging the vehicles?” Nunn asked. “We won’t be able to use Plaostine.”

“No, we won’t, but there’s another way we can do it,” Polasek replied. “Those vehicles had different markings. The ones carrying weapons had specific markings that were different from the ones carrying fighter craft fuel, food, and medical supplies.” He looked up at LeMaine. “It’s just an idea.”

LeMaine waved toward the Hellhounds. “Take over. I’m all ears.”

“Well, it’s simple, really. We need to create a diversion that brings the convoy to a halt. Then we sneak on board the vehicle carrying weapons and steal their rifles. They’re easier for pinpoint targeting.”

“How can we pinpoint-target the drivers if we’re already on board their vehicles?” Heckler countered.

“Oh, come on, guys. Use your heads,” Polasek fired back. “The drivers will stop at the wrecked compound. They’ll have to talk to each other to decide what to do, now that they can’t deliver their cargo. We’ll slip off the vehicles, take cover in hidden locations, and use the laser rifles to take out the drivers. Then the vehicles will be ours without a scratch on them. Oh, come on! I can’t be the only one who thinks of this stuff.”

“How do we divert the convoy to stop without blowing up one of the vehicles?” Galo asked.

“Nunn can set off a charge like she did before,” Polasek replied. “This time, instead of blowing the lead vehicle, she can set it off right in front of the lead vehicle. All the drivers would have been warned about the last time. They’ll be on the lookout and they’ll come to a stop.”

Peterman clapped him on the back. “You’re the man, Polasek.”

“He certainly is,” LeMaine replied. “Let’s get into position before the convoy shows up. Nunn, lay your charge.”

The squad got to work and hunkered down on either side of the supply route just as the next convoy of vehicles hummed into view. The whole operation went exactly as Polasek predicted. 

Nunn blew her charge in front of the lead vehicle. The convoy came to a stop while the drivers got out to discuss the situation and to report it over their communications equipment.

The Hellhounds darted out of hiding and concealed themselves on the vehicle Polasek said was carrying laser rifles.

He pointed at one of the many crates in the back. As soon as the vehicle started moving again, Monk pried open the crate and handed out laser rifles to all the Hellhounds.

LeMaine peeked out when the vehicle came to a halt again. The drivers stopped outside the burned wreckage of the former compound. They held another lengthy conversation and called in to report that, too.

They took way too long deciding what to do. They left the Hellhounds plenty of time to jump out of the vehicle and gun down every driver before any of the Axichis personnel even realized they were in danger. None of them was even armed.

“Load up and turn these things around!” LeMaine called to his squad. “Get back on the road before they figure out the original drivers are gone.”

He scrambled into the driving compartment of the nearest vehicle. It didn’t have any windows. An electronic display covered the inner compartment wall so he could see where he was going.

“This is perfect,” Polasek exclaimed through the intercom from the next vehicle. “No one will see us like this.”

“Where are we going, Polasek?” Kellogg asked. “We can’t just drive these into the next installation.”

“No, we can’t, but the good news is we have enough weapons now. We shouldn’t have any trouble taking down that one, too.”

“You direct us, Lieutenant,” LeMaine told him. “Tell us where to go.”

“Fall in convoy behind me,” Polasek ordered. “Everybody stick together. Don’t break the convoy no matter what. We need to convince everyone that we’re still working together.”

He took off across the countryside. The controls on LeMaine’s vehicle showed the route back to the city and the warehouse these vehicles came from.

Polasek followed that route exactly—right up until the moment when he drove straight past the warehouse. He kept on going deeper and deeper into the Axichis city.

The vehicles steered themselves following the vehicle in front of them. Only Polasek needed to keep track of where they were.

That left LeMaine free to study the Axichis city. It looked oddly familiar apart from all the people being Axichis instead of Elian.

Then LeMaine figured out why it looked familiar. The Axichis had adopted Elian technology here, too. The architecture resembled Elian architecture. The layout of cities and buildings didn’t differ that much from what he might have seen on any Elian planet.

