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Chapter 1




Captain Owen LeMaine leaned in close and bellowed into his SIC’s ear to make himself heard over the deafening wind. “The drop zone should be all clear, but don’t take any chances. Cover your ass even before you get on the ground. Understand?” 

Lieutenant Eliot Polasek gave LeMaine a thumbs-up, but he didn’t waste his breath trying to answer. A thick, pressurized glass mask covered his face and welded to the helmet encasing his skull. It attached seamlessly to a black suit enclosing the rest of his body.

LeMaine turned his attention to the rest of his squad. The Hellhounds crouched in a row behind Polasek and LeMaine mentally checked and rechecked their drop gear, too.

He went down the row doing a quick head count—his fiftieth for this hour alone. Polasek. Heckler. Kellogg. Lemon. Nunn. O’Hara. Peterman. LeMaine trusted each of them not to make a mistake with their equipment or their orders, but LeMaine couldn’t help checking anyway. 

As soon as he got to the end of the line, they moved forward to the spacecraft Renown’s rear hatch. The hatch stood open to the atmosphere and the pounding wind tore at their suits. Only their safety anchors stopped the wind from ripping the squad out into orbit.

LeMaine held onto the railing running the length of the ship’s hull and climbed his way to the cockpit. Corporal Kent Monk wrestled the stick while dozens of screens displayed the ship’s location on the dashboard.

LeMaine read their position on Monk’s instruments. One navigation panel showed a chart of the planet Ziea spread out below them, but LeMaine couldn’t see anything in the darkness outside the cockpit window. Night and cloud obscured the surface far below.

Another chart displayed the layout of this solar system all the way back to Elia itself. Dozens of planets, moons, stations, satellites, and outposts dotted the system between here and home, but to LeMaine and every other Elian, Elia would always be the center of the universe.

Two other systems flanked this one on either side. Elia enjoyed a friendly diplomatic relationship with the Axichis. The Imoliv…not so much, but at least a buffer zone separated the Elian system from the Imoliv’s hostility.

None of that concerned LeMaine. He wasn’t here to solve the galaxy’s problems. He swatted Monk’s shoulder and waved the hulking pilot toward the back. Monk activated the autopilot and unclipped his safety harness.

He climbed out of his seat and the autopilot took over. The Renown adjusted her attitude and then held steady. 

Monk pulled his helmet over his scruffy spiked hair and it locked into his suit collar. He had to stoop to get out of the cockpit that was way too small for him.

He followed LeMaine back to the hatch where Monk took his place at the end of the line. Now all the Hellhounds were in one place. LeMaine made one more check of all their equipment before he fought his way hand over hand to the front of the line.

He pulled down his own helmet and turned back to his squad. Each of his people gave him a thumbs up and he gave it back. This was it. He checked a digital read-out on the wrist of his suit sleeve. It was time. No more messing around.

He turned to the open hatch, took a running leap, and dove out into open space. He resisted the urge to look back and make sure the rest of the Hellhounds copied him. He didn’t need to check, but he still found himself questioning if they all got away all right.

The next instant, he struck the atmosphere with colossal force. The wind pounded his suit and gravity dragged him toward the planet at terminal velocity. 

He instinctively curled into a ball and tucked his face mask against his shoulder. He’d executed more of these drops in his career than he could count. He didn’t even think about them anymore.

The next instant, delicious heat spread over his arms, back, and thighs, but he didn’t dare to uncurl enough to look out. His suit took the punishing heat of falling through the atmosphere. One wrong move would either incinerate him on entry or the impact would tear his limbs off.

He held that position as the noise and bombardment reached an epic pitch. Just when he couldn’t stand it a second longer, a vibrating alarm buzzed on his wrist.

He flung out his arms and legs with all his strength. Webbing extended from his suit and the high-tensile fabric caught the atmosphere. It slowed him and he started to soar through the high clouds.

He still couldn’t see anything beyond his mask. He had no way of knowing if he was even over the right continent to make the drop zone.

The moment he extended his suit, a grid blinked on inside his mask. It displayed the same navigation chart from the Renown with himself and his eight subordinates zooming toward the drop zone.

LeMaine adjusted the wings of his suit and steered toward the drop zone while he checked the altimeter on his wrist. He was only a thousand feet above the ground.

True to his word, he extended both wrists toward the ground and clenched his fists. Twin weapons locked outward from hidden slots in his suit and he swept them across the blackness beneath him. 

He adjusted the display on his mask with a quick shake of his head. No life signs showed up down there, but that could be a mistake. 

All kinds of alien life inhabited the planets in the Elia solar system. Some were friendly and some not. Elian scientists kept discovering new species every day. 

Ziea might be home to any number of dangerous creatures that the Elians’ technology couldn’t detect yet. If anyone was down there, he wouldn’t know it until after they had already shot him out of the sky.

That thought made him steer faster toward the ground. He had to get down there and get this damn suit off quickly. He wouldn’t feel safe until he checked the area with his own eyes.

His helmet’s internal instruments revealed a dense forest concealing the drop zone. He measured his descent, but he still wound up crashing through the canopy and snapping off several branches on his landing.

He plummeted the last hundred feet, braked with his wings, and with one last scan of the ground, he dropped between tall trees. His feet hit the sod and he ran the last little way to slow his momentum.

