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WHAT a horrible place to have a war. Wallat was the last place that Cole Masterson wanted to be. He had been away from home for three hundred and sixty-seven days and still had three days of travel before he returned and started a well-earned sixty-day leave. Weddings were planned, his included, and some much-needed time with his family. Beyond that, he just wanted the feeling of putting his bare feet back on sand and grass for a change. A year of combat operations in the Soalder Galaxy, nearly fourteen billion light years from Earth had him exhausted and homesick. 

As much as he did not want to be here, this was exactly where he needed to be. He was a warrior and warriors don’t often get to decide where the war is, he thought as he felt lower into the brackish black mud that made up much of the surface of the small planet just a scant one thousand miles from his home galaxy and another two days from earth. Here he was hip deep in mud that sucked at and stained every inch of his battle suit. It slowed any movement that he or his team needed to get to the miners and their families at the Wallat Six facility. If he wanted to go home, he was going to have to help these people. There was no-one else. He knew that because it was him who had made the argument that got him here. 

The mine and its small city was a quarter mile ahead of Cole Masterson and his platoon of Marines. They weren’t even his Marines, but a detachment that was on their way home as well, but they were ready to get in this fight. The mining city had shut off all of their lights when they were attacked and were now trading short bursts of heavy machine-gun and cannon fire with a mechanized unit that no-one had clearly identified yet. 

“I need a sit-rep now Commander Masterson.” Captain Bates on the battleship North Dakota, sixty miles above him, called over his radio piped to his ear canal through a wire in his helmet.

“I’ve got forty guys in the mud right now and I need those six Brawlers two miles out on my six o’clock.”

“Cole. I can’t get them to you. My driver is acting up and I can’t send anything.”

“What about comms to Wallat Six? Do we have anything from them?” 

“Their main gunner identified fifteen Tardeck Annihilator Class Mechs on their perimeter. The Virginia nailed two Tardeck Frigates last night before they had to pull away for repair. They had two pushes since you guys made the drop. Nothing has moved your way. I can’t see a thing down there through that carbon cloud. Why are you dismounted?” Masterson could hear the desperation and frustration in the older Captains voice.

“The Virginia didn’t send in a force? Because they are going to need these Marine’s on the ground, and I can’t sneak eight Bear Class Mech’s close enough to surprise these guys.”

“Cole the Marines from the Virginia were wiped out at Wallat Four last night or made it inside station six. Any suggestions here? I don’t think they can hold these guys off very long and you are outgunned.”

“But not outclassed. These Marines are smarter and better. Can you check your main guns without alerting the planet?”

“Yeah why?”

“Do that please and get back to me.” Masterson said and checked in his night optic to see the line of ninety-foot-tall grey steel men poised around the perimeter wall of the city. The giant metal men had cannons and cutting tools trying to breach the walls while others fired machine-guns and tried to deal with the barrages of heavy gunfire coming back at them from the city’s defenders. “Hey, Bates.”

“Go for Bates.”

“Any of the guns at the other cities still operational?”

“The nearest one is twenty miles away. What good would it do if they were?”

“Can you do me a favor and check?”

“I don’t know what you have in mind here commander, but I hope it’s good.”

“It will be if it works Gunny.” 

Masterson could only see Gunnery Sergeant Ezekiel Rand’s eyes through the amplified light of their helmets but knew that his whole face would be reading the level of seriousness that his words were broadcasting. It didn’t take a genius to understand that they were in trouble. This was the six-foot nine giant of a man he had met in the armory on the North Dakota when he had asked for volunteers, and this was the guy who the platoon would follow. That was exactly what Cole wanted, but he needed this man to follow him. 

“Well let’s hope it does.” 

“I want you to get our Lance gunners set up on the north about another hundred meters from here. Tell them to send three each at the left knee joint of those Mechs. Get the Hawk drones in the sky and see what we’re dealing with. The rest of us are going to be their security. If this goes south on us it will happen fast and we need to be able to get inside the Bears if we have a chance to stay in the fight.”

“Have you ever done anything like this?”

“Nobody has.”

“Cool.” The helmet shook side to side, but the man had to be smiling inside of it. He switched frequencies and moved the Marines through the mud to their next spot while the cannons and machine-guns chattered ahead of them. 

“Bates?”

Static. Cole hated static. To him it was a noise that filled the void of the times of the most stress. Times when men and women like him were supposed to be leading people. People who had willingly put their lives on the line for the defense of innocence. People who relied on them for information. Sometimes, just knowing that someone was out there listening and cheering you on was enough to find the strength to do the job. He knew that Bates should not have been in charge of a fighting ship, never mind a Battleship, but there was nothing he could say about it now and ultimately nothing he said was going to have an effect on the man’s career in the Fleet. Still, someone should have done a performance review on this guy and had him running freight or passengers exclusively. Where the hell was this guy?

“Go Cole.”

“How are those guns, Captain?” 

“Up and running.” 

“Give me thirty percent power and I’ll have a grid for you in a sec.”

“Are you suggesting....”

“I’m not suggesting anything. This has to happen, or we are all dead.”

“It’s illegal. What if it gets screwed up?”

“So is killing innocent people. Captain, with all due respect. Don’t screw it up.” “What about the AI on those Wallat guns?”

“I have seven we are in contact with that are active. I’ll run the feed to you.”

“Send it to Jasper and I’ll interface through him.”

“Roger that.” Jasper was the AI inside his Bear Mech, a biological computer which made the Mech a literal living machine. Jasper was capable of mathematics at a far faster rate than Cole could comprehend. 

