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Perhaps the aliens saw Earth….



…as a vast storehouse of resources that would aid them to rebuild their own war-torn world, and the only way to avail themselves of those resources was to remove the humans first. With so much at stake there seemed to be no other explanation for the growing ferocity and frequency of the Grays’ military actions.

 

Would history regard this time as the beginnings of the next world war? For that Thompson had no answer. For such history to be recorded at all meant that humans would have to survive whatever obstacles still lay before them. One thing he did know, and feared, was that there could very well come a time for humans to realize that they could not save the entire planet. They could very well be forced to decide which parts of it needed to be sacrificed if they were to save anything at all.

Was this simply the next world war, or the last?
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“…the soldier, above all other people prays for peace, for he must suffer and bear the deepest wounds and scars of war.”

Douglas MacArthur,


General of the Army


May 12, 1962
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Dedicated to the men and women of the United States Armed Forces, past, present, and future.









Prelude
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Why the hell did I volunteer for this?

The unspoken question screamed in Lance Corporal Bradley Gardner’s mind at the very same instant the mosquito whined in his ear for the third time inside of a minute. Automatically he swatted at the side of his head, once again trying to drive the incessant bug away.

“Gardner,” a voice hissed from a few meters to his left. “Keep quiet. You’ll give our position away.” The voice belonged to Sergeant Ronald Thurman, his squad leader.

What, and talking won’t? Gardner had never met Thurman before the beginning of this past week, but it had taken him less than five minutes to decide that the Marine sergeant was a complete asshole.

Shaking his head, he reached up to wipe perspiration from his face. The sweatband he wore underneath his Kevlar helmet was soaked through, thanks in no small part to the oppressive August humidity. Summer heat, working in tandem with heavy rainfall in recent weeks had also given full bloom to armadas of mosquitoes that were out in force tonight. Even though Gardner had doused himself with insect repellent before leaving their unit’s base camp, sweating had diluted its effectiveness.

Nothing could be done about it now, though. His thirteen-man rifle squad had established an ambush position and silence at this point was crucial to the success of their mission. If the information Thurman had briefed them with was correct, they would be encountering an enemy patrol while it was conducting its own security sweep of the area.

Looking to his left, Gardner regarded his companions, nestled as he was among the underbrush that conspired with the darkness to render his squad nearly invisible in the forest. They had taken up positions along one of the numerous trails that crisscrossed this part of the forest, arranging themselves in a line that followed the bend of the trail perhaps ten meters inside the trees. Thurman had informed them during their briefing that this trail led to an enemy camp.

The squad had fast-marched to this point along the trail, which Thurman had chosen as the ideal site for an ambush. They had established sectors of fire that allowed each Marine to interlock with the men to either side, creating a kill zone from which no member of an enemy patrol would be able to escape.

Like him, his fellow Marines had taken care to conceal themselves behind fallen logs, thick bushes, anything that could break up their outline and hide them from even the most attentive pair of eyes. A nearly full moon hovered in the cloudless sky, bathing everything in its soft, ghostly illumination. No one moved, spoke, used their flashlight, or even smoked a cigarette, as the telltale glow from even a cigarette butt could be enough to reveal their location. So long as they did not make any stupid mistakes, their enemy would never know the squad was here until it was too late.

Movement!

His mind screamed the warning at him before his eyes even fully registered the nearly imperceptible motion up the trail. Perhaps fifty meters away, the movement was so slow, so methodical, that at first Gardner thought he had imagined it. Darkness could play tricks on the human eye, after all. At first his eyes registered nothing but a patch of forest, looking very much to Gardner like just another tree.

Then it moved again.

To Gardner’s left, Thurman silently indicated that he had seen it as well, first pointing to his eyes and then down the trail in the same direction Gardner had been looking. The hand signal was unmistakable: Enemy ahead.

Now that he knew what he was looking at, Gardner could begin to make out the shadowy form of a figure walking slowly up the trail and hugging the outside curve of the dirt road where the shadows helped to conceal him. His steps were measured and precise, each one taken with care so as not to step on anything that might make a noise and reveal his presence. He carried his rifle with the barrel lowered and out in front of him as if searching for potential targets.

Behind the first figure, Gardner could begin to make out the form of a second and then a third, each man keeping an interval of five or so meters between himself and the man in front of him. As the front man continued to move slowly forward, Gardner counted until he saw that the enemy patrol numbered six in all. Was that all there was? Thurman had not given them any information on enemy size or strength. After all, it was their squad’s mission to gather such intelligence.

