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          COLONEL ANTONIO TITUS

        

      

    

    
      The forest whipped by in a blur of green and brown as we hauled ass through the alien terrain. Training and fear made running with my plasma rifle easy. If I dropped it. I was dead.

      We tore through the undergrowth as we sprinted toward salvation. Lieutenant Alarbus Santorini, Sergeant Harrington, and Privates Gafford and Jenkins. My strike team. We were the best, which is why they sent us here to Cronus.

      A piercing shrill split the air. The unmistakable call of a Mech scout. It had spotted us. Which meant more killer robots to come.

      "This way!" I barked over my shoulder, veering left down an overgrown game trail.

      Cronus used to be one of the best and cheapest planetary gaming spots. Years ago. Before the Mechs revolted. Hopefully, today would end that revolt. At least on this planet.

      Gnarly ferns and twisted vines whipped at our faces as we tore through the alien forest. I pressed the com-link embedded in my ear. "This is Titus. Package is delivered. We're being chased by a pack of Mechs. Need immediate evac!"

      No static. No crackling. Nothing.

      A thunderous crash erupted ahead, making me pivot and raise my rifle. Three sleek metal forms exploded through the dense underbrush. Mech Predators. Originally designed for landscaping, now tweaked to act as hunters. And they were good at it.

      I opened fire, the staccato rapport of plasma rounds joining Harrington's as we cut down two of the hunters in a shower of sizzling energy blasts. The third Mech hunter jerked and twisted, evading the barrage until it pinpointed our location. With its dome-shaped head and steel chassis gleaming, the Mech screeched as it hurled toward us.

      Heart in my throat, I stood my ground, sidestepping at the last instant as the metal fury brushed past me. I swung the butt of my rifle, slugging the hunter in its featureless head and sending it crashing to the ground. Before it could react, Santorini put a dozen plasma rounds in its torso, reducing the thing to a smoldering wreck.

      “I’m getting nothing from the Tarsonas,” said Harrington, his eyes scanning for more Mechs.

      "Tarsonas, do you read?" Panic rose in my chest. This made no sense. “Commander. Calvin. We need immediate evac—or we’re dead.”

      Private Gafford swore, pointing up at the sky. A black smear was rapidly growing, resolving into the unmistakable form of our frigate peeling away toward space.

      "They're leaving us!" Santorini shouted, horror paling his sweat-streaked face.

      The five of us stared at the sky. Broken.

      Sighing, I risked a glance over my shoulder. Then slid my ‘noculars over my eyes and forgot to breathe. Wave after wave of metal shapes were weaving their way through the forest behind us.

      We were dead.

      Stop it, Titus. No self-pity.

      "Let's move!" I pointed east.

      Everyone bolted. Except for Private Jenkins. I hustled back and shoved him forward. Then we all sprinted deeper into the forest, the sounds of pursuit growing louder and louder.

      "To the mines!" I shouted, forcing my legs to move like my life depended on it. Because it did. "Santorini keep up!"

      “I can’t.”

      I didn’t have time to play nursemaid. “Move it, LT—or I’m demoting you.”

      “Roger that.”

      Thankfully, Santorini managed to keep up. A good thing too since his parents would kill me if I let their boy die. ‘Course, they couldn’t do that if I were dead too.

      "You know we're not gonna make it," Sergeant Harrington growled, falling in beside me.

      "Then we'll leave plenty of crushed Tin cans behind."
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      The mines. And darkness.

      I was back inside the Cronus mines. Alone. Except for those damn crystals. Poking out of the walls and ground. Pulsating. Unnatural violet, golden light. So pretty. Twisted and pretty. Calling to me.

      Slowly. I drifted up from the inky depths of unconsciousness, my mind grasping at shards of memory. Running through the forest...metal hunters closing in...the Tarsonas vanishing into the sky. And—of course—the crystals.

      My eyes open to the harsh glare of bright lights. I was in some kind of medical unit. A pale man in a white lab coat with a round face and gray at the temples stood over me while studying his data pad.