#
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“COMMANDER COLE, I HAVE all intelligence from the area and the gun positions and am ready for detail.” Jasper told him a moment later as he leaned against a black and green tree next to the Gunnery Sergeant. He scanned the area ahead through his riflescope hoping that he would not have to fire the Mark 8 rifle at these steel behemoths. He knew that even the fast slick Valadium steel rounds would be of no use in that fight.

“What are we looking at Jasper?” He asked and looked over at the Marine who was listening in. 

“There are fifteen of them. As soon as you fire the Lance’s I will engage with everything else. All Bears are ready to engage as needed following the barrage.”

“Barrage?” The Gunny asked.

“Yup.”

“What are you doing?”

“Lancers fire now.” Cole yelled into the radio. He touched the trigger to the grenade launcher mounted under the barrel of his rifle and waited for the black sky to light up in hot white light that would blind the sensors on the enemy Mech’s. “Danger Close. We are Danger close.”

Arcs of blue flame shot through the air above the mud and slammed into the knee joints of the giant steel men. The combined force of the multiple impacts and explosions as the Lance electromagnetic 60 caliber rail sniper rifles uranium and tungsten rounds reacted with the Vladexia carbon steel, cutting holes larger than a man and leaving a molten wound. The giant steel machines buckled and tumbled. It was only five of them, but it was something. As they lost their balance, flames and grey green light flashed from the Bears guns, rockets and lasers cut into their Tardeck Annihilators. Alongside this barrage came distant rolling thunder. It rippled as multiple guns fired round after round in the distance. The same cloud of brown carbon and sulfur that blocked the North Dakota from seeing them blocked them from seeing the distant artillery. 

“Get your heads down and get ready to get warm.” The Gunny yelled.

Forty Marines ducked their bodies into the slop as they looked skyward and waited for hell to be unleashed on the Tardeckian raiders. As the first of the giants mechanically reached its gun encrusted arms out to break its sideways fall into the mud the explosions began. Each of the enormous machines received three 155 MM high yield rounds from the railguns still standing at the other Wallat facilities. Jasper had set them to fire a MRSI (Multiple Round Simultaneous Impact) that delivered an attack that no Tardeckian sensor could track or counter. Less than a second later the five batteries of heavy twenty-inch rail guns on the North Dakota sent twenty-four-ton shells of depleted uranium and carbon at seven thousand miles per hour into the giants so that the behemoths crumbled into sparking blue and white puddles as they were shoved into the mud. The explosions came a moment later when the machines had already been shoved into the mud and the Tardeckians still alive were realizing that they had gone from breathing stale and foul-smelling air to swallowing swamp water and mud. Those still inside the machines were left to drown. Almost a mile away from the wall the marines were battered by the blast wave and sent skimming backward on the wave of brackish mud.

“Bastard Platoon sound off.” Gunny Rand called out as he rolled onto his back and smacked his rifle to clear it of slop.

Cole was in the middle of doing the same with his rifle as the squads began checking in. He turned the scanner on his helmet up to full power careless of the fact that it would eat up energy so fast that he would be out of battery in less than an hour. This whole thing had to be done in less time. 

“Movement at the wall. There’s a breach.” Cole called out.

“Second squad up. Follow me.” Gunny stuck to Cole’s side, pushing through the slop, chasing the eight-foot-tall silver suited Tardeckians into the crack in the wall. “The rest of you secure the perimeter.”

“The blast must have opened the cut.” Bates told them.

“Stand by. I need the net.” Cole told him. “Wallat, you have six raiders inside the wall. Marines coming right behind.”

“This is Lieutenant Carter. We are holed up at mine shaft four. The main guns are out. We are down to light arms and we’re short on ammo.”

“El-tee.” Cole said as he watched the Marines clear the breach and set cover for him and the Gunny to get inside. “Set all available guns on your doors. I’ll let you know when we’re coming in. Kill everything else.”

“Movement left. These suckers are staying together boss.” One of the Marines called out when she saw the raiders running into an apartment building. Cole spun himself that way and watched the raiders kick and pull at every door and wall while their partners covered and stood ready to fire.

“They are out for blood.” Gunny Rand told him.

“So are we.”

“There are still four nurses in the hospital.” Lieutenant Carter told them. “I’m leaving Ensign Daniels here to rescue.”

“Negative.” Cole told her. “We will intercept them. Stay there.”

He knew that she wasn’t going to listen to him. The Marines swept through the open terrain of the city, taking cover behind trucks and buildings, and trying not to make any noise to alert the extremely sensitive ears of the raiders. Cole hoped that the explosions might have done some hearing damage to them like his own ringing ears. The scream inside the hospital ten yards away threw that hope away. The raiders heard it and reacted with animal speed. They crashed through doors and windows of the building they were in to run across the yard and over any debris in the way to zone in on the source of the sound. The Marines reacted almost as fast and let loose with their rifles and a pair of grenades, dropping two raiders who slid on the slick film of mud that covered the yard. The rest of the squad ran for the Hospital while a pair of sergeants kicked off raider helmets and fired a last shot into each of the Tardeckians. 

Cole turned to the right entering the hospital and was blinded by hot red light as the Gunny was slammed into him. His helmet blocked out the light and the sound of the blast. His suit kept away the heat and the shrapnel but couldn’t stop the force from breaking his left arm. Screaming and moans greeted him as soon as the helmet came back online. He wondered which of them were his own. A red readout on the upper right hand of his helmets screen showed him that of the squad one man was dead, a man and woman were unconscious and suffering broken bones and burns. Gunny Rand was among the most injured of the remaining six. He had fully dislocated his left arm and had burns and punctures of his suit. Another had lost an arm completely and the rest suffered broken legs, leaving him the only one who could move. Son of a bitch.