And dispose of any enemy patrols they encountered, of course.

Gardner felt his right forefinger tighten on the trigger of his M-16 rifle. The barrel of the weapon was already facing straight ahead within the area defined as his field of fire, and he knew well enough not to move it to face the approaching patrol. He need not do anything but wait until the enemy soldiers entered the kill zone established for the ambush.

Come on, just a little bit closer.

Adrenaline rushed through his veins and his pulse pounded in his ears. Keeping his breathing under control was a physical effort as his body prepared itself for the coming firefight. He studied the movements of the enemy patrol, trying to determine his first target and anticipate where the soldier would be when the shooting started. The six figures were still moving in the same slow, deliberate manner, each man’s weapon tracking in a slow arc from one side of the trail to the other in search of danger. The rearmost soldier was taking the added precaution of turning to look back the way they had come, looking for threats to their rear.

Gardner held his breath when, as the patrol came abreast of the hidden ambush positions, the point man looked in their direction. His brain knew that his squad was all but invisible, but that did nothing to stop the lump from forming in his throat when the front man looked directly at where he lay hidden among the trees.

A little bit more, he knew. Only a few more paces and the entire patrol would be in the kill zone.

Gardner thought he had imagined it as the first shot, Sergeant Thurman’s signal to launch the attack, rang out. Then the brass casing from the round, still hot after ejecting from the sergeant’s weapon, landed on his own exposed neck.

“Ow! Shit!”

His words were lost as thunder roared from the forest in the form of the sharp metallic reports from the squad’s M-16 rifles. Gardner felt his own weapon buck slightly with every pull of the trigger, though most of the recoil was absorbed by the large metal spring inside the weapon’s stock.

The effect of their attack was immediate.

“Ambush!” somebody yelled from the road as the six soldiers at first ducked instinctively and then turned in the direction of the incoming fire, leaping from their exposed positions on the dirt road into the shallow ditch separating it from the tree line. Gardner saw the muzzle flashes of their weapons as they opened fire in retaliation.

Their opponents were in the woods now, closing on their ambush positions. Gardner heard the crunch of twigs and leaves beneath their boots as they plunged toward where he and his squad remained situated between the trees. He saw movement to his right and swung his rifle in that direction, pulling the trigger as he did so. The dark figure heading in his direction ducked behind a tree at the sound of the round going off.

Then the first casualty came.

A shrill high-pitched whistle pierced the air, easily heard over even the sounds of their weapons fire. No sooner did Gardner register the noise than a second shriek followed, signaling another kill. Damn it, they were winning! This thing would be over in a minute or two.

Then another wailing screech filled the air and he realized it was coming from his own body.

The Multiple Integrated Laser Engagement System, or MILES gear, was a series of sensors attached to a harness he wore over his combat gear. Originally developed in the late 1970s and early 1980s, MILES systems had long since become standard equipment in military training exercises for simulating ground combat. The sensors, working in conjunction with a special laser transmitter attached to the barrel of their weapons, allowed trainees to employ their respective weapons as they would in a real battle situation. When triggered by the sound of a blank cartridge being fired from the weapon, the laser transmitter emitted a special coded laser beam that, when registered by one of the sensors worn by another mock combatant, recorded a hit or near miss as appropriate.

Bradley Gardner’s sensors were registering a direct hit.

He had seen the figure emerge from behind the tree less than three meters in front of him, but he had been a sitting duck with no way to get his weapon turned fast enough before the intruder opened up on him. Then there was the telltale muzzle flash just before his MILES vest betrayed him.

“Bang,” the intruder taunted him, barely audible over the racket his MILES vest was creating. “You’re dead.”

Gardner was about to offer a colorful reply when he was cut off by weapons fire from his left. Then the intruder’s own MILES gear started to shriek, followed by a similar sound uttered by its stunned wearer.

“Dammit!”

“You’re dead, too,” Sergeant Thurman said, stepping forward and firing another blank round at the other man for emphasis. “You’re supposed to attack through the ambush, and keep attacking until all the ambushers are dead.”

Corporal Daniel Melendez nodded as he stepped forward to allow Thurman to deactivate his MILES vest, which was still shrieking its death wail into the forest night. The sergeant inserted the key into the special lock on one strap of the man’s harness and turned it, silencing the irritating signal.

