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Chapter 1




Captain Owen LeMaine wrestled his Imoliv fighter craft in every possible way, but the ship wouldn’t obey him. 

An Axichis laser shot had punched a hole through the fuselage, took out the controls, and blasted another perfectly round hole in the floor between LeMaine’s feet. Only a miracle saved LeMaine from getting wiped out along with the ship.

The fighter wheeled wildly as it plummeted through the planet Aora’s atmosphere. Wind pounded the hull and flipped the ship over and over itself, jerked it right side up, and then rolled it in somersaults again.

LeMaine had to concentrate hard to take his hands off the controls. He didn’t know if this fighter craft had any eject function. The Imoliv didn’t give their pilots emergency supplies. Maybe the Imoliv commanders didn’t think to add an eject function, either.

Mountain ranges and rainforests cartwheeled in and out of view. The ship dropped straight down with no way to stop it.

Out of nowhere, three Axichis fighters shrieked from high orbit, ripped across the landscape, and lasers danced all over LeMaine’s craft. The defenses went down along with the controls.

He hunkered low in his seat waiting for the shot that finally took him out. At least he wouldn’t have to live through his ship crashing into the ground with him inside it.

A brutal shot slammed into the hull, and like magic, the cockpit cover blasted off, the pilot’s seat ejected, and a parachute deployed right behind LeMaine’s head.

The chute jerked him against his safety harness and then he started floating peacefully toward the ground. The surreal contrast between this and the sheer mortal terror of the last few seconds fogged LeMaine’s brain for at least five minutes.

He stared around him at green, lush forests, blue lakes, and then his eye picked out more parachutes falling in the distance. Were the Hellhounds landing here, too…..or was someone else?

He couldn’t decide whether he wanted the Hellhounds to land here or not. He didn’t want his people stranded in the wilderness, especially not when they were so far away. LeMaine wouldn’t be able to find them.

Then again, he didn’t want them in the air, either, not with the Axichis hunting Elian Military craft everywhere. 

The Hellhounds had gotten caught in a deadly campaign gone disastrously wrong. Flying around in either an Elian Military craft or an Imoliv fighter would be the most dangerous place for the Hellhounds to be.

The Hellhounds never shied away from danger, but LeMaine liked it better when he kept his people alive. 

He couldn’t do any of that right now, but at least he was going down on a populated Elian planet. He would be able to find some Elian citizens to help him…..eventually.

The chute lowered the pilot’s seat to the ground at a gentle sloping trajectory. The whole package drifted toward one of the forests. That would create the problem of getting down from the canopy once the chute inevitably caught in the upper branches, but anything was better than getting shot down.

That thought barely crossed his mind when more Axichis fighters peeled out of the sky hunting Elian attack cruisers. The combatants thundered over the horizon, corkscrewed around each other trading shots, and then, out of LeMaine’s worst nightmares, the skirmish veered toward him.

Axichis lasers punctured his chute and the gentle gliding descent came to an abrupt end. The pilot’s seat ripped the torn chute out of the sky, the seat plummeted, and the whole chute crumpled and went with it.

LeMaine yelled at nothing, but fortunately for him, he was close enough to the forest that the landing didn’t hurt him. The pilot’s seat crashed through the branches, snapped twigs in his face, and would have hit the ground, but the branches caught the chute.

He slammed against his harness again and finally came to a stop with the seat swaying a hundred feet off the ground. Now he had the even bigger problem of getting out of the seat without breaking his neck.

He gave himself several minutes to just sit there and gasp and pant to get his heart to slow down. This wasn’t how he planned to spend his morning.

He finally wilted in a combination of relief and exasperation. He had to do something. He couldn’t stay here forever. 

He stopped to think about how he was going to do this before he actually unclipped his harness. He had to be careful not to break any bones or hurt himself. 

Sergeant Mason Kellogg, the Hellhounds’ medic, wasn’t here to save LeMaine’s bacon if he got himself into a pickle—an even bigger pickle than he already was in.

He eventually made up his mind, unclipped the buckle, and slowly, slowly, eased himself out of the harness. He did it one painstaking step after another and kept a firm grip on the harness at all times. It was his only lifeline.

He twisted himself around, stuck his foot into the lower harness loops that had been around his legs, and hoisted himself up so that he stood right on top of the seat. From here, he could grab the lines that held the seat to the torn chute.

He considered working the lines back and forth and swinging himself to the nearest tree trunk. He could climb down from there, but he didn’t want to risk the chute tearing out all the way. Then he really would fall.

The lines and the chute fabric were already supporting his weight, so he decided instead to climb the lines to the high branches. He could climb down from there.

He wrapped the lines around his hands, hoisted himself off the pilot’s seat, and then used a combination of loop footholds to clamber the rest of the way up to where the chute lay tangled among the leaves.

He finally stepped off the lines onto a stout branch stiff enough to hold his weight. He scooted along the branch to the trunk, sank into a crook between branch and trunk, and at long last, he allowed himself to shut his eyes and gulp in every sacred breath.