“Jasper, can you read my helmet.” He asked as he pulled Gunny back behind a steel wall and moved forward to the others. 

“I can see you, Commander.”

“Time to heal?”

“Ten minutes for the squad. Your suit is damaged sir and will not heal you.”

“Jasper read the life sign in the Hospital for me.”

“Besides your Marines sir, there are four nurses and three Tardeckians still alive and mobile. The Tardeckians are wearing armor of an unknown origin and are armed with medium machine guns and grenades. One of the Marines must have hit some of those grenades and it killed the other three.”

“Have second and third squad move forward. But I have to go in now.”

“Cole you are alone and have a broken arm.” Bates came over the radio.

“Bates. The enemy doesn’t care about my broken arm and neither do I.” He crept along a hallway in the smoke and found a stairwell leading up to where he heard the raiders kicking in doors again.

“They are lighting a fire.” Jasper told him.

“They don’t care about the hospital; they want the mine, and they want everyone dead.” Cole said and checked the cylindrical magazine on his rifle before tucking the useless hand of his broken arm into his vest and slinking forward again. The shock was gone now, and the pain was hitting hard. He heard heavy footsteps and the gargled grunting of the raiders yelling at each other. “Jasper where are the nurses?”

“Third floor in an operating room. Thirty feet farther down that hall than you are now.”

“That op room has oxygen tanks I assume.”

“Yes, it does. Nineteen hundred pounds compressed.”

“Good.” He tossed a pair of grenades into the hall of the second floor hoping that they would get close enough to the heavily armed troopers. He ran up the staircase with the barrel of the rifle pointed out in front of him hoping he didn’t charge headfirst into a Tardeckian or more embarrassingly, into a wall. 

The steel floor shook with the grenade blast. His boots smacked hard on the deck, every jolt sent the shot of searing pain through his shattered arm and into his face. Each of those steps brought him closer to that operating room and the formation of a plan. Flames were already climbing the stairs. Marines from squad two were pulling their wounded away and he was stuck at the top of a blaze with four nurses and several raiders who now realized they were trapped too. Their bloodlust overpowered them.

He knew they would come but he didn’t know how fast they would arrive. The damage already done to his suit allowed the flames inside so that they burnt at his legs and the good arm as the fire arced through the open hall looking for something to feed on. Something to devour. With it, at the top of the opposite stairwell, came the first Tardeckian soldier. It didn’t care about the fire. It didn’t feel it through its unmolested armor. It only wanted blood. His blood and that of the nurses. It could smell them, and it was insane for them. 

‘Alright.’ Cole thought as he inhaled and raised the rifle to his shoulder and set the intense green dot over the face and helmet of the raider. He felt pain worse than that of his broken arm running through his waist and upper his back. He didn’t have time to consider what was causing it. ‘I’m out for blood too.’ He pressed the trigger and watched the Tardeckian crumple back into the flames and down the stairs as his bullets shredded cerebral cortex and shut off the body. He was moving. Screams and moans filled the air. This time he knew and didn’t care that they were mostly his. 

“Sir you are on fire.” Jasper spoke in his ears. “The suit is unable to suppress it.”

“Cole, you have to get that fire out.” Bates yelled.

“I can either save the nurses or myself.” Cole yelled and kicked at the door. The screams of the Tardeckians and their stomping running steps thundering up the stairs was close behind him. He kicked again, watching it buckle in the middle this time. One hard hit with his shoulder had him inside and on his back. “Jasper keep the Marines away from the third floor. Get them out of the building.”

“All Marines are out.”

Cole slid across the floor on his butt, using his boot heels to push himself as he held the rifle on his chest and inserted one of the long stick magazines into the rifle and tossed the half full mag under the shiny oxygen tanks on the left side of the room. Reaching the office door at the back of the room, he kicked again. 

“Navy, Open the door Now!”

A young blonde woman with streaked makeup looked out at him. Three more women, all older by a few years, crouched behind her with all manner of surgical instruments and a lone rifle ready to fight for their lives. The young woman blinked and ran at him batting at his face and chest. Cole tried to keep his balance and his rifle in the assault. There was no time to process that she was trying to stop the fire that was attacking his body. There was more of it coming in from the hall. As she slapped at the slick hot armor on his chest, he shoved his elbow through the sheet of glass looking out on the yard and used the length of his rifle to push her into the void. The thumping steps of raiders on the run grew closer. The gargled scream of anger when they found their dead comrade on the stairs echoed down the hall. He had no more time to waste. The other nurses saw what had been done with the first and ran for the window. One climbed through and hung her body down the building trying to eat up some of the distance to the ground before she let go. One looked at the fire coming into the room, heard the raiders coming and saw the destruction of Cole’s exposed body and chose to jump straight through the open window. The last he had to snap out of her shock and pick up by the waist in a desperate one-handed shove. 

Now he was alone. 

Alone with the sound of killers running his way. Alone with fire. Alone with death. He smiled.

“Cole get out of there.” Gunny Rand yelled to him. “We have the nurses. Get out.”

“Wait.” He sighed.

Hands gripped the sides of the door. The Tardeckians had come up the stairs from both sides and had worked their way to this last room. They knew there was no other place for their prey to be. They had their trap and were ready to spring it. If they were smart, they would lob in a pair of grenades and maybe stick a machine-gun barrel in the doorsill to hose the place down. That’s what he would do. That’s what most trained and tested soldiers would do. The Tardeckians hunted on bloodlust. It worked them into a frenzy and frenzies do not leave space for rational thought. There was only kill. 