As soon as he stopped running, he stripped off his helmet and wheeled in all directions. He passed his weapons back and forth over the surroundings, but nothing sprang out to attack him. He listened. Nothing.

He finally let himself relax, but only a little bit. He had to rendezvous with the squad.

He slotted his weapons back inside his sleeves, grabbed the zipper pull open his suit, and peeled it off to reveal his combat fatigues underneath. A loaded backpack hugged his spine with two large Crossfire carbines strapped to its sides.

He squatted down, crammed his suit into his pack, and unbuckled his weapons keeping a close watch on the surroundings all the time. He couldn’t take any chances on this planet.

Ziea was the last stop on the way out into open space. Colonization efforts from Elia didn’t always make it out this far. The planet only had one human colony at the last census. Even that might be misleading considering how long it took information to travel this distance.

The native alien inhabitants operated under their own rules. Intelligence on exactly what those rules were did NOT make it back to Elia. The Hellhounds were going in blind, deaf, and dumb with no clue what might be waiting for them.

Only one piece of useful information made it back to Elian Military Command. Some of the aliens on the planet had organized themselves into a criminal syndicate amassing weapons and supplies. 

They openly stated their aim to overrun the local colony outpost, take control of the planet for themselves, and turn it into their own private little kingdom.

How far they’d gotten in accomplishing that goal was anybody’s guess. The Elian Military had gotten tied up in other operations around the system, so the Hellhounds got called in to straighten out the mess.

The Hellhounds always got called in to straighten out the mess in one way or another. That was the Hellhounds’ job. The elite squad of commandos could go in where the regular Elian Military feared to tread. 

Then the Hellhounds did what they did best. They rained fire and brimstone on whoever needed fire and brimstone rained on them.

LeMaine double-checked the cartridges of Crossfire gel that provided power to his carbines. He satisfied himself that his weapons were ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

He slung on his backpack, hung one carbine over his shoulder, and grasped the other. He also took a moment to check his sidearms and to pat the cuff of his pants leg where he kept his survival knife.

He glanced down at his wrist. A remote panel in his jacket sleeve showed him another navigation display. Eight life signs appeared on it—all human.

He set off toward the nearest cluster where Monk, Nunn, and Polasek had already gathered. The others converged on that location, too.

LeMaine strained to see anything else in the dark. He passed his weapon from right to left and cursed Elian technology for leaving him blind on this planet. Was anything out there? Was anything dangerous stalking him right now?

He kept checking his position in between sweeps until he spotted the three squad members ahead. He heard Corporal Molly Nunn laughing. The sound annoyed LeMaine until he finally got close enough to see them.

LeMaine relaxed when he discovered Monk, Nunn, and Polasek standing back to back in a tight circle. They aimed their weapons outward into the darkness while they migrated down a long hill toward the gully at the bottom.

Monk spun around and aimed his weapon at LeMaine in the dark. Monk’s deep-chested bellow rang through the forest. “Stop right there! Don’t come any closer! Elian Special Forces! Identify yourself!”

“Stand down, Corporal,” LeMaine replied. “It’s only me.”

Monk jerked his gun upward to aim at the sky. “Jesus, Sir! You scared the shit out of me.”

“And there’s a lot of shit to scare out of a barge like you, isn’t there?” Nunn quipped over her shoulder. “Did you see anything out there, Sir?”

LeMaine turned his back to the group and squinted into the darkness. “Nothing. I guess it really is deserted.”

“What do you want to do next?” Polasek checked his remote and nodded toward the gully. “I don’t like the look of that. We’d be sitting ducks down there.”

“I agree,” LeMaine replied. “Stand fast here until the others catch up.”

The four soldiers stopped walking, but none of them let their guard down or lower their weapons. LeMaine took advantage of his squad’s cover to check his remote more closely.

Polasek was right about the gully. It turned out to be a lot steeper than the charts led LeMaine to believe. He didn’t want to go down there even if it did offer the most direct route to the squad's destination.

His remote identified two more squad members coming closer them, and in a minute, Lieutenant Stuart Peterman and Corporal Brien O’Hara appeared out of the shadows.

O’Hara’s brilliant blue eyes and white-blonde hair showed up even in this darkness. He posed such a stark contrast to Peterman’s slighter, darker outline.

“Stop right there! Don’t come any closer!” Monk bellowed. “Elian Special Forces! Identify……”

Nunn slapped his shoulder. “Will you knock that off? You can see on your remote who they are. Shit, Monk! Dust the cobwebs out of your brain.”

“He’s got a permanent cobweb-generating factory in there,” O’Hara chimed in. “The minute he dusts out one batch, his internal silkworms start spinning a new….”

“Bag it, Sergeant,” LeMaine cut in. “Pay attention, all of you. We’re on assignment here.” He checked the last three readings on his remote. “What’s keeping those three?”

“They aren’t moving,” Peterman observed. “Something might be wrong.”

“Maybe Lemon fell down a rabbit hole,” O’Hara blurted out and then fell silent when LeMaine glared at him.

“Kellogg is with them,” Polasek added. “Maybe one of them is hurt.”

“You want me to go check, Sir?” Nunn asked.