He stayed there a lot longer this time. He was finally out of danger and the climb tired him out more than he expected. He wasn’t as young as he used to be, but he could still pull it out when he needed to. 

Now he could look forward to an indefinite stay on this planet until he either found his way to civilization or someone came to pick him up. 

He had no idea when either of those would happen. He needed to use his resources. He still wore his backpack. He would never launch in any vessel ever again without that. 

He didn’t have a rifle, though. It wouldn’t have fit in the seat, but he also had the chute, the lines, and the pilot’s seat itself. They weren’t much, but they were better than nothing.

He scooted back out onto the branch, pulled his tactical knife from his belt, and cut the lines holding the seat up. It landed hard on the ground and he busied himself freeing the rest of the chute and lines from their tangle.

He tossed everything to the ground and then got to work scaling down the tree. That turned out to be a hell of lot easier than climbing up those lines, and in a few minutes, he jumped down next to the seat and chute.

He wadded up the chute, put the fabric in his pack, coiled the lines into a bundle, lashed them to the outside, and then went over the seat. 

He didn’t see much here that he could use. He didn’t want to take too much. It would only weigh him down, so he discarded the seat and started walking.

He’d gone down on Aora’s northern continent and all the civilian habitations were near the planet’s equator, so he headed south. It was still early in the afternoon, so he kept going until nightfall.

Axichis, Imoliv, and Elian fighter craft kept bursting through the atmosphere, whizzing across the landscape, and exchanging fire before they blasted off into space. 

LeMaine didn’t see the Imoliv and the Elians fighting each other anymore, so at least something good came from this campaign. 

They both fought the Axichis, but LeMaine didn’t see either the Imoliv or the Elians making any headway against the invaders. Neither army could do anything without the frequencies.

What a waste of time and effort that turned out to be, but at least LeMaine tried. If his efforts brought the Imoliv and the Elians together, if LeMaine giving the Imoliv the frequencies ended generations of hostility and isolation—then it was worth it.

He turned the problem over in his mind, but he came up with no solutions. Polasek might be able to work out a new set of frequencies, but who knew if they would work? They might fail at the most catastrophic time just like this set did.

The Axichis bombarded Aora several times during the day, but the enemy didn’t come near the forest. LeMaine climbed into the branches to watch their battles, but they always stayed out on the planes toward the south. They better not be targeting civilian centers.

He couldn’t do a thing to stop them if they did. He just had to keep moving and try to find a way to rejoin the Military.

He walked for hours until it started to get dark. He looked around for a place to spend the night when he heard a loud rip followed by a yell and then a deep thump as something hit the ground.

More yells followed and LeMaine recognized that voice. He ran toward the sound and found Kellogg still strapped to his pilot’s seat. He had fallen to within a few feet of the ground with his chute wrapped around him in knots.

“Easy, son!” LeMaine had to yell to make himself heard over Kellogg’s roars of frustration and confusion. “Take it easy!”

LeMaine pulled out his knife and sliced through the chute to free Kellogg from the seat. Kellogg frowned up at him. “Captain?”

LeMaine grinned back. “What are the odds—you dropping right in front of my nose? Come on. Let’s get you out of that harness. Are you injured?”

“No, I’m just….” Kellogg gave another gasp of annoyance, released the buckle on his harness, and wriggled out of the seat onto the ground.

He finally dragged himself to his feet and dusted himself off. “That was not the way to make an entrance.”

LeMaine laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “I thought I was the only one out here. I didn’t see you on my remote.”

“That’s because I wasn’t on it. I just landed.”

LeMaine spun around. “You did?”

“We’ve been in battle against the Axichis all this time. You got shot down first, and when we came to try to lift you off, they attacked us and drove us off. That’s why all this….”

He paused while another series of booms and explosions rocked the atmosphere. Kellogg and LeMaine listened until the sound faded beyond the horizon.

“The Military and the Imoliv have been trying to get down here to find you ever since you crashed,” Kellogg finished. “The Axichis keep interfering. Don’t ask me how they know you’re so important, but they sure do seem to be making an almighty effort to stop us from recovering you.”

“How’s the battle going?” LeMaine asked.

Kellogg grimaced and turned away. “Let’s get out of here. We can talk about that later.”

LeMaine didn’t bring up the subject again. The battle must be going pretty badly if Kellogg didn’t even answer. 

Kellogg pulled off his pack and made a quick check that his supplies were all intact. He carried the bare minimum of emergency supplies. Medical supplies and equipment made up the rest of his pack weight.

LeMaine cut the rest of the Kellogg’s chute free, added the fabric to his own pack, coiled up the lines with his own, and put his pack back on just as Kellogg was zipping up his own pack.

Kellogg straightened up and looked around more critically. “Where are we going, Sir?”

“I was going south to see if I can find any civilian habitation, but it’s getting dark, so I was actually thinking about bunking down somewhere.”

Kellogg snorted. “All right. Where did you plan to do that? This is a damn sight better than Kathopra, isn’t it?”

“You got that right, but we still have to worry about the elements. I don’t like lighting a fire with the Axichis still buzzing around. These chutes are silk. We can use them as blankets. Let’s find a good spot, build a shelter, and bed down until daylight.”