In fact, Elia had more diversity between planets. Some were far more exotic than the Axichis society. Why would the Axichis take such an interest in conquering Elia if the Axichis went to so much trouble to copy Elian society?

Polasek’s voice brought LeMaine back to his senses. “We’re coming up on the strategic center. We still have four hours of daylight left. Do you want to make a play for it now or wait until tomorrow?”

“If we don’t go for it today, we should keep on driving,” Peterman suggested. “We can camp somewhere outside the city and come back into town on this side after sunrise.”

LeMaine checked their position on the vehicle’s controls. “Let’s make a play for it. What’s the plan, Polasek?”

“Can you hack it with your array again, Polasek?” Sindra asked.

“That probably isn’t such a great idea,” Polasek replied. “The Axichis will be expecting it. We need to come up with something different. I say we drive these vehicles as close to the compound as we can. That way, we’ll have all these supplies on hand to use against the……”

A devastating crash cut him off. LeMaine scrambled to see anything from inside this vehicle. He had to fumble with the controls before he realized the awful truth.

The lead vehicle in the Hellhounds’ convoy, the vehicle that Polasek had been driving, sat right in the middle of the street, its driving compartment blown to a ragged inferno. The vehicle sat dead and still in the middle of the road.

“Polasek!!” Peterman yelled through the intercom. “POLASEK!!”

No one answered. The vehicle had been completely destroyed.

Kellogg sprang out of the vehicle behind LeMaine’s and charged Polasek’s vehicle. Kellogg made it twenty feet away when, out of nowhere, a howling shriek plummeted from the clear blue sky.

A projectile of some kind dropped on the vehicle Kellogg had just exited and the vehicle detonated in flames. “We’re under assault!” LeMaine roared. “Pull out and scatter! Get as far out of town as you can! Separate! Don’t stick together! Meet back at the rendezvous point!”

He seized his controls and ripped his vehicle away. He should have been paying more attention to where Polasek had been leading them and how to drive this thing.

LeMaine careened through the streets without watching where he was going. He only cared about putting as much distance between himself and the other Hellhounds as possible.

He also tried to steer away from the strategic center Polasek had been planning for the squad to hit. Something must have triggered an alarm when the vehicles didn’t return to their warehouse.

Another missile slammed into the street right in front of him. He yanked the steering mechanism hard to the side and skidded into an alley, but it wasn’t big enough for the vehicle.

It scraped the walls on both sides and would have gotten hopelessly wedged between two buildings. He dragged it up and gunned the throttle for all he was worth.

He rocketed over the roofs and gulped when he spotted five Axichis fighter craft closing in on him. Now the whole Axichis force knew the Hellhounds were on this planet.

His first instinct told him to shoot at the fighter craft, but this vehicle didn’t have any weaponry. He was defenseless except for the laser rifle on the seat next to him.

He had to ditch this vehicle. It was too obvious.

He veered away from the fighter craft and plunged back down onto the streets. He swerved onto a footpath, knocked people and other vehicles out of the way, and wreaked havoc everywhere he went. The Axichis only had to follow the trail of chaos in his wake.

He didn’t care anymore about where he stopped. He had to do it now. It was the only way he could disappear.

He slammed the helm sideways, skidded around a corner, pulled the vehicle to a stop, and sprang out. He was still wearing his backpack and he only paused long enough to snatch his rifle. 

He bolted into another alley, clambered over a wall, ran down another street, and hid in a different alley to catch his breath. The fighter craft tilted overhead searching the vehicle and the surrounding streets.

LeMaine was hardly less visible now. He couldn’t let anyone see him. Every man, woman, and child on this planet would recognize an Elian and turn him over to the authorities.

He needed to conceal his identity, but that would be difficult with Axichis civilians walking all over the place. He had to wait for night to fall and then get out of the city at all costs.