“No. We all need to stay together from now on. Come on. They aren’t that far away.”

LeMaine set off into the dark and the squad arranged themselves behind him. O’Hara and Peterman fell in on either side and slightly behind LeMaine followed by Nunn and Monk. Polasek brought up the rear.

The squad took an arrow formation with LeMaine at the point. He alternately strained his eyes to see into the dark and to check his people’s position. The three remaining squad members still hadn’t moved.

He was starting to fear the worst when he found them. Sure enough, tiny Corporal Krista Lemon sat on the ground with her legs stretched out in front of her. She still hadn’t taken off her suit and she kept her weapons extended while she checked the surroundings.

The squad’s medic, Sergeant Mason Kellogg, bent over her lower left leg and she grimaced in pain every time he touched her. Corporal Glenn Heckler stood guard over the pair and aimed his weapon outward to scan the dark forest.

Heckler swung his carbine to aim at the sky when LeMaine and the others pulled up. “What’s the problem, Sergeant?” LeMaine asked.

“No problem, Sir,” Kellogg replied over his shoulder. “Just a broken ankle. I can have her on her feet in a sec.”

“I told you she fell down a rabbit hole,” O’Hara muttered in the background. 

“I didn’t fall down a goddamn rabbit hole, you jackass!” Lemon spat. “If you don’t cut the snappy jokes, I swear to Christ, I’ll….”

“How did it happen?” LeMaine interrupted. 

Lemon shrugged and lowered her sharp black eyes. She winced when Kellogg did something to her leg. “I couldn’t see a goddamn thing coming in to the drop zone. I checked the chart, but there must have been something there it didn’t pick up. I hit a branch or something on the way in. That’s all.”

LeMaine squeezed her shoulder. “No harm done. It could have happened to any of us. Sit tight and let Kellogg work it out for you.” He walked over to Heckler. “Any sign out there?”

“Nope.” The big, burly Marine moved his tongue around in his mouth like he was chewing something. “I didn’t exactly do a scientific survey of the place, though. I landed a few hundred yards over there and heard Lemon cursing, so I came over here to check it out. I’ve been here ever since.”

“You’d likely hear Lemon cursing even if she didn’t break her ankle,” Nunn told him.

“Suck it, bitch!” Lemon snarled and Nunn burst out laughing.

Polasek and Peterman wandered over to LeMaine’s side. “What about it, Sir?” Polasek asked. “Any ideas on our route?”

All three men consulted their remotes. “The sun will be up in a few hours,” LeMaine remarked. “Let’s follow this ridge along the gully. We’ll at least be heading in the right direction and visibility will be better up here.”

A high-pitched whine drew everyone’s attention back to Kellogg and Lemon. The medic attached an electronic device to Lemon’s leg and, with one extra loud crackling buzz, it injected a powerful jolt into her shin.

She gritted her teeth and convulsed in rapid spasms. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets and she jerked backward to flop on the ground. Her head lolled and she went limp.

Nunn puffed out her cheeks. “Phew! I will never understand how she does that without screaming.”

“She’s tougher than she looks.” Kellogg removed the bone electrolyzer from Lemon’s shin and pulled a high-powered pressure syringe from his pack. “Now for the antidote.”

He pressed it to Lemon’s shoulder and it hissed when it injected the antidote into her muscle. She lay still for a second and then, without warning, she shot upright like a rocket. “Holy fucking shit! Son of a bitch, you fucking cocksuckers!”

Nunn turned away. “And she’s back.”

LeMaine squeezed Lemon’s shoulder again. “On your feet, Sergeant. We’re moving out.”

Heckler spun around and extended his hand to Lemon. She grasped his wrist and he hoisted her to her feet while Kellogg packed up his gear.

Lemon tested her ankle and then started stripping off her suit in a hurry. She barely came up to Heckler’s chest and most of the squad towered over her, but no one ever doubted Lemon’s toughness. She could take nearly anyone in the squad in a fight except maybe Monk.

The rest of the squad stood around and waited while she finished organizing her gear. She finally locked her carbine into position. “Ready, Sir.”

“Let’s move it out,” LeMaine ordered and he led the way down the ridge.








  
  
Chapter 2




Polasek hustled up to LeMaine’s side. “So…. where are we supposed to meet this supposed diplomat?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine. She’s running around somewhere on this damn planet.”

Polasek snorted. “That narrows it down. Do we even know what the hell she looks like?”

“Nope,” LeMaine replied over his shoulder. “We don’t even know what species she is.”

“Oh, joy,” Polasek sneered. “That should make her super easy to identify. How do we know she isn’t working for the other side?”

“There is no other side here, Lieutenant. They’re all our enemies.”

“Even the colonists?”

LeMaine shrugged. “Just because they’re human doesn’t make them our friends. These colonists have been living outside Elian society for generations and we don’t know anything about their culture. They could have gone even farther off the rails than the aliens.”

“Whoever the aliens turn out to be,” Polasek muttered.

Just then, a shout went up behind them. O’Hara stood at the far end of their formation and pointed down the ridge over the terrain the squad had just covered.

LeMaine and the other Hellhounds assembled around O’Hara and followed his gaze. Broad daylight lit up the whole landscape, but no matter how often they searched their surroundings, the squad still didn’t see anyone. They didn’t even see anything moving—no animals, no insects—nothing.