  
  
Chapter 2




LeMaine and Kellogg hiked another quarter of a mile before LeMaine spotted a fallen tree on a downward slope. He and Kellogg worked together to stuff the hollow underneath with leaves and grass. 

Then they both wrapped themselves in their torn chutes, crawled inside, and stretched out side by side.

“It looks like you’re stuck with me for tonight, Sergeant,” LeMaine remarked.

Kellogg grinned at him. “You won’t hear me complaining about the company.”

“Aw, go on,” LeMaine teased. “I’m sure you can think of plenty of girls back home you’d rather spend the night with alone in the wilderness.”

Kellogg burst out laughing. “I wouldn’t want to spend the night with them here. This is definitely not my idea of an ideal first date. Sorry, Sir. You’re out of luck.”

Now it was LeMaine’s turn to laugh. He could think of a lot of people he’d like less to spend a night in the wilderness with than Mason Kellogg.

“I’m glad I found you,” LeMaine went on. “It was getting mighty quiet without you Hellhounds making my ears bleed around the clock.”

Kellogg chuckled to himself and worked himself deeper into his chute. “You love it. You know you do.”

“I guess I do.” LeMaine sighed. “I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

Kellogg glanced at him, and for some reason, that glance drew out longer and longer until it turned into a stare.

“What?” LeMaine asked. “Do I have dirt on my face or something?”

Kellogg laughed again and then got serious. “I was just thinking about that night we spent in the cave with those four Imoliv pilots.”

“What about it? They were good guys. I guess I can’t fault Lutov for hating us. He didn’t know any better. He’d been taught to hate us all his life.”

“That’s what I’m saying. I can’t think of anyone I’ve ever met or even anyone I’ve ever even heard of who would have done what you did. Not even Peterman wouldn’t have done it.”

“What are you talking about? What did I do that was so special?”

“You see?” Kellogg asked. “You don’t even think you did anything special. You think what you did was just the normal thing to do. That’s you. You always do it. You never think it’s anything special.”

“What?” LeMaine asked. “What did I do?”

“You saved those pilots’ lives. You went out to them when they were stranded. You pulled them out of the line of fire and you took them back to the cave. You gave them shelter, even after Lutov insulted you to your face and called you filthy alien scum and told you not to touch him when you’d just saved his life.”

LeMaine frowned. “Yeah, well….isn’t that what anyone would do?”

“Not everyone.”

“I bet you would have. I know Peterman would have. I bet any of the Hellhounds would have done it. You wouldn’t have left those guys out there to freeze. No way. We don’t do that. We just aren’t made that way. That’s what makes all of us special. I’m not the only one.”

Kellogg paused for a second and then said, “None of us would have thought to withhold the frequencies from our own people and hand them instead to the Imoliv to make peace with them. Only you would think of that. You really don’t belong in command of this squad. You should have been in some diplomatic post. You’re too good for hanging out with a bunch of grunts like us.”

LeMaine turned away, rolled onto his back, and stared at the shelter’s ridgepole above his head. Kellogg was right. LeMaine didn’t think giving the frequencies to the Imoliv was all that big a deal. 

He’d like to think any of the Hellhounds would have done the same thing, but they didn’t even suggest it. He was the one who thought of it. Not even Peterman thought of it.

LeMaine understood Kellogg’s point. LeMaine didn’t see it as special because it came naturally to him. 

Kellogg squirmed deeper into his chute and sighed. He sounded like he was about to fall asleep.

LeMaine was tired. He wanted to sleep, too, but he couldn’t let Kellogg’s remarks go unanswered.

“I’ll tell you one thing, though,” he said. “Sehiri listened to me because I’m a grunt just like you. That’s the only reason he trusted me. If I had been in some diplomatic post, he never would have listened to a word I said and we would all still be locked up on his ship right now.”

“That only goes to show that I’m right,” Kellogg replied. “He trusted you because you’re trustworthy. You think doing this stuff for people is normal. He must have seen that in you and that’s why he trusted you. I can’t say I blame him. Everyone trusts you. You’re a rock.”

LeMaine left it at that. He didn’t know if he was a rock. He was just a man doing his job and trying to save Elia while he was at it. He wasn’t doing too spectacular of a job of it while he was downed on this planet, was he?

Kellogg closed his eyes, and in a minute, both he and LeMaine fell asleep.

LeMaine’s eyes snapped wide open when he heard someone calling, “Captain! Captain LeMaine! Captain LeMaine!”

His head shot up. Someone outside was calling for him.

Kellogg jolted wide awake at the same moment and stared all around him with wide eyes. Then they both started scrambling to get out of their chutes.

LeMaine crawled outside to find Lutov standing outside the shelter. He held the same Imoliv rifle that Sehiri’s security guards had used. 

Lutov kept the weapon jammed into his shoulder the whole time, but he pointed it at the ground. He didn’t threaten LeMaine or Kellogg.

“Oh, good! You’re all right!” Lutov took a few steps forward and waved LeMaine away. You two have to come with me. We’re lifting you off.”

“Who’s we?” Kellogg asked.