For Cole there was only the wait. He shut off the pain. He shut off the call to get home. He shut off the concern for the Marines and nurses and populace of Wallat now safe outside the building. Now there was just the fight and the wait. Eyes tight and tear filled against the smoke and the pain of his own scorched flesh he held his mouth open and smiled an awful and maniacal smile. 

That smile, that face of patient anger, was one of the last things that the Tardeckian raiders on Wallat saw when they flung themselves through the door already beginning their crazy dervish of carnage before their feet could hit the floor.

The grenade launcher coughed three times as Cole let himself fall backward out the window. The first grenade impacted with the steel floor under the oxygen tanks and ignited the magazine multiplying the explosive force to purge the tanks and send a rush of fresh oxygen supercharging the room. The second two grenades exploded at the back of the room and on the ceiling. Cole watched the wall of flame shoot through the open window and felt the heat before he slammed into the wet ground. He was sure that he felt a crunch and heard the helmet declare his death before he lost consciousness.
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Chapter Two
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Earth

San Francisco California

17 June 3774

The bright rays of sunrise broke through the gap in the shades and landed directly on his right eye lid waking Cole from much needed sleep. With a low moan he pulled the sheet over his face and rolled toward the sweet perfume and soft tanned skin he had only been able to dream about for the last year. Once the smell and touch was renewed, he knew that there would be no more sleep today. Sitting up, careful not to disturb the resting brunette beauty at his side, Masterson looked at the dresser mirror and its green digital numbers high on the left telling him that it was 548. Agh, he thought, four hours of sleep in the last thirty-six, ah well. He had deprived himself of sleep for far worse things than his fiancé.

“A year.” He whispered as he looked in the mirror still in disbelief that three days ago he had been burned over seventy percent of his body and had broken most of his bones in the fall from the hospital window. The jolt had realigned something in his suit allowing the healing nano-robo’s to start the majority of restorative work before Lieutenant Carter, who had not after all followed orders, and Gunny Rand got to his side to administer pain killers and fresh Heal-paks. The packs of steel mesh gauze had nearly three million nano’s waiting to work. A doctor on the North Dakota told him that they had used six of the packs before he had made it back to the ship. He shook his head and rolled his left shoulder, smiling at the fact that the arm was no longer broken. He walked naked to the west facing window and looked out at the bay ninety stories below. Looking down to the street he watched people, so many people, already out in the world for another comfortable eight-hour workday. Sailboats rode the breezes and splashed in the green pacific water under the Golden Gate Bridge Historic Park. He shook his head.

In cargo shorts and a blue t-shirt, he found his black running shoes and picked his blue uniform up from the floor to place on hangers and put into the closet where it would get an ion cleaning and be pressed and ready when he needed it again. At 1800 square feet the apartment was large for San Francisco. His fiancé, Myra, was a doctor and the apartment was part of her employment package with Greater California University. Otherwise, they would not have been able to afford the place. Neither of them wanted the place in the city but this is where the work was, and they had accepted it. It worked because it kept him close to the Amphibious Base at Funston and Merced Bay. It was said to have been a Lake before the great quake of 2814, a magnitude 8.7, the largest in the history of California, had remapped the city and broken away the chunk of what had been Fort Funston and created an avenue for the lake to become a bay.

Despite the fact that Myra kept the place cozy, filling it with plush furniture and the outdoorsy pictures of ancient times of the 18 and 1900’s that he loved, Commander Masterson could not help but feel the cramped ship life feel he was too used to. He wanted to be outside and breath air without the assistance of an air tank or a machine for a change. He wanted to feel the sun, his sun, on his skin. 

“Kitchen. Supply list please.” He spoke toward the stainless-steel appliance next to a four-seat oak dining table. A screen appeared and in black letters on the blue screen he read the contents. “Two meals. Each consisting of two scrambled chicken eggs, four pieces of pig bacon, two pieces of wheat toast. Served with coffee, light on the cream and two sugars each.” Only once in his life had he made a mistake in the ordering of food in a kitchen. At ten years old he thought that eggs were simply eggs and found out that scrambled caviar is by no means a delicacy.

“Hi Sailor.” Myra said at the bottom of the stairs. Her hair was a mess, and she had a tired smile for him. She looked exquisitely cute in her baby blue pajamas with sleeping teddy bears and his well-worn black t-shirt emblazoned with the golden words Lifeguard NAB Funston. It was meant as a joke among the SEAL community. The commandoes were widely regarded as some of the best swimmers in the Universe. He found it hard to believe that that shirt was still holding together after ten years. “You weren’t there when I woke up. It made me think that last night was just a dream.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to spook you. I wanted to give you breakfast in bed.”

“Maybe tomorrow. I’m up, you’re home and I want to do stuff.” She kissed his cheek. “What woke you up?”

“The sun.”

“Did you miss it?”

“Not as much as you.”

“Good answer. Very smooth.” She winked and took a seat. “I missed you too sailor.”

#
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MYRA DVARBOND WAS DRESSED in a short blue skirt and a white short-sleeve dress shirt looking fashionable but still respectable as a Doctor should be. Cole knew that she was looking at their reflections in the mirrored windows of the shops they walked past. She was happy that they looked like the perfect couple. He had to be happy that a doctor had picked him to spend life with. Granted, he looked good at six foot two and a healthy two hundred and five pounds with a dark tan and short black hair walking along with a pair of high-end watches letting everyone who knew what a team guy was that that’s who they were looking at. But he was a career team guy, officer or not, that’s what he was and all he had to offer her. He had to agree with her though, with her at an athletic five foot six and having a tan to match his, they did look like the perfect couple. 