“Holy f-in’ crap!” Heckler snarled. “They’re heading straight for us!’

Nunn furrowed her brow at a cluster of figures winding through the forest where the squad just dropped. “What the hell is that? Are they even human?”

Peterman consulted his remote. “They aren’t human. They’re Maczhi.”

“Speak English for once in your life,” Lemon snapped. 

“We don’t care what species they are,” Kellogg chimed in. “Just tell us if they’re dangerous.”

“They’re listed in the Academy of Sciences database,” Peterman explained. “The colonists mentioned them and the Elian Assembly granted the Maczhi citizenship seventy years ago, but that’s all we know about them. The Academy doesn’t even have a description of them.”

Heckler rolled his eyes to Heaven and groaned. “Could this damn mission be any more of a fiasco? How the holy hell are we supposed to deal with them if we don’t know if they’re hostile or not?”

“They don’t seem to be speeding up to intercept us,” Polasek remarked. “Maybe they just want to talk to us.”

“Keep wishing that, genius,” O’Hara chimed in. “Let me ask you this. If a bunch of armed alien strangers plunged through the atmosphere to land on your planet, would you just stroll up to them in the middle of nowhere to talk to them? Excuse me if I don’t believe that.”

“You’re right, champ. We need a sniper.” LeMaine swatted O’Hara’s shoulder. “Go get into position….and take Nunn and Monk with you. Flank us and get a bead on them. Stand ready to return fire if they get hostile.”

“What are you gonna do, Sir?” Kellogg asked. “Don’t tell me you’re gonna stand out here and wait to be shot.”

Nunn snorted. “That would definitely alert us to their intentions, wouldn’t it?”

“I told you to go get into position,” LeMaine repeated. “Lemon, you take Heckler and Kellogg over there. Stay in sight, but be ready to counterattack if anything goes wrong. Peterman, you stay here with me and Polasek.”

Polasek and Peterman flanked LeMaine facing the strangers who got closer by the minute. The group of bodies flashed between the trees and became more visible as they got nearer. 

They stood erect and walked bipedally, but their arms were too long to be human and their large heads bobbed from side to side when they walked.

A second later, they emerged from the undergrowth at the base of the ridge. They started climbing it on a direct intercept route for the squad and LeMaine saw instantly that they were all armed. Some carried Elian carbines, but most sported smaller weapons of some make he didn’t recognize.

LeMaine tightened his grip on his gun, but he fought down the urge to raise it. He still didn’t know if these aliens meant him and his squad any harm. 

Like O’Hara said, these aliens would be stupid to confront strangers without protecting themselves. Them carrying weapons didn’t mean they were enemies. At least, LeMaine hoped not.

Peterman cleared his throat and murmured in LeMaine’s ear. “They’re malnourished, Sir. See their eyes?”

LeMaine scrambled to figure out what Peterman meant. Then he saw it. Some milky, greenish-tinged substance oozed from their eyes and some of the creatures had difficulty walking up the hill.

The Maczhi reached the ridge and turned down it to meet the squad. The Maczhi lowered their weapons as they got nearer and LeMaine matched them, but he didn’t relax his stance.

A few Maczhi fell even farther behind as they got nearer. They must be really weak. The whole group seemed far more concerned with casting furtive looks at the countryside than making sure the squad didn’t harm them.

The tallest, strongest Maczhi halted in front of LeMaine, Peterman, and Polasek. The creature turned its milky eyes from one man to the next and then nodded. “Elian?”

“That’s right,” Peterman replied. “This is Captain Owen LeMaine of the Elian Military Command. This is Lieutenant Eliot Polasek and I’m Lieutenant Stuart Peterman. What’s your name?”

The creature let out a shaky sigh and the arm holding its weapon drooped at its side as though it just couldn’t hold the thing up a second longer. “My name…. issss….”

The alien buckled without getting the words out. It collapsed on the ground at LeMaine’s feet. LeMaine inhaled a breath to call out for Kellogg when, at that moment, a rocket whistled overhead and smashed into the ridge behind the aliens.

LeMaine and his men jerked up their weapons ready to blow somebody away, but the shot didn’t come from the Maczhi. It came from the far end of the ridge in the direction the Hellhounds had been walking to begin with.

LeMaine spun around fast as five more rockets screamed out of the sky. They came from miles away, arced high in the sky, and plastered the ridge crawling closer to the party all the time.

“Get off the ridge!” LeMaine bellowed. “Get down into the gully!”

Monk, Nunn, and O’Hara charged out of their hiding place. Monk leveled his carbine at the slumped Maczhi, half of whom didn’t move when the bombardment started.

Peterman caught Monk’s arms just in time. “Don’t shoot! Can’t you see they’re helpless?”

Polasek waved the three down the hill toward the gully. “They were a distraction!” 

“No!” LeMaine grabbed Lemon, Kellogg, and Heckler, who raced forward to follow LeMaine’s orders. “Help me! Come on! Pick them up!”

Lemon hesitated, but when LeMaine got under the big Maczhi’s shoulder and heaved him to his feet, the rest of the squad copied him.