      He looked up from his pad and offered me a surprisingly genuine smile.

      "I’m Doctor Hayes. Do you know who you are?" he asked in a gentle tone. "Can you state your name and the current date?"

      I tried to answer but only a croak came out. Throat so dry… I tried again. "Antonio Titus. Colonel, Special Ops." The words tasted like ashes on my tongue. "I don’t know the date."

      "It's March 14th, 2427." Doctor Hayes’ expression was unreadable. "You've been listed as MIA for over two years now."

      Two years? I struggled to sit upright, my muscles protesting. "No, that can't be right. I need to call Adrienne."

      The doctor's smile vanished. "I'm so sorry. Your wife… she passed away fourteen months ago. A vehicular accident."

      Accident.

      White-hot rage gripped my chest. I lashed out without thinking, sending a metal tray flying across the room. "Sorry? You're sorry?"

      Hayes took an instinctive step back, hands raised defensively. "If you don't calm down, sir, I'll be forced to sedate you. Grief is understandable, but I can't have you endangering yourself or me."

      With effort—too much effort and several deep breaths, I reigned in my temper. I wanted to kill. I wanted to hurt. Just like I was hurting. I addressed the doctor as calmly as I could. "Would you be calm—doctor— if you just found out your wife is dead?

      The other man's expression softened slightly. "Fair point. I'll give you a moment to process this."

      A moment. It would take a goddamn lifetime to process this.

      I closed my burning eyes, Adrienne's warm smile filling my mind. That and her honey brown eyes. Her polite laughter when I tried and failed to cook one of her mother's recipes. How could she be gone?

      Hayes wasn’t kidding about giving me a moment. Hardly a minute later, the doctor—ship’s doctor from the look of it—was back to hovering over my bed.

      "Physically, you appear to be in excellent health, sir." Hayes glanced down at his data pad. "But there are some… anomalies—I can't account for. Your bone density appears to have increased threefold. Plus, your white blood cell count is abnormally high and showing evidence of mutation, though they don't appear to be cancerous.

      “Luckily for you… the Ajax picked up your distress beacon.” Hayes fixed me with a critical look. Yeah. He was going to be a problem. "Can you tell me what happened to you on Cronus?"

      Yeah. Me and my team were left behind.

      Instead of saying that, I kept my expression blank. "I don't remember."

      Hayes’ jaw tightened ever so slightly. "I see. Do you remember what happened to the rest of your squad?"

      "They're dead." Good. I managed to keep the bitterness from my voice.

      “How did they die?”

      Apparently, the good doctor doubled as a psychiatrist too. Or… someone put him up to this. The ship’s captain probably. I couldn’t fault the guy. I would do the same if the roles were reversed. Meaning… Hayes could definitely become a problem. One that would have to be dealt with—soon.

      I shook my head from those dark thoughts. "Perhaps, I’ll remember later. Now can I at least talk to my kids?"

      Hayes’ features tightened again with that guarded look. I felt a knot in my stomach. "You'd better not tell me they're dead too."

      "No. Two of your three children are still alive." I sensed the man tensing up. "I'm afraid the circumstances are… complicated."

      “Do you want me to have another tantrum?”

      The doctor drew in a breath. "Your eldest, Carlos, was convicted of murder fourteen months ago and executed shortly thereafter in a very public trial."

      The knot in my stomach turned into a black hole, consuming everything around it. Carlos? My brilliant, honorable boy? Executed.

      "As for your younger two," Hayes pressed on, "Ian was kicked out of the military and banished from Gaia on charges of treason against the Federation."

      “Treason?" I couldn’t help but laugh. "A Titus, accused of treason?"

      "I agree. However, the evidence was quite incriminating," Hayes said, spreading his hands apologetically. "And as for Lavina, she still lives and remains on Gaia… as far as I know."

      Carlos dead. Ian banished.

      I should’ve never returned from the dead.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I closed my eyes again, struggling for stability. Fire burned inside of me. Wanting to come out. Destroy… everything. But I couldn’t let it. Not now. Not ever. "What do you have to be sorry about, Doctor? It's not your fault."