“Me, Galo, Tavon, and Sindra. Sehiri sent us down here to find you. He organized a flank of fighter craft to engage the Axichis so we could get down onto the ground. It took us all night just to land. We don’t know how long the fighters can hold out before the Axichis break through and fire on…..”

A fat laser crashed through the canopy, pulverized the forest floor less than fifteen feet from Lutov, and the blast knocked all three men off their feet.

LeMaine hit the dirt and pried his head up to see Axichis fighter craft engaged in an intense firefight against twenty Imoliv fighters. 

The battle wheeled over the part of the forest where Kellogg and LeMaine had spent the night.

Lutov rocketed to his feet, lunged for LeMaine, grabbed him, and yanked him forward. “Come on! We gotta go now!”

Kellogg and LeMaine scrambled to retrieve their packs and then dashed after Lutov. He plunged into the woods running like hell, but he never took his weapon off his shoulder. 

He wheeled it overhead and in all directions on the run and searched the skies for anyone who might threaten the three men.

Axichis fighters shrieked overhead and Imoliv craft pounded them with phase cannons, but the shots just deflected off. Dozens of shots hit the forest and split off heavy boughs that crashed all around the fleeing party.

LeMaine dodged a thick branch and barely tackled Kellogg out of the way of half a tree trunk collapsing twenty feet ahead. A laser severed the tree and the whole crown creaked off before it plummeted to the forest floor.

More lasers punched through the canopy striking the ground on all sides, but the three men never stopped running. Only their speed saved their lives.

They burst through the edge of the forest where Lutov waited for LeMaine and Kellogg to catch up, but continuous bombardments kept striking through the forest. Fighter craft from both sides battled back and forth overhead. 

LeMaine approached Lutov from behind. LeMaine had been about to ask Lutov where the Imoliv’s squad’s craft was, but LeMaine could see for himself once he got clear of the trees.

A smallish Imoliv vessel somewhat bigger than a fighter sat on the downward slope beyond where the forest ended. Fighter craft from all three armies zoomed over the distant planes and hammered each other with gunfire.

Plenty of stray hits struck the ground across the open ground. Sinda, Tavon, and Galo marked the intervals between the three men and their only way off this planet. LeMaine and his men would have to run straight into that fire to get on board the vessel. 

The three pilots stood armed and ready to defend the retreat, but that left all the ground to cover between here and the ship. LeMaine didn’t want to think about the pounding the ship would take once it launched.

“Any ideas on how we do this, son?” LeMaine asked.

Lutov squinted across the planes and shrugged. “We run for it.”

LeMaine nodded, and at that moment, Axichis lasers over the forest detonated one of the Imoliv fighters. It exploded right on top of the three men and the burning wreckage hurtled through the canopy toward where the three men stood.

“Go!” LeMaine bellowed and pushed Lutov into the open. 

The three men burst out from under the trees. Now nothing protected them from the bombardment, but at least they didn’t have to worry about falling trees anymore. That was the only thing they didn’t have to worry about.

LeMaine kept a firm grip on Kellogg so they stayed together, but Kellogg didn’t have any trouble keeping up. Explosions kept going off all around LeMaine. He didn’t dare to look up to see what was happening in the air.

A blast pounded the terrain on Kellogg’s left and he staggered into LeMaine. “Are you all right?!” LeMaine hollered.

“Keep going!!” Kellogg yelled back.

The three men drew level with Galo. He trained his rifle to the skies—as if he could do anything against the Axichis with that. He wheeled as they passed him, joined the fugitive, and they all took off running for the next pilot, Tavon.

The ship got bigger and bigger as the squad approached, but the bombardment drew nearer to the ship at the same time. Escape hovered just beyond LeMaine’s grasp, but he dreaded some stray cannonshot hitting the ship. That would be disastrous.

The squad drew level with Sindra. He herded everyone toward the ship and behind it to board through the rear hatch. Sindra raced to the cockpit and Galo shut the hatch to close everyone inside.

He waved to two rows of seats on either side. “Buckle up, Captain! We have some serious flying to do!”

“Get up here now!” Sindra bellowed from the cockpit. He barely got the words out when a brutal smash struck the ship.

Galo staggered forward, vanished into the cockpit, and didn’t come back. Lutov and Tavon strapped in with LeMaine and Kellogg. LeMaine didn’t like riding as a passenger while someone else fought his battles for him, but he had to leave this one to the two pilots.

He tucked his chin into his chest, braced himself for one hell of a bumpy ride, and it didn’t disappoint him. He heard Sindra and Galo yelling at each other as the ship launched. 

More hammer blows rocked the ship from side to side. The ship barely made it twenty feet off the ground before another punishing strike smacked the ship down hard.

It didn’t crash to the ground, though, and the next minute, the engines shrieked to their highest pitch. Blue sky streaked past the cockpit window, stayed blue for a split second, and then turned black as the ship blasted into space.

That didn’t help anybody, though, as the vessel flew straight into the air battle between the Axichis invaders, the Imoliv defense force, and the Elian Military all going at it tooth and nail. 