Monk slung his carbine across his big barrel chest and picked up another two Maczhi, one in each arm. Heckler also picked up one of the stricken aliens and the rest of the squad dove in to help.

Missiles shrieked down on them and erupted in the sod. LeMaine dodged explosions, tripped under the Maczhi’s weight, and staggered onward to get off the ridge as fast as possible.

He finally stumbled into the gully, but the rocket blasts only followed the squad there. “Come on! This way!” He took off at a run in the direction they had been following the ridge to begin with.

“Captain!” Kellogg called from behind.

LeMaine craned his head around to see Kellogg squatting next to one of the Maczhi. The creature wasn’t moving and LeMaine didn’t see it breathing, either.

LeMaine hesitated. How did he know these Maczhi weren’t the ones he was supposed to make contact with? That dying creature might be the diplomat LeMaine was ordered to rendezvous with to complete this mission.

He opened his mouth to order Kellogg to leave the alien behind when a devastating smash blasted the gully apart right in front of Kellogg. The impact ripped the medic away from the Maczhi’s body and Kellogg went flying backward.

He smacked into Heckler. The big Marine spun around, dropped his Maczhi, seized Kellogg by the collar, and yanked Kellogg out of range of another explosion.

Kellogg toppled off his feet and slammed down on the ground next to Heckler. Heckler slung his alien over his shoulder before he grabbed another fistful on Kellogg’s fatigues. He wrestled Kellogg to his feet and they both took off running down the gully to catch up with LeMaine and the others.

LeMaine scanned the area in front of him for any sign of danger. The Maczhi he was helping turned out to be a lot heavier than he looked and LeMaine couldn’t exactly defend himself with his hands full.

The next time he raced around one of the gully’s many corners, he lowered the alien to the ground. “Put them down over here,” he told his people. “Get into position and stand ready to defend each other.”

Monk sealed his carbine to his cheek and jerked the barrel from side to side and up at the ridgetop. “Where are they, Sir?” he panted. “I didn’t see them.”

“Neither did I, but we can’t leave ourselves exposed for these people.”

The rest of the squad deposited their new friends in a pile and then the Hellhounds surrounded them with their weapons aimed outward.

LeMaine pulled Peterman over to the big Maczhi who first addressed them. “Who attacked us?” Peterman called down into the creature’s face. “Where is the bombardment coming from?”

The creature’s damp eyes swam open and he struggled to make himself heard. Blasts kept hammering the ridge walls and raining dirt and clods on the Hellhounds’ heads.

“Did they attack us or you?” Peterman yelled over the noise. “Who is shooting at us? Where are they?”

The creature pointed up the gully. “Colonists…. Coming from the colony.”

LeMaine froze and Peterman spun around to stare at him. The colonists! Did the human Elian colonists attack a squad of the Elian Military? If they did, the situation on this planet must have deteriorated much farther than anyone realized.

“Cezian……” the Maczhi husked. “Cezian coming…. from….” He pointed down the gully where the squad and the Maczhi first arrived.

Peterman swallowed hard and straightened up. He pursed his lips, took a fresh grip on his carbine, and turned away to take his place between Heckler and Lemon.

LeMaine took one more desperate look around. He didn’t want anyone to know how much this information disturbed him. He secretly sent up a prayer of gratitude to the Gods of Combat that only Peterman had heard what the Maczhi said.

The Hellhounds couldn’t possibly mistake the Cezians for friendlies. They had infiltrated Elia from the Cezian system and the Cezians had caused no end of trouble on every planet they infested. Now they were here.

More rocket blasts devastated the gully, but when LeMaine shook his head clear, he noticed that the explosions didn’t come near the squad. The shots started to inch farther up the gully toward the squad’s drop zone. Whoever was shooting off these rockets must be trying to hit the Cezians. 

LeMaine squatted down and got his face right near the big Maczhi. “We have to go! You can come with us if you can walk, but we can’t carry you anymore. We can defend you, but you have to walk! Understand?”

The creature opened and closed its eyes with impossible slowness. LeMaine couldn’t wait any longer. He straightened up, checked his carbine, and batted Heckler’s elbow. “Move it out! This way!”

He charged down the gully putting as much distance between himself and the Cezians as he could. How far away were they?

He glanced over his shoulder to check on his squad and saw seven Maczhi loping along behind them.

The colonists must have been bombarding the Cezians and LeMaine didn’t blame them, so he headed in the direction from which the rockets were launching. Monk and Kellogg brought up the rear and kept swiveling backward to guard the squad, but no Cezians appeared. Where were they?

The gully ended where the ridge met another rise. LeMaine charged up it and saw that he was right. Rockets soared over the squad to detonate in the forests. Dust and dirt shot out of the trees every time a rocket struck its target. With any luck, the Cezians would be back there somewhere.

LeMaine checked his people and then the Maczhi before he pushed forward at a fast walk. Kellogg changed his position to keep pace with the Maczhi. He took a medical scanner out of his pack and scanned the aliens on the march.

Peterman dropped back to the big Maczhi’s side. “You didn’t tell me your name.”

“Zadae,” the creature rasped. “My name is Zadae.”

“Where do you come from?” Peterman asked. 

The creature pointed behind him. “The mountains. Our people….”