      The med bay doors swished open, saving Doctor Hayes from having to formulate another excuse. Four people strode in. Captain Bara judging by her gold bars and nametag. The woman was all crisp lines and steely resolve. She was flanked by a thin man in a commander's uniform with the eyes of a rodent. A striking woman stood on the captain’s left. Staring  at me with sharp, starburst blue eyes.

      Bringing up the rear was a lithe young lieutenant in a skin-tight ordnance tech's bodysuit. She stared at me with undisguised awe, as if I were less a man and more a legend come to life.

      Three of them dished up crisp salutes. I ignored the gesture. I didn’t want to be here. Shouldn’t be here.

      The ship’s commander—his name tag read Schreiber instead of rodent—pointed at the woman next to Captain Bara. "No recording devices or unauthorized data transmission of any kind. Are we clear?"

      The woman's lips switched to maximum flirtation. "Don't worry, commander. I'm not a ghoul. I will follow your rules to the letter."

      Which—to even my sluggish mind—meant she played by her own rules.

      She turned her blue gaze back on me, and it was like being pinned by a pair of brilliant lasers. "It's an honor to meet you in the flesh, General Titus," she purred. "The hero who broke the Mech war machine on Cronus."

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “General? Aren’t you overdoing it, Ms.—”

      “Donna Langley. Reporter for Star News.” The woman was brutally attractive and looked to be in her early thirties. Her eyes, sharp and experienced, gave her away though. No amount of cosmetic gene therapy could hide that.

      Doctor Hayes had conveniently made himself scarce. So I looked to Schreiber and the captain for help. Both looked uncomfortable. Captain Bara adopted a placating tone.

      "You were promoted in absentia, sir. For your efforts and your sacrifices, in delivering the EMP ordnance package to Cronus. Thus, effectively ending the Mech’s blockade.

      I felt something inside me wither... Yes. We completed our mission. But my team shouldn’t have died.

      Langley squeezed in closer and aimed an actual pen and paper at me. "The Feds are feeling magnanimous enough to let me document your heroic return for the masses. Any words for posterity?"

      "No." I swung my legs over the side of the bed, planting my feet on the deck. "I appreciate the fanfare, but all I want is to see my daughter. That's it. No interviews, no victory tours. Just… Lavina."

      I glared at them, clustered around my bed, daring them to argue. Daring any one of them to come between me and the daughter I sacrificed everything for.

      Daring them to try and fail.
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      The narrow cabin’s ceiling lights turned on the second I stepped into the room. It smelled of sweat and recycled air. Well… it beat camping out in enemy territory but just barely.

      I couldn’t get out of my dress white uniform soon enough. Promoted to general, then forced to have a three-course meal with the ship’s officers simply because I “died” and got my entire team killed.

      Hell… I was half-tempted to hurl the damn jacket across the room, or stuff it into the nearest waste recycler. The way everybody keeps looking at me. Like I’m some kind of larger-than-life hero come to life.

      A man who put Federation allegiance above all else. And where has fighting other people’s wars gotten me? A dead wife and son. Ian… banished. Lavina… still can’t reach her.

      I rolled my shoulders forward, trying to relax. Self-pity was a waste of time and energy. Truth is… soldiering is who I am—it's woven into my very fiber, just like it was for my father and his before him. But there was another side of me now… a part of me that wanted to destroy. Could destroy. Everything. No. I couldn’t let that happen.

      "You can come out now, Ms. Langley."

      A few seconds came and went. Then the closet door hissed open, and the striking reporter unstuck herself from the tiny closet. "How did you know it was me?"

      "Your perfume." It was hard keeping the predator from my eyes. But it was there. Waiting. "Why are you here?"

      The reporter shrugged, aiming for nonchalance but unable to hide the faint blush staining her cheeks at having been caught. "This was the only place I could catch you alone."

      "Not interested in an interview.” I unbuttoned my shirt collar. "Just sleep."