The ship vibrated with cannon fire and Sindra definitely could have given Buca a run for the Intergalactic Lunatic Pilot Awards.

Sindra dodged Axichis fighters taking hellish fire on the ship’s hull. Galo’s body kept wheeling and pivoting in and out of view through the cockpit opening as he swung his cannons in all directions to return fire.

Another bone-crushing laser strike slapped the ship’s tail downward. The nose flipped up and then another vicious assault slapped the ship from the side. It hit the cockpit and sent the ship tumbling off course.

Sindra fought the helm to correct and then glanced toward Galo’s cannon station. “Someone get up here! Galo’s hit! We need someone on the cannons now!”

Kellogg sprang out of his seat in a heartbeat, lunged into the cockpit, and started working overtime to unhook Galo from his harness. Kellogg hauled him into the back just as LeMaine got there to help lay Galo’s unconscious body on the floor.

“Go!” Kellogg yelled to LeMaine. “Get up front! I’ll deal with him!”

LeMaine’s instincts reacted to that order and he sprang for the cockpit, dropped into Galo’s seat, and grabbed the cannon controls.

Sindra gave him one glance. “Do you know how to work that thing?”

A shivering boom made the ship tremble as an Imoliv destroyer exploded not far away. The shockwave hit the Sindra’s vessel. “I’ll figure it out!” LeMaine yelled back and concentrated hard on figuring it out real quick.

This vessel’s weapons system had the same layout as the fighters LeMaine had flown. More Axichis fighters came within range, so he swung his cannon that way and peppered them with phase shots.

“Where are we going?!” he yelled over his shoulder to Sindra.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing! Where should we take you?”

“Who sent you to find me?” 

“Sehiri ordered us to retrieve you. We deployed from that ship that just blew up, so we can’t go back there.”

LeMaine grimaced over his shoulder. “Not helpful.”

“We should take you to an Elian center. It will be closer.” Sindra scanned the area of space around them. “You know this system better than I do. Where should we go?”

LeMaine stopped shooting long enough to survey the battlefield. I didn’t give him a hopeful feeling at all.

Ten ragged-ass Elian bombers remained to defend the system from certain doom. The rest of the Elian fleet had scattered throughout the system fighting side by side with what remained of the Imoliv defense force.

“Was that battlecraft Sehiri’s ship?” LeMaine asked.

“No, he’s still in command of the defensive line.”

Sindra indicated a group of Imoliv destroyers bunched up near Ar’el. They hadn’t made much progress to get inside Elia since the failed surprise attack, but maybe Sehiri didn’t want to make any progress.

His objective had always been to defend Imoliv’s border with Elia. He probably wanted to stay near the border in case the Axichis made a play to invade Imoliv, too. LeMaine couldn’t fault him for that.

LeMaine pointed to the gathered destroyers. “Let’s go there.”

“Are you sure you want to take the chance of going back into Imoliv custody?” Sindra asked. 

LeMaine made another face over his shoulder. “I think we’re way past that now, don’t you?”

“I could take you to any Elian outpost and then I could go back to Sehiri.”

“I don’t know of any Elian outpost where I could rejoin the Military. Most of the Elian centers are still under bombardment. Just take me back to Sehiri and we’ll figure it out from there.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Sindra’s vessel drifted into the hold of Sehiri’s destroyer, but this hold wasn’t an empty, cavernous prison like the one where Sehiri held the Elian personnel as his prisoners. 

Mechanics, technicians, and pilots swarmed over fighter craft of different sizes. None of the Imoliv looked sideways at LeMaine and Kellogg when they disembarked with the four Imoliv pilots.

“Follow me, Captain,” Sindra told LeMaine. “You, too, Kellogg. I’ll take you to see Sehiri.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Kellogg asked.

Sindra shrugged. “He’ll have to be informed either way that you’re here. He’ll be the one to decide what to do with you.”

Kellogg snorted. “I can’t wait.”

“Don’t worry. He won’t harm or mistreat you. He thinks very highly of you, Captain.”

“He does?”

“Of course,” Sindra replied. “He wouldn’t have given the Elians the time of day if not for you.”

“Why does he think I’m so special?” LeMaine asked.

“He trusts you, which is more than he can say for most of his own generals and attaches.”

LeMaine halted in his tracks as the puzzle pieces clicked together. “So he’s more than just the commander of the border defense. I knew it.”

“He’s one of five top admirals who run the Imoliv Defense Force. He is the commander of the border defense. It’s one of the most important posts in our military.”

LeMaine took that in while he followed Sindra out of the hold. They took the destroyer’s many corridors back to the bridge.

“How do you know Sehiri trusts me?” LeMaine asked Sindra on their way there.

“He told me.”

“When did he tell you that?”

“In our quarters that first night after you and the Hellhounds brought me back from the Kathopra.” Sindra glanced at LeMaine and his eyes glowed with a strange light. “He’s my father.”

LeMaine actually forgot to keep walking. He froze with those words ringing in his ears and then corrected himself a second later to catch up with Sindra.

Sehiri didn’t look old enough to be anyone’s father. Sehiri must be extremely dedicated to the cause of protecting his people if he sent his own son to fight in this war.