An ear-splitting screech cut him off. LeMaine whipped around with every hair on end and his blood ran cold as a swarm of Cezians charged over the nearest rise.

The first wave planted themselves on the hilltop and unloaded fusion rifles down on the squad. Lemon dropped to her knee and jammed her carbine into her shoulder. 

She spat a fountain of shots up the hill and cut down half the aliens, but at the same time, another mob flooded over the peak and descended on the squad en masse.

The Cezians’ horrible scaly faces, horned skulls, and many eyes set off an instinctive reaction in LeMaine. He lunged for Lemon and dragged her away. The first assault cut down five Maczhi, but LeMaine didn’t turn back. He couldn’t let his squad fall to these cutthroats.

He shouldered his carbine and passed it back and forth to clear a path for the retreating squad. He mowed down every Cezian he could see and herded his people farther into this endless wilderness. 

His only hope for survival was to find the colonists. If they had rockets, maybe they had enough weaponry to hold the Cezians at bay.

Monk, Heckler, and Nunn appeared at LeMaine’s sides and added their fire to his. The Cezians dropped back before the squad’s assault, but only for a second. 

A moment later, another colossal wave of Cezians charged out of nowhere. They completely ignored the danger and ran straight into the Hellhounds’ fire.

Monk backed up another step and bumped into Lemon. Lemon, Kellogg, and O’Hara stood in a line at a right angle to Nunn, Monk, LeMaine, and Heckler. The other three Hellhounds had to fight to their utmost just to stop the enemy from surrounding them.

Peterman and Polasek defended the other side, but it was all useless against so many Cezians. The aliens flooded the squads’ position and then, impossibly, the Cezians rushed around the squad. 

The Cezians let out a blood-curdling war cry and abandoned the squad entirely. LeMaine spun around following them with his weapon, but the Cezians paid no attention to him and his squad.

The Cezians flooded down another gully all running the same direction. LeMaine’s stomach dropped when he spotted a large walled village constructed into the gully itself. Two enormous stone walls four feet thick blocked it off in front and behind. The gully walls formed the other two sides of the broad square.

Rooves and houses squatted behind the walls and ten enormous thermal cannons perched on top. Strange creatures manned the guns. Each one wore a hideous mask with giant black eye circles. LeMaine took a second to realize they were human beings wearing protective gear. These must be the colonists.

The Cezians attacked the walls and started clambering up the stones to reach the cannons. LeMaine reacted in an instant, jerked up his weapon, and unloaded on the Cezians from behind.

The colonists swiveled their cannons downward and opened fire on the Cezians, too. Thermal blasts scorched the ground cutting the Cezians off the walls. The colonists cleared dozens of attackers, but more Cezians materialized out of nowhere. 

They climbed on top of their comrades’ dismembered bodies and started to gain the top.

“Advance!” LeMaine yelled to his squad. “Open fire!”

His people lined up on both sides and the Hellhounds stalked down the hill toward the compound. LeMaine took aim and plastered Cezians off the stack. The wall left them totally exposed and they tumbled down, dead.








  
  
Chapter 3




The gunners on the compound walls swung their thermal cannons up and trained the weapons on the Hellhounds. LeMaine held his carbine ready to shoot down any Cezians that dared to move. His brain lurched when he realized he was aiming directly at the colonists. 

He lowered his carbine and called down the line. “Lower your weapons! Show your hands.”

He let his gun drop onto its strap and raised his hands where the gunners could see them. “Elian Special Forces! We’re here from the Elian Military Command! We’re here to help you!”

The gunners didn’t move. Their masks made them look like aliens themselves.

“What do you know?” O’Hara muttered. “I signed on to the Special Forces to travel to distant planets and get my head shot off by Elian citizens.”

LeMaine raised his arms higher above his head. “I’m Captain Owen LeMaine of the Elian Military Command! We’re responding to your distress call.”

“Show us some ID!” one of the gunners called back in a gruff, deep-chested voice.

“Oh, no damn way!” Lemon snarled. “He did NOT just ask the captain for ID.”

LeMaine kept his arms and hands extended where the gunners could see every move he made. He stripped back the left sleeve and held up his arm so the gunners could see the smooth white skin of his inner wrist.

The familiar flood of prickly heat burned his skin when the tattoo started to glow brightly enough for the gunners to see. 

LeMaine couldn’t read their expressions through their masks. They kept their weapons trained on him as steadily as ever. 

LeMaine’s mind started to shift gears. How could he get his people out of here before the gunners opened fire?

All at once, the guy who demanded to see his ID let go of his cannon, ripped off his mask, jerked sideways, and called down to someone on the ground. “Open the gate!”

Lemon started to raise her carbine to aim at the man, but Polasek stopped her and pushed her barrel down.

A deep rumble trembled the soil and the vibration went up LeMaine’s legs as a giant section of the stone wall scraped back out of the way. It left a wide passage into the compound.

“Uh-uh,” Lemon hissed. “We are NOT going in there, not after these dipshits demanded the captain’s ID.”

“Quiet!” LeMaine whispered. “Do you want to wait out here for the Cezians to come back? Get inside, all of you, and don’t show any hostility to these people.”

“Until you say so, right?” Heckler snarled under his breath.

“You said it, not me.” LeMaine turned away and extended his hand to the tall man who hopped down from the wall to meet him. 