Melendez shrugged as he stepped back. “I know all that, but when I heard all the vests going off I figured it was over.” He smiled at that, the white of his teeth contrasting against dark skin further concealed under layers of green and brown grease paint.

Thurman was unimpressed. “All of the vests belong to your group, all but one that is.” The sergeant cast an annoyed glance in Gardner’s direction as he waved him over and deactivated his vest as well.

Gardner did not bother with a response. He was just happy that this little exercise was over so they could hot foot it back for the beer and pizza Captain Douglas had promised. It would be their last night here before their unit returned to Kansas City and each of the Marines, most of them reservists performing their annual two weeks of active duty, returned to their mundane, everyday lives.

At least I’ll get to sleep in a real bed and eat real food.

Still, he had to admit that this was more fun than his normal job. He could handle the lousy food, the long hours, and living in a tin building for the last two weeks. Even dealing with people like Thurman, who was an auto mechanic in his regular civilian job and who took certain aspects of Marine Corps life much too seriously for Gardner’s taste, was not really that difficult. Working as a hospital payroll administrator back in Kansas City and dealing with irate employees who confronted him with discrepancies in their checks just did not have the same appeal as running around in the woods and playing “war.”

“All right, huddle up,” Thurman said, and Gardner and the rest of his squad moved in closer to the sergeant along with the six members of the “enemy patrol” that they had successfully ambushed. All of them members of the 24th Marine Regiment, a reserve unit based in Kansas City, Gardner even counted several of the Marines as friends of his in civilian life. Like he and Thurman, none of them possessed an infantry-related job classification. They ran the gamut from computer technician to radio operator to administrative clerk, though there were also several Marines in the unit who were armorers or mechanics, trained to repair and refurbish various types of military weapons and vehicles.

All of that was forgotten during the past two weeks, as the fifty-three Marines had marched, run, and crawled over nearly every square inch of godforsaken real estate that was Camp Growding, the National Guard reservation located three hours south of Kansas City near the small city of Neosho, Missouri. The reservation was one of the few areas within a reasonable distance that contained the necessary firing ranges and other facilities the Marines needed to complete their combat skills refresher exercises.

The training, which consisted of weapons firing, small unit tactics, chemical warfare defense, and other “battle skills,” was an annual requirement for all Marines, male and female, be they active duty or reservist. Even those like Gardner, whose military occupational specialty was that of a disbursing clerk, were required to demonstrate proficiency in a variety of infantry skills. This was in keeping with the Corps’ longtime philosophy that every Marine, regardless of specialty or job assignment, was a rifleman first and capable of deployment to front line combat situations if needed.

“Okay,” Thurman continued, indicating the leader of the now dead patrol, Sergeant Anthony Bonniker, “since you all are out of it, you might as well head back to base camp.” Hitching a thumb in Gardner’s direction he added, “Take Gardner with you. The rest of us can keep on with the game.” He smiled at Bonniker. “I don’t suppose you’d want to tell me where your camp is, would you?”

The war game was straightforward. Most of the Marines were divided into two teams and tasked with establishing a headquarters at designated locations in the forest. The two groups were then given orders to send troops into the woods in attempts to find their “enemy’s” headquarters and capture it while at the same time defending their own base from being taken.

“Sorry, dude,” Melendez said, speaking up in lieu of Bonniker, “but you already killed me, and corpses make for lousy interrogation. I’m sure that’s in the handbook somewhere.” He and Bonniker exchanged grins, the young Mexican’s droll delivery eliciting laughs from the rest of the group. That is, except for Thurman, of course, who so far as Gardner knew possessed no sense of humor whatsoever.

Bristling, Thurman said nothing, instead waving the rest of his squad to follow him as he moved off deeper into the woods. “Get moving,” he called over his shoulder at the others, and Gardner could see that he was none too happy about being the target of the joke. Undoubtedly, the sergeant would have more to say on the subject when he had the chance to talk to Melendez alone.

“Sergeant Bonniker,” a voice said from behind them. They turned to see a young private who Gardner remembered was named Nickerson. He had been given the task of carrying his team’s bulky PRC-77 radio. Each squad moving through the forest had been given a radio in order to keep in touch with the base camp, as well as add an additional layer of realism to the war games, with the opposing base camps able to coordinate the movements of their roving patrols. They would also be used to recall any teams that might still be out in the woods once the games were officially declared over.