Why should that surprise LeMaine so much? Plenty of Elian fathers and sons followed in each other’s footsteps to join the Military. Commander Russel Lodge’s father had been a colonel before him and Jimmy Hurst had three brothers in the service.

The news about Sindra and Sehiri jolted LeMaine, though. He’d always thought of Sehiri as some kind of snow king—cold, distant, unfeeling, and aloof from all the fighting. 

LeMaine imagined Sehiri standing in his ice tower watching all the insects scurrying around fighting the war for him. Sehiri couldn’t possibly think that if one of the insects was his own son.

Sehiri obviously didn’t give his son any special treatment or consideration. Sehiri didn’t hesitate to send Sindra into danger. Sindra could handle danger just fine, but still.

LeMaine would have given anything to be a fly on the wall in their quarters when Sindra told his father about everything that happened on Kathopra and afterward. 

Did that conversation have anything to do with Sehiri deciding to trust LeMaine—because LeMaine saved his son’s life?

LeMaine doubted it somehow. LeMaine was starting to get a clearer picture of who Sehiri was behind the glacial exterior. 

He’d been telling the truth when he said he had a strong ability to sense people’s personalities. He could detect when someone was being sincere and when they had an agenda to pursue.

Some forgotten instinct told LeMaine that Sindra must be right. Sehiri wouldn’t have looked sideways at LeMaine if Sehiri hadn’t already gotten the sense that he could trust LeMaine. 

Sehiri had already told LeMaine that long before LeMaine and Sindra ever set foot on Kathopra. Saving Sindra’s life might have meant something, but not enough to overcome Sehiri’s gut feeling that LeMaine was his man—the man he needed to turn this campaign the way Sehiri wanted to turn it.

Sindra led the rest of the squad onto the bridge where they found Sehiri in conversation with a bunch of other Imoliv officers. His sharp eyes darted from one pilot to the next and then they snapped first to LeMaine and then to Kellogg.

“We brought Captain LeMaine back as you ordered, Sir,” Sindra began. “This is Sergeant Mason Kellogg. He’s the medic that saved my life—and Lutov’s life.”

Sehiri sauntered over to them. He examined LeMaine with that nonchalant intensity Sehiri used when he inspected one of his insignificant insect minions.

“I told you to deliver him to the Elian Military—not to bring him here,” Sehiri countered

“I asked him to bring me here,” LeMaine interjected. “The battle is still going on—as you can see. Most of the Elian centers are still under bombardment. An Imoliv vessel approaching an Elian bomber might have been seen as a threat. I thought this would be the best way….since you’re still here inside our system. It isn’t like I’m your prisoner anymore, is it?”

Sehiri jolted ever so slightly when LeMaine answered on Sindra’s behalf. Then Sehiri relaxed. “I see. Well, since you’re here, Captain, perhaps you’d be interested in liaising for me again. I wish to contact your Command. It would be much more convenient if I had an Elian do it for me. You could assure them that I’m not holding you as a prisoner and perhaps you could communicate Imoliv’s intentions in this matter.”

“I’d love to. What exactly are your intentions?”

“Just what we discussed before. You can tell them that we organized this surprise attack to transmit the frequencies to them under the most favorable possible conditions—not to infiltrate our fleet into your system. You can assure them that we have no intention of conquering Elia—only to defeat the Axichis before they breach our border next.”

LeMaine nodded. “I can do that….but there’s a high chance Colonel Nicholson and Commander Lodge have already communicated that to Elian Military Command.”

“I prefer not to take any chances. My first attempt at communicating with your Command would be much less likely to end in another catastrophe if you liaise for me and….” Sehiri waved his hand at nothing. “Let’s put it politely and say that you would speak for me. You would be my mouthpiece. Your Command would be able to hear those words much better coming from you…..the same way Nicholson and Lodge heard my plan better from you.”

“I understand,” LeMaine replied. “And yes, I agree to liaise for you.”

“Excellent. In the meantime, I have some logistical matters to attend to. Sindra will show you and Sergeant Kellogg to quarters where you can stay. I’m sure you’ll find them comfortable—much more comfortable than your last accommodation.”

“Thank you,” LeMaine replied. “Not to put too fine a point on it, I would appreciate it if you housed us together. I don’t mean to imply anything, but if you’re concerned about us being comfortable, I would appreciate it if you didn’t separate us.”

“As you wish, Captain.” Sehiri waved to Sindra to dismiss everyone. Sindra stepped forward, but at that moment, an alarm went off somewhere on the bridge.

One of the bridge staff called out, “Elian Command is contacting us, Sir. They’re requesting parlay.”

“Parlay for what?” Sehiri asked. “We aren’t at war against them.”

“They don’t know that,” LeMaine chimed in. “Accept their request and I’ll talk to them now.”

Sehiri scanned LeMaine up and down. “You aren’t exactly presentable.”

“They’ve seen worse. Trust me. Just accept their request. They’ll feel a lot less threatened if they see me with you.”