With one hand she held the large white shopping bag and with the other she finally had Cole’s. It still felt strange to him that he could move the fingers holding her soft skin after the whole arm had suffered so much damage. He knew all of the reasons that it worked; it just didn’t make sense to him. The same way that he could still hear the screaming and smell the stench of burning death did not make sense. They had just bought a bunch of swimsuits for her to wear on their honeymoon although she had doubts about how much time they would spend outside or dressed. Judging by last night, Cole imagined, it was going to be something wild. He could see that she was as elated for their reunion and the promise of their wedding and future as he was. She was daydreaming as they walked. Her joy and ease with life was contagious. He was beginning to feel the peace that life on earth had to offer. He was smiling for the first time in a long time, just because.

“I wanted to talk to you about an offer that I got.”

“What kind of offer?”

“There is a lead surgeon position at a Tel-Premier Hospital. It would mean a house and all kinds of perks.”

“Where is it?”

“Casandra Two.” She said and gave him a shy smile. “And Daxson.” Casandra Two was an enormous space station and Daxson was a near replica of earth, but they were both four galaxies away. “There is a lot of growth planned in the next ten years in the galaxy and they are getting a foothold with med care. There are a lot of incentives for settlers with skills.”

“That’s serious business. The Cassandra galaxy has been quiet for all of our life anyway. It’s beautiful on Daxson.”

“There’s a but?”

“The one but that I have is that it would take a well-planned MAC flight or a billion-chip ticket to get back here. And that’s one way.”

“Part of the package is round trip for either us or our family once a year. The incentives are shared by earth and by The Cassandra Initiative.”

“I think you should...”

The explosions came one after another like a jackhammer and shook them both from their daydreaming. Cole pulled Myra down behind the stone and steel tree planter on the sidewalk and looked to where the blasts had started. They echoed down the street among the tall steel and glass buildings. The screaming and the running started right after and was followed immediately with the stuttering blast of machine-gun fire. They were older weapons, Cole thought. The kind of stuff that had been demonstrated for them at The Academy. They had the heavy tell-tale chatter of Ukrano-Russo equipment made with loose tolerances in machining so that they would work in the worst of conditions. He hadn’t heard them in action since the Academy and in movies about the Conquest War of 3308 to 3357 when earth and its allies had brought peace and commerce into the region of Conquest, a belt of Galaxies sixty thousand light years beyond the edges of the Milky Way. There must have been something more readily available than these relics, he thought and then mentally kicked himself, one for the thinking and two for the empty space on his hip where he was so used to having a pistol. He was in an attack and had nothing to fight with. 

“Call the police.” Cole told her and looked around. He wanted off of the street. He pulled Myra with him to a building and sent her inside the steel doors. Just as quickly, he was moving. She watched him run in a low crouch a quarter of a block away to where two police cars blocked the street and two officers were exchanging gunfire with several, she couldn’t count them as they danced around, green, and black clad soldiers. They wore a uniform neither Myra nor Cole had ever seen.

It took Cole a few seconds to reach the side of the black and white police car. Both officers were down. One had lost most of his head, the other had taken a shot in the leg and another in his shoulder. The man was struggling to ready his rifle. 

“Navy.” Cole told the man and helped with his rifle. He took the dead man’s and stuffed the pistol and a pair of the rifle mags in his shorts. The digital readout atop the sight told him that the officer still had a full sixty rounds in the rifle. He had died without getting a shot off. They had been ambushed. 

“Terrorists, I think.” The cop winced as Cole slapped on the mans med-paks and looked for a target. The gunfire hadn’t stopped, and the shooters had to be moving toward something. They had to have a reason and that had to be a destination. He had to stop them. Nobody else was here to do it. Two ‘terrorists’ were down, laying in pools of their own blood in the middle and left side of the street next to the relic guns they had brought out for their assault. No helmets, no armor. Hmm.

Their friends were gathering somewhere to regroup for their next attack. They had to be. They also had to know that the police would be on their way very soon. Wailing sirens echoed through the buildings as Cole left the officer and scooped the sling of one of the rifles as he ran for the alcove entrance of an office building. There were people injured on the ground inside behind smashed glass and shelves. He couldn’t help anyone here until the threat was over. These people would use the injured to lure in the police and the medics to create a larger tragedy. His anger rose. He remembered the way the Tardeckians worked themselves into a frenzy and told himself that he needed that rage, but he needed his brain to work better than they could manage. His brain was his best weapon here. He had to keep that. 

He found them in a tight group as one was behind the wheel of a bus trying to hotwire the engine. They were more focused on getting the thing started and getting away than on anyone coming for them. The time was now. From eighty feet away Cole shouldered the police rifle and opened fire in what he had been trained to know as controlled pairs. Starting lower on the body, somewhere around the target’s waist, he fired the first shot and sent off the second as he rode the rifles recoil upward. Boom Boom. Two solid hits on a target to get it down. He did it so fast that his rifle sounded as if it were set to full auto.  

The would-be driver and at least one of the terrorists were able to gather themselves and fired back with steady magazine-dumping fire that pulverized the steel of the truck he was crouched behind. Glass shattered and rained down his back and bare legs while he reloaded the rifle and unslung the battlefield pickup. He fired their rifle back at them first and sent the remaining ten rounds of the magazine into two of the shooters chests before retrieving the police rifle with its two-power sight and zeroed in on the shooter in the bus. Three quick shots ended the threat, and the street went silent. The sirens still wailed in the background. The battle was over in seconds. He cleared the weapons away from the dead and returned to the downed officer to check on his injuries, keeping an eye and ear out for anyone lying in wait if this was a coordinated attack. He was packing gauze into the exit wound in the officers back when the riot Police arrived in their powered exoskeleton suits with heavy machine-guns and trucks filling the street behind them as they marched forward. 