“Thank you for helping us,” the man began. “We’ve been waiting for reinforcements for over a year and a half.”

LeMaine frowned. “Reinforcements? We aren’t here to reinforce anything. We’re here on a diplomatic mission.”

“You said you were here to help us,” the man countered. “You can only help us by helping us win the civil war.”

LeMaine glanced over at Peterman, but the lieutenant only shrugged. “I don’t know anything about any civil war,” Peterman replied.

The tall man frowned, too, but at that moment, a scuffle broke out behind them. LeMaine turned to see a bunch of colonists trying to force the surviving Maczhi out of the compound.

The Maczhi put up a struggle and the colonists attacked them with venomous ferocity. One of the armed defenders started clubbing Zadae with a rifle. More colonists moved in to kick the Maczhi back outside the gate.

LeMaine strode over and forced himself between them. “Hold it! What are you doing?”

“This village is human only,” the tall man cut in. “No aliens allowed.” He turned to his people. “Throw them out. Quit messing around. Shoot them if you have to.”

“Stop!” LeMaine snapped. “You can’t just throw them out. They would be dead in seconds if the Cezians came back.”

The tall man waved that away. “Not our problem. We have laws. We built this colony to keep the human bloodline pure. We don’t allow any aliens inside our compound. That’s our highest law.”

“Humans and Maczhi aren’t genetically compatible,” Peterman interjected. “They can’t interbreed with you and these Maczhi are on the verge of starvation. You have nothing to fear from them.”

“We have laws for a reason.” The tall man sliced his finger at his people. “You heard me. Get rid of them.”

“No!” LeMaine lunged to intervene. He got between the Maczhi and the colonists, but a different group of colonists standing around watching pulled out weapons faster than any of the Hellhounds could react.

Three quick cracks rang out and the last Maczhi hit the dirt. LeMaine flung up his hands. “What the hell! You didn’t have to do that!”

“I told you we did. Now, are you going to stand around all day or are you going to finish your mission by helping us?”

LeMaine narrowed his eyes at the man. LeMaine was already developed a powerful dislike for this scumbag. The man being another human and an Elian citizen meant exactly shit to LeMaine if the guy was going to act like this.

The tall man turned back to his people and started snapping orders at everyone. “Break down the camp. Pack up and get ready to move. Now that the Elian Military is here, it’s time to prepare our offensive.”

“What offensive?” LeMaine hesitated to ask. He didn’t really want to know.

“Our offensive against the Cezians. Now that you’re here, you can help us drive them out completely. We can finally win this war and claim Ziea for humans.”

“I told you we aren’t here to engage in any war,” LeMaine cut in. “There are only nine of us. We wouldn’t do you much good and we have a diplomatic mission to fulfill instead.”

The tall man whirled around and glared at him. “What diplomatic mission? Don’t tell me the Elian Command wants to negotiate with the Cezians. They’re vermin.”

Peterman came to LeMaine’s side. “Excuse me, but it seems like we all got off on the wrong foot here. I’m Lieutenant Stuart Peterman and I’m the Command negotiator on this squad. I didn’t catch your name.”

The tall man scowled at Peterman and jerked his chin at LeMaine. “How can you be the negotiator when he’s the one in charge?”

“That’s just one of the crazy ways Command organizes our squad.” Peterman stuck out his hand. “It’s good to meet you.”

The guy sneered at Peterman’s hand and then indulged Peterman by shaking it. “Nelson Macon. Good to meet you.”

Peterman’s eyes snapped wide open and he gasped in such obvious surprise and delight that LeMaine could swear Peterman must be putting on an act. “The Nelson Macon? No way! I’ve read all about you. I read the whole database about your colony on Evilia. You’re legendary!”

Macon brightened up instantly. “You know about that?”

“Sure! The whole diplomatic corps knows about that colony. I had no idea you were rebuilding out here.” Peterman scanned the village with exaggerated amazement. “This place is incredible! You really pulled it out of the hat, didn’t you?”

Macon swelled out his chest and his expression changed to one of pompous arrogance. “I make it my business to promote the human race’s interests wherever I go. As soon as we rid this planet of all the alien scum, we can turn Ziea into a thriving hub to rival Elia itself.”

Peterman beamed up at him. “That’s wonderful. I really hope you succeed.”

Macon glanced over at LeMaine and his expression hardened again. “If you aren’t here to help us win the war, what are you doing here? If you try to negotiate with the Cezians, I’ll have no choice but to treat you as our enemies.”

“We aren’t here to negotiate with the Cezians,” Peterman told him. “We didn’t even know the Cezians were on this planet.”

“Who are you here to negotiate with, then?” Macon asked. 

Peterman glanced over at LeMaine and a charge of understanding passed between the two men. Neither of them trusted this idiot further than they could throw him.

“We’re here to rendezvous with an Elian diplomat,” LeMaine replied. “She came here six months ago to finalize a citizenship agreement between the Elian Assembly and one of the alien groups on this planet.”

Macon frowned. “The Elian Assembly can’t extend citizenship to aliens. That’s ridiculous.”

LeMaine opened his mouth to argue back. He almost reminded this jackass that the Elian Assembly already included more than fifty alien species scattered all over the system, but Peterman cut him off.