Sehiri nodded and signaled his crewman to accept the request. The schematic of the Elian system displayed on the big bridge screen disappeared and Colonel Nicholson’s face took its place.

He opened his mouth to say something and faltered ever so slightly when he saw LeMaine and Kellogg standing on the Imoliv bridge with Sehiri.

Then, just as quickly, Colonel Nicholson’s eyebrows came together in a black scowl. “I sure as hell hope you aren’t holding Captain LeMaine hostage. We would consider that an act of blatant aggression against Elia.”

“I’m not being held as hostage or prisoner or anything like that, Colonel,” LeMaine replied. “These men retrieved me from Aora and I asked them to bring me here. They wanted to deliver me and Kellogg somewhere inside Elia, but the Military was still tied up with the Axichis. I didn’t think it was safe either for us or the pilots that rescued us.”

“The Imoliv better not be holding you against your will,” Colonel Nicholson snarled. “We’ve all seen enough of that for the rest of eternity.”

“The Imoliv wish to communicate to you and the rest of Command that they have no hostile intentions toward Elia at all,” LeMaine began.

“No hostile intentions!” Colonel Nicholson blurted out. “Is that what you call firing on our craft, invading our territory, and attacking us in the middle of a war against another species?! The Imoliv have devastated our fleet and left us crippled against the Axichis…..and you call that no hostile intentions?! Don’t even get me started on them capturing the Excursion and the Lucidity. If those incidents don’t signal hostile intentions, I don’t know what does.”

“The first shots fired between Elia and Imoliv were accidental,” LeMaine went on. “It was purely accidental that the Excursion and the Lucidity crossed the border. The Imoliv are concerned about the Axichis breaching their border and we were the first to do it. Then it was also accidental that Imoliv fighter craft got blown back over our border and fired upon by the Elian fleet. All the hostilities between our peoples have been the result of misunderstanding and miscommunication. You know this as well as I do, Colonel. You also know that the Imoliv’s intentions were friendly when they helped us launch this surprise attack. It isn’t their fault the frequencies didn’t work.”

Colonel Nicholson only frowned more deeply. “What do you want from us? What do they want from us?”

LeMaine glanced at Sehiri. They hadn’t gotten that far in their conversation. “Well, Sir, I’d say they want to do whatever it takes to stop the Axichis from reaching Imoliv territory. The Axichis have already crossed over and attacked the Imoliv system. The Imoliv are inside Elian space right now to push the Axichis back into their own system. The Imoliv need us just as much as we need them. Neither of us can defeat the Axichis alone, so we have to work together. We all have to put aside our resentments and figure this thing out. We started well by launching the surprise attack. Maybe…..” LeMaine thought fast. “Maybe we could work out a different set of frequencies—ones that actually work.”

Colonel Nicholson shook his head. “We already have the entire Elian Science Corps working on it, but no one can come up with anything. Not even Lieutenant Polasek can figure out why the last set didn’t work.”

LeMaine startled. “Polasek! He’s there? Is he all right? Are the rest of the Hellhounds there, too?”

Colonel Nicholson made a face. “They’re here and they won’t leave me alone. They’ve been nagging me day and night to get you back. You know what they’re like where you’re concerned, Owen—you and Kellogg both. I knew they were dedicated to you, but I had no idea they were so fond of Kellogg. A few of them have even broken into my office to threaten me with dire consequences if I didn’t get on the horn and find out what the Imoliv were doing to you two.”

LeMaine experienced such an overflow of affection and gratitude toward the Hellhounds that he couldn’t speak for a minute. He knew they were dedicated to him. He should have known they would have been on the warpath about getting him back.

He glanced over at Kellogg and read the same thing in Kellogg’s eyes. Of course the Hellhounds adored Kellogg. They just showed it by giving him non-stop shit around the clock. That was their way of adoring him. They would never want to do without him.

“Anyway, I’ll have to take this up with Command,” Colonel Nicholson went on. “We’ll need to discuss a way forward with the Imoliv. None of us wants to trust them….” He glanced toward Sehiri. “I don’t mind telling you this, Owen, but you know how it is. These people did attack us and leave us weakened. I don’t know if Command can come back from that to see their way to working with the Imoliv.”

“I understand, Sir. No one in Elia knows this, but the Imoliv have quite a deep-seated prejudice against Elia, too. That’s why they’ve never allowed diplomatic relations. The Imoliv are willing to put aside their old resentments and prejudices to bring about the result we both want. It will take compromise on both sides, but isn’t it worth it if we can defeat the Axichis and make sure they don’t threaten either of our systems again?”

“I’ll do my best, Owen.” Colonel Nicholson shot Sehiri another look. It wasn’t the nicest look, either. “Are you going to be okay over there? If you aren’t, we’ll come and get you. Don’t you worry about that.”

“You don’t need to do that. I’m here of my own choosing and I’m fine. Don’t risk any of the Military’s resources on me. Save them for the real war. I’ve been telling the Imoliv all this time that Elia isn’t their enemy. The Axichis are and the same goes for Elia. The Imoliv are not our enemies. We should be working together.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Owen. You and Kellogg take care of yourselves.”