“This man saved me.” Cole heard the cop say before he felt the cold cylinder touch the base of his neck and felt the fire of electric shock before the lights went out.
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COLE AWOKE HOURS LATER in an orange suit and barefoot on the cold blue concrete of a holding cell in the basement of the police station. There was no seat and no bed. Just a cold box to sit in. Steel bands connected his wrists and ankles. They were so tight that the skin pushed over their edges. He looked up when the glass door hissed open and a naval officer in a tan uniform stood in the void. This guy was a Commander like him. His ring said that he was an Annapolis grad like himself, but this guy was not a combatant. He had likely never left the planet. He had to be a JAG officer. A lawyer. Why am I in a cell and why do I have a lawyer standing in front of me?

“Commander Masterson, Cole QDX 03185 attached to NavSpacWar correct?” The man asked.

“Yes Commander.”

“I’m Jim Carlson. I’ll be your counsel?”

“Counsel? For what?”

“Nobody has read you your rights, asked you questions or told you your charges?”

“Charges? What? Brother I just woke up. What’s happening here? This is a joke for the bachelor party, right?”

“No joke Cole. Wait one.” Carlson turned and waved at a chubby cop who had probably done so poorly on the street with the public that they had him work in holding. The cop took a look inside the cell, shrugged before he ambled back to his desk and made a short phone call. A moment later the wall to the cell block slid open and a tall, bald, skinny man in a green robe entered with a black computer tablet in his boney hands. 

“Commander Coleman Masterson United States Navy?” He asked in a high pitched and snide voice as if he were saying ‘discarded meat rotting in the street’.

“Affirmative.”

“As district attorney general of Northern California, I am here to advise you that you are hereby formally charged with sixteen counts of murder in the first degree, willful procession of a police weapon, possession of a federalized military weapon, discharge of a weapon within city limits and I would assume that the Department of the Navy has an array of charges for you as well.”

“It absolutely does not. This is ridiculous.” Carlson bellowed as he looked at his confused client. “Mister Attorney General this officer came to the aid of a police officer in distress, life was in jeopardy. Who knows how many people these terrorists would have killed.”

“I’m not the judge counselor. This menace is off the street and will be arraigned tomorrow at nine a.m. Perhaps we can speed through this at that time. Good day.”

Masterson watched the green robe leave and watched the chubby cop have an animated conversation with someone on the telephone. Carlson leaned against the open doorway and listened to Cole’s end of it. Two hours later, after they had repeated the process several times, Carlson left him alone saying that some people, preferably a couple of Admirals, would be at his side in the morning.
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AT 0700 HE WAS SHAVED, fed, and unshackled. Carlson entered the cell a few minutes later with his dress whites on and a cloth bag containing Cole’s white uniform with all of his medals on display. This was the formal dress uniform. The full medals had been applied, not just the daily wear tabs. In his case, a blue and gold sash was required to hold all of them. Carlson was under the guard of four riot officers, all armed to the teeth and inhuman behind their thick armor exoskeletons and face shields. When Cole looked their way, they instinctively nodded at him out of respect for his rank. Several began to salute. They all knew that he had defended one of theirs and they looked none too pleased about the task they had been given.  

“Sir we need to reshakle you before we go upstairs to court.” The lead officer said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”
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THE COURTROOM HAD 3500 available seats and six hundred spaces to stand. It was full. The AG in his green robe stood by himself behind a thick mahogany table and Masterson stood with Carlson and a pair of Admirals at his own table. Myra sat directly behind him with his parents Carl and Stephanie who must have flown in from Montana anticipating a wedding only to have this madness handed to them. A tall black man with a white beard touching his chest and short white hair on his head sat next to his mother. The man wore the dark blue suit commonly worn by Monks. The man looked at him with bright green eyes that stood out in contrast to his dark skin and gave him a smile. 

“Good man.” The monk told him and patted his arm. 

Cole wasn’t sure how to handle that and said thank you as he looked back to his mother wishing that he could do something to take her tears away. He could not understand how any of what he had done yesterday could have him standing here like this. 

The court clerks, both in light blue robes, came out first. One went to a desk with a bank of devices and the other stood between the defense and prosecution desks facing the judge’s bench. Cole looked at the man and then looked at the crowd and watched the media drones with their cameras and microphones move to stations where they could record and send a live feed of this moronic trial throughout the universe. His back tensed and the cuffs hit something in his left arm sparking the memory of the broken bone and the fire on Wallat. He bit the inside of his lower lip to keep from twitching and to keep himself from screaming at this insanity he was stuck in. 

“All rise.” The clerk bellowed so loud that several of the hover cams moved backward anticipating flying debris. “Court is now in session. The Honorable Judge Rigelent presiding. The Court will now hear the case of State of Northern California versus Commander Coleman Masterson of the United States Navy.”

The judge walked out of a door to Cole’s left wearing the long black robe that judges had worn for thousands of years. Cole wanted to trust the justice system to see this for what it was and looked to this man to see if he had anything outward in his appearance that would let him see that this was a good man. What he saw in the tired looking and unhealthy man was not an ally. The man’s sunken grey eyes stared back at him with what he could only imagine was disdain. The old man set his jaw, took a short breath through his nose, and walked to his seat where he tossed the sides of his robe behind him and sat to watch the show.  

“Please be seated.” The clerk bellowed again and began reading the list of charges against Cole. The judge yelled for order before the charges were finished. The room was chaotic with yelling and shoving from groups against and for the charges Cole was looking at. The people were angry, and the police were having a hard time containing it. Several of the louder protesters were stunned, as he had been the day before, and were wrapped in restraints before being hauled away. 