“Who knows what the Elian Assembly is up to, right? Besides, this diplomat hasn’t even met with the aliens in question yet, so it doesn’t matter. All we have to do is find her. We don’t have anything to say about what she does.”

“What species is she offering citizenship?” Macon demanded. “It can’t be the Maczhi.”

“The Maczhi are already citizens, Einstein,” Heckler growled from behind.

“The Maczhi are scum,” Macon fired back. “They’re too stupid and useless to be Elian citizens.”

LeMaine bit back a powerful urge to slap this shithead’s empty skull. “Like the lieutenant just said, we aren’t here to negotiate with anyone. We’re here to protect this diplomat and get her off the planet in one piece. Command lost contact with her and we have to find her.”

Macon rubbed his chin thinking it over. “I know all the colonists here and I never heard of any diplomat.”

“Maybe she isn’t human,” Lemon blurted out. “Did you ever think of that?”

LeMaine cringed, but at least Lemon didn’t follow up the remark with a string of expletives like she usually did.

Macon thought it over and then shrugged again. “Well, you’re here and you’ll be falling back with us, so you can help us with the offensive. You might as well come inside and we can brief you on the situation.”

He led the way deeper into the village. A few of the colonists eyed the Hellhounds, but most people were far too busy packing up their stuff. They even dismantled the houses and took the rooves apart piece by piece.

“I’ll assign you quarters until we leave,” Macon told LeMaine. “We can also fit you out with weapons better suited to the environment than those carbines. They don’t really work in this atmosphere.”

“They were working just fine a few minutes ago,” LeMaine muttered.

He wasn’t surprised when Macon ignored him. LeMaine made a mental note to pick Peterman’s brain for everything the lieutenant could tell him about Macon, but LeMaine thought he already knew.

Macon was a fanatic, a human supremacist. He shot those Maczhi rather than give them a chance to leave the village alive.

So Macon built another colony on Evilia and now he was here. LeMaine could only think of two possible reasons why a guy like Macon would leave a thriving metropolis like Evilia to come to a backwater rock like this.

Either the Evilians drove him out for his obnoxious attitudes or Macon was so virulently anti-alien that he left of his own free will. He set up a colony here, on the outskirts of known space, so he could maintain the purity of the human bloodline.

A man like that wouldn’t listen to reason. He’d be too irrational to admit that nine people couldn’t make a difference in any war, especially not a war against the Cezians. Not even nine highly trained special forces operatives like the Hellhounds could do the impossible.

Macon would never believe that. He saw only his campaign against the Cezians and now he found himself Hellhounds to help his cause. Macon thought he could butter up LeMaine and hopefully win him over by being nice to him. Little did Macon know.

Macon confirmed LeMaine’s worst fears by rambling on about the civil war as the group made their way between the many houses. “We used to have our own outpost down in the Grara Canyon, but when the Cezians attacked, we had to fall back up here. We built this compound while we regrouped for a counteroffensive.”

“Why did the Cezians attack you?” Peterman asked over LeMaine’s shoulder.

“Why do the Cezians do anything?” Macon countered. “They attacked. No one cares why they did it.”

“The Cezians don’t just attack armed outposts for no reason. They’re too smart for that.”

“Smart!” Macon snorted. “They’re brainless. They’re violent heathens. They don’t care who they kill.”

“You’re wrong. They have never acted violently on any other planet until the residents attack the Cezians first. They must have had a reason to go after your outpost.”

Macon shrugged that off. “We might have interfered with shipments of food and medical supplies coming from Elian Command that were slated for the Cezian colony, but we’re the real Elian citizens. Why should Command supply the Cezians instead of us? Now the Cezians are using Command-supplied weapons against us.”

LeMaine’s jaw dropped. “You…stole…. Command food and medical supplies…. from the Cezians?” He rubbed his temples. “Sweet Jesus!”

“We needed those supplies more than they did. After we moved up here, we were working on a strain of virus we hoped would wipe them all out in one stroke, but some of our lab equipment got damaged so we had to give it up. We’ve been concentrating most of our efforts on lifting as many arms and ammunition as we can from the Maczhi.”

LeMaine froze and gaped at the man in horrified disbelief. “You stole arms and ammunition from the Maczhi?”

“Sure. They weren’t using them—not for anything useful.”

“Were they using their weapons to defend themselves against the Cezians?” Peterman asked.

LeMaine clamped his eyes shut and swallowed hard. “Let me guess. You stole food and medical supplies from the Maczhi, too.”

“Of course we did. They’re alien scum. What were we supposed to do—let our own people starve?”

LeMaine pulled himself together and got a sick feeling in his stomach when he surveyed the compound with new eyes. “Do you have somewhere me and my people can sit down for a while? One of my people got injured on the way in and I want to check on her.”

“Sure. Come this way.”

Macon led the squad between a few more houses. LeMaine caught Peterman glancing at him, but LeMaine said nothing. He didn’t want to think about how many intergalactic laws these so-called Elian citizens had broken…. or how many lives their lunacy had already cost.

Macon waved toward a courtyard between two large houses. “You can wait here. I’ll organize a place for you to stay until we leave….and I’ll have some weapons and supplies brought over for you.”