“Thank you, Sir. We will.”








  
  
Chapter 4




The communications feed went dead and LeMaine lost sight of Colonel Nicholson. 

LeMaine turned away from the screen. He didn’t realize until after the fact how hard it would be to see Colonel Nicholson without being able to go back to Elia himself.

LeMaine really wanted to see the Hellhounds again. He wanted to assure them that he was all right, but more than that, he wanted to assure himself that they were all right. 

Colonel Nicholson’s words left LeMaine in no doubt that they were just fine. They must be if they were threatening the Command staff over LeMaine’s safety.

Life wasn’t the same without them, though. He wanted to go home. He’d worked himself into another pickle and now he had to stay here.

He turned to Kellogg. Kellogg remained standing in the same place staring at the blank screen. The bridge staff had returned the display to a chart of the Elian system. The image only made the distance seem that much more agonizing. Kellogg and LeMaine were a long way from home.

LeMaine bumped Kellogg’s arm to get his attention. “Come on, son. Let’s get out of here.”

Kellogg blinked and turned away, but he was still a million miles out in space—over there in Elia where he belonged. Neither he nor LeMaine would ever feel comfortable until they made it home, no matter what accommodation the Imoliv gave them.

LeMaine and Kellogg followed Sindra off the bridge and back down many winding corridors. LeMaine didn’t keep track of where he was or where he was going. It didn’t matter. 

Nothing would matter until he and Kellogg rejoined the Hellhounds. The squad wouldn’t even be the Hellhounds without the two of them.

Sindra escorted them into a very nice cabin that had been set up like a small apartment. It had three bedrooms, a food dispenser on the wall, and everything else the two men might need.

“Do you need anything else?” Sindra asked.

LeMaine faced him and only noticed then that Galo, Tavon, and even Lutov had all come with them. The other three pilots stood out in the corridor looking into the apartment as though it wouldn’t be good enough for LeMaine and Kellogg.

“We’re fine, son,” LeMaine replied. “Thank you for speaking up for us on the bridge.”

“Of course. I’ve been telling Sehiri about you from the beginning.” Sindra pointed to a panel near the food dispenser. “This is the communications system. When you activate it, a mechanized voice will ask you who you wish to speak to. It will put you through to me anywhere I am on the ship. Don’t hesitate to let me know if I can do anything for you.”

“Thank you,” LeMaine glanced at the other three. “All of you. Thank you for coming to get us. We’re very grateful.”

“It was our pleasure, Captain,” Sindra replied and he and the other pilots left—all except Lutov.

He stood out in the hall. He’d acted civil or at least professional toward LeMaine ever since the four pilots showed up on Aora this morning. 

Now Lutov scowled at LeMaine with plenty of the old hostility from the cave on Kathopra. The sight of Lutov’s expression made LeMaine stiffen. “What can I do for you, son?”

Lutov didn’t respond for a second and then he squared his shoulders. “I’d like a word, Captain—with both of you.”

“Do you want to come inside or do you want to stand out in the hall and shout your word across the threshold?” LeMaine asked. He didn’t try to make his tone nice and welcoming. He had no desire to make it easy on this kid. Lutov better not be about to spout a bunch of insults again.

Lutov waited another minute while he made up his mind and then stepped across the threshold. The door hissed shut automatically behind him. 

Lutov halted there. He didn’t relax his shoulders. He pulled himself up even straighter to confront LeMaine. Kellogg was already sitting down on a bench seat across the room.

“Well?” LeMaine asked. “What’s on your mind?”

“I….” Lutov began. “I….regret….what I said…..in the cave. I’d like to apologize. I do apologize…..”

“Did Sindra or Sehiri send you here to apologize?” Kellogg asked from his place. “You don’t have to do that. We understand you were only saying what you’d been taught about Elians.”

“That’s no excuse. Galo and Sindra didn’t.” Lutov lowered his eyes. “I apologize. I regret it deeply…especially after what you did for me…..both of you…..and then…..when you brought the frequencies to Sehiri……” He choked on the words. “I don’t know what to say. I’ve always been taught to hate aliens—that they can’t be trusted and that they mean us no good. I never considered.” He waved his hand at nothing. “But Galo and Sindra obviously did. I should have realized. I should have known better…..and now I can’t take back what I said.”

“You just did, son.” LeMaine squeezed the young pilot’s shoulder. “Consider your apology accepted.”

“I should have told you on the planet just now,” Lutov blurted out. “I should have apologized to you in the cave. I should have apologized to your whole team. That would have been the right thing to do.”

“I’ll tell them,” LeMaine replied. “I’m sure they’ll understand. The Hellhounds are good that way, especially when they find out that you were the one who came to get us from Aora.”

Lutov didn’t answer. He compressed his lips and then seemed to come to another decision. He strode out of the room and the door shut behind him.

“Wow,” Kellogg breathed as soon as he left. “I never thought I’d live to see the day.”

“It would appear the Imoliv aren’t as stuck in their backward ways as we thought.” LeMaine crossed the room, sat down next to Kellogg, and surveyed the apartment. “This isn’t half bad. I could get used to this.”