      A coy smile curved Langley's full lips as she boldly met my gaze. "You sure about that?"

      My expression must have answered that question, because her smile faded. "Understood, general. But I'm actually not here for an interview. I'm here to help."

      I barked out a laugh. A laugh that held no mirth whatsoever. "What makes you think I need help?"

      Unfazed, Langley made herself at home, practically draping herself onto the tiny desk’s bolted-down chair. "Not everyone is happy that the great Colonel Titus has miraculously returned from the grave. Nice digs, by the way."

      "I'll be sure to pass your compliments along to the XO."

      Langley's eyes widened with delight. "You're bunking with Commander Schreiber?"

      The woman thought she was funny. "Before you leave,” I said, “care to tell me who exactly isn't happy about my return?"

      She considered me for a moment, as if weighing how much she should say "President Santorini, for one."

      I laughed again. This time… with a hint of a threat. The woman was bordering on treason. "You're a lousy reporter, Langley. Russell and I are friends. Actually… I'm the one who convinced him to run for office in the first place."

      "Then I suppose you're the one to blame," Langley said carefully.

      I felt the hairs prickle on the back of my neck. "Blame for what, exactly?"

      Langley turned her attention to the cabin, pretending to be surveying it. Finally she said, "Some people say—not me, of course—that Santorini's government is essentially a corrupt, autocratic regime now. Rumor has it… people who disagree with Santorini or ask too many questions… disappear. Like your son."

      White-hot fury detonated inside my chest. I wanted to crush this woman. Strangle her. You could do it, Titus. No one would blame you. I ignored the voice. "Go, Ms. Langley."

      I could barely get the words out. Barely keep control.

      To her credit, Langley didn't flinch. "And if I don't feel like leaving?"

      I was across the room in three strides, looming over her. "Then we'll do this the hard way."

      Langley looked up at me and batted her eyes. "Promises, promises."

      I felt rather than saw my hands clench as I fought to keep my rage collared. "I could report you for treason.”

      “Then you better hurry before Doctor Hayes reports you.”

      A familiar knot bunched up in my stomach. “Doctor Hayes?”

      “Well,” Langley said, standing up and putting space between us. “I don’t know this for a fact since I’m not some blackhat hacker who scanned Hayes’ confidential files.”

      “Langley.”

      “Like I said—General—I don’t go hacking into government files. Fifteen-year minimum sentence if you’re caught. But if I did… I bet the doctor’s files might  say something about your increased bone density and how you look fifteen to twenty years younger than your fifty-two years.”

      Langley whipped out a pen shaped recorder and aimed it at me. “Care to comment?”

      I walked over to the XO’s mini-fridge and grabbed a bottle from the cooler, then took a swig of water. I pulled out a second bottle and offered it to Langley.

      She wrinkled her nose at the water. "Don't suppose you've got anything stronger?"

      I shook my head and downed the rest of the bottle. Then shoved it into the recycling wall panel. Only then did I meet Langley’s starburst blue eyes. "Doctor Hayes does have some… sensitive data concerning me. Could prove inconvenient if it fell into the wrong hands."

      "Genetic mutations…" Langley prodded.

      I studied her for a long moment, seeing the gears turning behind her eyes. I knew the type. A woman who would do anything to get what she wanted. "On second thought, forget it."

      Her heart-shaped lips curved into a slow smile. "You know, you'd get a lot further with honey than vinegar, general."

      "Or a bullet between the eyes.”

      Langley's smile wilted. "Ooh, so scary. Your wife must have been a real saint to put up with your sunny disposition."

      “You don’t get to talk about my wife.”

      Langley held up her hands in surrender. "Okay, I get it. I'm out." She sighed and headed for the door. "You know, most men would beg me to stay in their quarters.”

      "I'm not most men."

      Pausing at the door threshold, Langley studied me over her shoulder with those brilliant, discerning eyes. "No… I'm starting to realize that." Her gaze narrowed slightly. "What really happened to you back on that moon, general?"