“Counselor Carlson.” The judge spoke up. “Does the Defendant understand the charges?”

“As much as we believe that they are in error we understand.”

“And you wish to enter a plea?”

“Obviously not guilty your honor.”

“Watch your tone mister Carlson.” Ringlet snapped. “Well.” He stared again into Masterson’s eyes before speaking again. “Let us proceed to trial. Mister Attorney General Scranlin, your first witness.”

“Ah, your honor. The jury?” Carlson asked.

“A bench trial Commander.”

“I object. This is outrageous.”

“Overruled Mister Carlson. You do understand how contempt works do you not?”

“This man is entitled under the rule of law to a jury of his peers.”

“As a retired Army officer, I am a peer. Now we will continue.”

“Prosecution calls San Francisco Police Sergeant Darrel Wilcox.”

A black man who appeared younger than the twenty-one required for police service stepped forward in his dress blues to be sworn in and took his seat in the wooden box on the judges left hand side. Cole immediately recognized him as the officer that he had rendered aid to in the street. The man whose life he saved. The young officer looked back at him and smiled and gave a short nod.

“Sergeant Wilcox. In a moment we will watch a video compiled from street monitors, would you describe for the court the events of June 17, 3774 at ten thirty a.m.?”

“Lieutenant Jardenski and I blocked the intersection of Fitzgerald Avenue and Holgram Street in front of the main office of Interstel Bank where suspected robbers ambushed us. We were quickly in a gun battle. Lieutenant Jardenski was killed almost immediately. I was wounded right after he went down. This man, the defendant, came to my rescue. He saved my life. He saved the city.”

“Hmm. Thank you very much.” The prosecutor turned his back and walked away.

“Mister Carlson. Your witness.” The judge said.

“Sergeant Wilcox did my client shoot you?”

“No sir.” The man almost laughed.

“Did Commander Masterson shoot Lieutenant Jardenski?”

“No sir.”

“Did he in fact shoot sixteen terrorists who were in the act of ambushing police officers and civilians?”

“Yes sir.”

“Thank you for your service and sacrifice officer. No further questions your honor.”

“You may step down sergeant.” Ringlet told him.

“Masterson is the hero of San Francisco.” Wilcox yelled as he left the stand sending the crowd once again into chaos.

“Order.” Ringlet yelled as his face flushed bright red.

“Your honor the facts are all there. These charges are erroneous. Whoever filed them should lose their license.”

“Sit down Commander.” Ringlet yelled to the point where his voice cracked as he enunciated each word.

The video was played next on several large screens set up throughout the room. When it was over the audience burst into applause and had the judge banging his gavel as if he would lose his mind or have a heart attack if he could not regain control. Once again, he chastised them all and once again riot police had to detain protestors.

“Your honor.” The AG spoke as the video and audience noise faded. “Commander Masterson clearly killed sixteen people. He clearly took possession of a police weapon and set about on a murderous rampage.”

“Are you mad?” Carlson bellowed. “This man saved a wounded officer and who knows how many innocent lives as well as protecting the bank. He is the four-time recipient of the Medal of Honor, four silver stars, two Navy Crosses, The Andeavorean Croix de guerre, all over seventeen campaigns during the ten years of service he has given to the people of the United States and all of the beings in the Universal Alliances. His oath reads ‘against all enemies foreign and domestic’ and that is exactly the character of the man you see here today. Dismiss this case. To continue with this is to spit in the face of justice.”

“Your honor. If it please the court, those decorations only illustrate the training that perhaps turned this man into a menace.”

“Menace? He just rescued people on Wallat days ago and sustained massive injuries in doing so.”

“Again. It goes to show his bloodlust.”

Ringlet sat back and stared coldly at Masterson. Cole stared back. There was nothing that could be said or done to sway this man from something that it appeared he had already decided. Why this spectacle? What is at play here? Why am I being cashiered like this?

“The footage speaks for itself. Commander Masterson.” Ringlet started and faced down the crowd as reinforcements for the riot troopers entered the room and faced the bleachers, shock batons at the ready.

“They trained him to kill. That’s all he wants to do now, and he doesn’t care who his victims are. Send him back to space and get him a psychiatrist.” Myra screamed.

Cole turned to face her and started to black out from the shock of her words.

“Any outbursts from this point forward will be met with stern sentences. I will have order maintained. Mister Masterson I find you guilty on all counts. Your sentence in light of your service and in the act of saving officer Wilcox, is exile. As an exile you will be stripped of all rank as well as your citizenship to the United States and Earth as a whole. You took human life and Northern California has zero tolerance for such heinous acts. Court is adjourned.”

The crowd went insane. Chairs and tables were thrown toward the Attorney General and at the bench. Screams and threats were yelled. Cole herd his mother cry out and he heard the anguished moan of Myra’s exhaled breath as the riot police tazed her. Cole heard the crackle of the shock sticks before he felt the cold steel on his neck. This time he felt his body tense and saw a streak of lightening across his vision before the world went black and silent. 
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Chapter Three
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245 PM

18 June 3774

Cole looked down at his watch as soon as he could open his eyes. Seeing the high-priced functional jewelry next to the bluish steel of the shackles reminded him that the nightmare would continue. He looked around through the burning pain of a shock induced headache and stared at the steel wall and the etched shape of an arrow on the floor pointing comically at the locked door of an exit as would only exist on a ship. In this case a space vessel. He had probably been stuffed into the rather clean looking brig of a merchant runner leaving earth’s atmosphere for one of the closer stations still in the Milky Way. If he was indeed an exile, whoever was in charge of this ship was going to want him off of it as soon as they could get him to a station. If he was lucky, he would not be denied entry. There is no way this can happen.