      I held her stare and kept my expression neutral. "I survived.”

      "Did you really?"

      A klaxon alarm pierced the space between us. Langley’s face went white. Frowning, I instinctively reached for the sidearm that should have been at my hip before remembering I had been relieved of all weapons.

      “Probably just a drill,” I told Langley.

      The door hissed open and Lieutenant Resnick burst in, chest heaving like she'd sprinted the entire way. She skidded to a halt, eyes wide, clearly not anticipating an unauthorized civilian in the so-called war hero's presence. Belatedly, she snapped a crisp salute. "General! We have incoming hostile vessels. Three of them. Cassandra-class raiders by their signature. XO thinks they’re pirates."

      I felt an electric surge of adrenaline as combat protocols kicked in. The Cassandra was an older model frigate, under-gunned for a ship its size but packing enough armaments to make the ship a real threat.

      "Acknowledged, lieutenant," I returned the lieutenant’s salute, my mind running battle scenarios and calculations. "I’m sure that Captain Bara has matters well in hand.”

      Resnick shook her head so hard that I half-imagined it would fall off. “Captain Bara said she’s going to blow up the ship, sir.”

      The LT deserved a dressing-down for circumventing the chain-of-command. But I might need this doe-eyed enthusiasm. “I’ll be on the bridge shortly, lieutenant.”

      Resnick smiled like it was Christmas. "Sir!" She saluted again and dashed out as quickly as she'd arrived.

      “Pirates?”

      “I don’t know for sure. I grabbed my jacket and rushed out the door, Langley right behind me. "Head to the med-bay and assist Doctor Hayes. And don't go snooping through any restricted data files while you're there."

      What could be an honest smile graced Langley’s lips. "Aye aye, general. I haven’t played nurse in a long time. Now go save us."  She winked at me and hurried down the corridor.

      Despite the chaos, the alarms… I felt a reluctant smile tug at the corner of my mouth as I ran for the bridge. Langley was a dangerous woman in more ways than one. And quite possibly… her particular brand of danger could prove… useful.

      Priorities first, though. There were pirates to kill.
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      I entered the bridge, chin held high. My dark eyes, hard as steel. I didn't like what I was about to do, but I wasn't going to allow Bara to kill me before I saw my kids again. Before I found out why the Tarsonas left us to die on Cronus.

      Typical of its starship class, the Ajax's command center looked more like a casino than a starship bridge. Flashy lights and holo-displays everywhere and roomy enough for the five people now occupying it not to feel too crowded.

      "A word, captain, please."

      Bara visibly stiffened but turned away from the control stations. She didn't come over to me. Very well… we could do this out in the open with her officers pretending not to listen.

      "No offense, sir, but I have my hands full at the moment," Bara said.

      "Enlighten me."

      She looked over to Commander Schreiber, the ship’s XO. "Finish Omega sequence, commander."

      Schreiber's rodent-like eyes darted in my direction for a quick second before he responded. "Yes, ma'am."

      Bara turned back to me, her blue eyes defiant. She was stalling for time. Time that we didn’t have.

      "What's happening, captain?"

      "Three frigates caught us by surprise. Surrounding us. As I'm sure you already know." Bara shot Lieutenant Resnick an accusatory glance.

      Resnick’s perky face turned red. "You want to blow us up. That’s what the XO is doing right now."

      “Enough,  lieutenant." Resnick paled at my outburst. Too bad. Blatant insubordination was a line I didn’t want to cross, no matter how tempting.

      The cold look in Bara’s eyes told me that she held no such reservations—at least when it came to me. “General, I’m sure that I don’t have to remind you that per Federation regulations… Military ships may not willingly surrender. I will not turn over our valuable research or scientists to filthy pirates.”

      "We're not turning anything over." I focused my attention on the bridge’s main viewports before adding. "Captain."

      Schreiber piped up again. "The pirates are hailing us, captain."

      Bara favored me with a stare that could melt Tungsten. "Put it through, commander."

      The bridge speakers beeped for a few seconds before a gruff voice came through. "Federation vessel. Power down and prepare for boarding."