Yet here he was on a space vessel and never to return to his birth planet. His career was shot to hell and his highly successful fiancé was likely done with him. What do I do now, he wondered as he looked down at the watch and at a thousand missed calls and double that in text messages. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone but did his best to move his hands around in the shackles to attempt to read some of the texts. Most were from Marines and sailors he had worked with. All were expressing sorrow and disbelief and saying that they were petitioning for his release. It made him frown. It was a nice thought, but he did not want anyone to jeopardize their own career or worse, they could end up just like him on a ship surrounded by other criminals destined for a shit life in deep space.

The unmistakable thud of steel on steel as the ship docked with another ship, probably something far larger than this one, almost knocked him out of his uncomfortable seat. Cole watched as six guards in riot gear that crackled with the electricity dancing along wire mesh attached to the outside of their suits deterring anyone from attacking walked to a roof hatch and shoved a ladder down before standing aside. A dozen Marines in a green and tan version of the riot suits and emblazoned with a black globe and anchor long known as the Marine Corps emblem slid down the ladder using the inside of their boots as breaks on the poles and cupping them with their hands rather than taking each step. These people had their tactics tight, Cole thought.

“Manifest.” A tall Marine wearing the crest of a Sergeant Major barked as he stepped forward.

“Seventy-one convicts, six passengers, one exile and sixty thousand tons of cargo. Non-perishable.”

“Exile?” The Marine asked.

“The fucking hero of San Francisco, Commander Coleman Masterson. They are already rioting down there hardcore. As soon as you have these convicts locked in, I’m standing down, I’ve had enough of this new galaxy initiative bullshit.”

“Really?” The Marine asked. 

“Tell me you aren’t the least bit concerned that they might look for you next. Fuck em’, I’m all set with earth. I’ll go bounty hunt or something. I can’t serve after this.”

“Passengers first. Move it out.” The Marine grinned and turned as he yelled. 

Cole was grabbed by a man on each arm and hoisted into the hangar deck of the larger ship. As soon as he was inside, he found the nearest wall and read USIC CVA 163 Kitty Hawk (United States Interstellar Craft Carrier Variable Attack). The ship was one in a short line to carry the name of the town in North Carolina said to be the birthplace of manned flight. It seemed fitting that someone would finally give a ship the name again. He stood with his shackled hands down at his waist and kept his head up high with a grimace on his mouth. He was dressed as an officer and damn it he was still going to act like and be treated like one. He had damn well earned it. He stood alongside the Marine guards while the passengers gathered their goods. Sailors and Marines operated cranes to unload the cargo and the prisoners were marched away. He recognized the tall black man in his crisp blue suit who had sat behind him in the court. He had called him a good man. The man nodded and smiled before he walked away. Cole wondered if he had been right. Am I good? What if I’m not? What if I do have a lust for blood the way that the Tardeckians do?

Giving his own nod he watched the man disappear toward an elevator and scanned the hangar deck, one of three that Cole was aware of this class of carrier having. They had to be fairly deep into space to warrant a ship so big. He had thought that whatever they were on was going to take him to the nearest station. That should have only taken a few hours. And this ship was geared up for war. The entire deck as far as he could see in any direction was lined with the giant F-9 Ravens that he knew could carry a pair of tanks or a long cargo truck and a platoon of fifty-one Marines. Toward the middle of the deck, he saw the shinning blue and black steel of the medium Mechs known as Brawlers that he had been wishing he had on Wallat. These thirty-foot-tall walking tanks were outfitted with rockets, machine-guns and a heavy 155MM railgun mounted to their right shoulders. The machine looked like Quasimodo the Hunchback that he had had to read about in school. The look was deceptive. The machine was powered by a biological computer on Jasper’s level and backed up by a three-man crew that sat inside an insulated and armored tub in what looked like his chest. A pilot and copilot sat next to each other while a gunner sat under and behind them facing the rear and handling a semi-autonomous twin 20mm gun mount. Cole had seen the Brawler fighting once before but had never seen more than six of the things in the same place. Now he was looking at what had to be a hundred. This is just one deck, he thought.

“Commander Masterson. I’m Sergeant Major Stent Lewis.” The big Marine finally turned and spoke to him after the prisoners had been taken away. 

“Afternoon Sergeant Major.”

“Sir, Admiral Nann wants me to ask you if you can lose the shackles.”

“Sure.” Cole rolled his wrists twice and handed the unlatched cuffs to the Marine.

“Not sure that’s what she had in mind.” He grinned and hooked the steel cuffs to a loop on his hip. “Would you please follow me sir? She would like to see you.”

“Right.” Here comes the fun.

“No baggage?”

“No.”

#

[image: ]


THE ADMIRAL’S QUARTERS and office were nine decks above the cargo hangar and there were still six more decks above them. Cole never ceased to be amazed by the sheer size of a five mile long Super Carrier and the ability of a youthful military to keep it running and make everything seem normal. The quarters were larger than Myra’s apartment and just as cozy. The Sergeant Major directed Cole to take a seat in a white leather chair surrounded by a deep white carpet that appeared like a cloud and parted with each of his steps. 

“The hero of San Francisco.” A soft and seductive voice called out. Masterson came immediately to attention as did the Marine. She looks a lot like Myra, or he was just homesick for her, he thought as she entered from a hallway. Except she is wearing an Admiral’s uniform and is about twenty years her senior. “Commander have a seat please. Can I get you a drink?”
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