      "This is Captain Bara of the Ajax. With whom am I speaking?"

      Seconds ticked by. Edging toward a minute. I felt confident the pirate would speak up but felt no need to comfort Bara. A minute later, I was proven right.

      "You may call me Chiron. Let's be clear, captain. This is not a negotiation. Power down immediately. Deviate from my directions—you're dead. Your ship powers up again or targets any of my ships… you're dead. You have two minutes to comply."

      Schreiber looked ill. "Line's been cut, ma'am."

      Bara's jaw tightened. "Continue self-destruct sequence."

      "Belay that order." Every eye on the bridge snapped to me. I could feel Bara's resentment, but she kept it professional.

      "General… as I said before. Regulations are quite clear regarding situations like these."

      "I need you to trust me, captain. I can get us out of this."

      Schreiber scowled. "Like you got your team out of Cronus?"

      The barb stung, but I ignored it. Lieutenant Resnick didn’t. “General Titus planted and detonated the EMP bombs like he was supposed to.”

      “Lieutenant.”

      Resnick’s turned back to me. “I can defend myself. If… need be. Captain?”

      Bara took a deep breath, struggling for patience. "Let's hear it. General."

      "Captain—"

      "At ease, commander." Bara's tone shut Schreiber down real quick. His body language radiated frustration, but he stayed silent.

      I looked to helm. "Can you jump the Ajax into FTL from a cold start?"

      Helmsman Friedman's face lost all color. "That's suicide."

      "Can. You. Do it?"

      The bridge crew were torn between staring at me and staring at Friedman. What I was asking for was crazy. I gave Friedman a few more seconds to run the math in his head.

      "Yes,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “but it'll probably ruin the drive if not blow up the moment I try."

      Good enough. I turned to Resnick. "Can you fire the ship's pulse cannons manually?"

      "You bet, sir!"

      "Target whichever frigates tries to board us."

      She grinned with wicked delight. "Aye, sir!"

      Schreiber shook his head. "General Titus, you can't be serious."

      "We're dead anyway, commander. If we have to go out, let's take some of these bastards with us."

      The words hung in the air for a beat. Then Bara gave the order, her voice steady and calm. "Power everything down, commander."

      Schreiber looked conflicted but obeyed. "Yes, ma'am."

      I watched the spectacle of the Ajax's systems going dark and quiet. Bara addressed the intercom. "This is Captain Bara. Everyone prepare for a cold FTL jump."

      As the bridge crew strapped in, I helped myself to a spare seat.

      “Commander Schreiber, contact the pirates.”

      "Link open, captain."

      This time the pirates didn’t make us wait. "Very good, captain. Continue to play nice and no one has to get hurt."

      A lie. Everyone on board would get hurt. And be killed… if they were lucky or stupid enough to put their faith in pirates.

      "We powered down. But how do I know you won't harm my crew?"

      Good. Bara was making their ruse more believable. Smart. The woman should have no trouble making major. If… we made it out of this alive.

      "We're not animals, captain. We only want whatever you have on board. We're extending a transport tube now."

      Friedman was busy prepping the jump. Once we felt the shutter of the tube connecting to the Ajax’s hull, Bara looked at me.

      I gave a slow nod.

      "Now, Resnick!" The pulse cannons blasted the frigate at our twelve. "Jump us, Friedman."

      Friedman obeyed and the Ajax tore away from the coupled pirate ship, ripping a small tear in the frigate. The other undamaged frigates opened fire, but we were already streaking into the swirling crimson blue haze of slipstream space.

      Vertigo slammed into me. Gravity too. Pushing me so hard into my chair that I thought I might pop through the back of it.

      The bridge tilted violently as we  punched a hole in the universe. Systems blew, venting gas and sparks. Gravity failed completely. I could taste copper in my mouth as my teeth gnashed shut from the violent turbulence.

      Dimly, I registered the screams of the crew… wondering if I made yet another terrible, fatal mistake… before everything went black.
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