Bonniker turned to face the private. “What’s up?”

The younger Marine was holding out the radio’s handset, a look of puzzlement on his face. “I can’t get a clean signal on this thing. I’ve looked it over and everything’s still set properly, and there’s no sign of anything broken, but I can only hear about every other word. Everything else is garbled.”

Shrugging, Bonniker said, “Well, it’s not like we’re lost or anything. We’ll have the comm folks check it out when we get back. Considering how old the damned thing is, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was finally going toes up.”

A relic from the early days of the Vietnam War, the PRC-77 had long ago proven its reliability in even the harshest of environments. Though it had since been superceded by newer models with greater range and ability, Marine Corps budgeting realities meant that a unit of reservists from Kansas City were unlikely to receive the newer equipment anytime soon. Therefore, they made do with what was available and in this case, it meant using a radio that was nearly twice as old as the Marine carrying it.

Bonniker gave the order for the team to move out, leading Gardner and his men back onto the trail. Gardner walked alongside Melendez, and once they were on the road the corporal turned to him, a mischievous smile on his face.

“Something tells me that Thurman’s not going to want to share a slow dance with me at the party tonight.”

Chuckling, Gardner shook his head. “He definitely takes this stuff seriously, that’s for sure. I have to wonder why he didn’t just sign up for the infantry in the first place.”

“Better him than me,” Melendez replied. “This stuff is fun, but only in small doses. Otherwise, leave me with the computers.” The corporal’s normal specialty was repairing computers, desktop and laptop models that had evolved from items of luxury enjoyed by high-ranking officers to vital tools used by nearly every facet of the modern-day military. Every unit, whether stationed in an administrative office or deployed to a forward combat area, used computers to compile, store, and transmit information.

“Didn’t you used to do this full time?” Gardner asked.

Melendez nodded. “Four years. Got stationed in KC and ended up staying there until my time was up.” The Marine Corps maintained a small presence in Kansas City, the location of its main finance center, tucked away inside a gargantuan government building in the south part of the city. Pay and personnel information for all active duty and reserve Marines was stored there, overseen by a group of military and civilian programmers and analysts who maintained and safeguarded each Marine’s personal and financial information.

“Then I got out and took a job downtown,” the corporal continued. “The pay is better, that’s for damn sure. Part of me missed the Corps, though, so I decided to stay in the reserves.” Shaking his head, he added. “I didn’t think they’d actually make us do this stuff, though. A reservist computer tech is about as low on the combat totem pole as somebody can get.”

That made definite sense to Gardner. “Yeah, no kidding. If it ever comes down to us having to win a war, America is in deep shit.”
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Randy Guff was drunk.

Despite his near incapacitation, he was still able to stagger from his seat near the campfire to the cooler sitting on the tailgate of his truck. Opening it, he looked down to see nothing but water and some remaining cubes of mostly melted ice. He plunged his hand into the cold water and fished around, only confirming that his eyes, impeded as they were from the large quantities of beer he had consumed that evening, were not deceiving him.

“What the fuck happened to all the beer?” he managed to slur, wrapping the last couple of words around a belch that reeked of the hamburger he had eaten an hour or so ago.

From where he lay reclined in a lounge chair he had swiped from his back porch when his wife was not looking, Jim Jacobs raised his head, lifting the brim of his ball cap to look at him. “You mean we’re out?”

“No,” Randy said as he let the cooler’s lid slam shut. “I’m taking a survey, asshole. Somebody’s gonna have to make a run to the store.”

Jim shook his head. “Not me. I quit feelin’ my goddamn feet an hour ago.” He attempted to stand, using his shotgun as a crutch to aid him, but it was not enough to keep him from dropping back into the lounge chair. The chair, not designed for such abuse, promptly groaned in protest as its cheap aluminum front legs collapsed under the man’s weight and spilled him onto the ground, much to Randy’s raucous delight.

His laughter echoing in the forest night, Randy looked hopefully in the direction of the third member of their group, Greg Collins, only to see that Greg had already passed out, using a log they had dragged into their campsite from the surrounding woods as a backrest. Greg was a cheap drunk, and Randy knew he would be unconscious until morning.

Shit. If you want something done, you’ve got to do it your own damned self.

He kicked at an empty beer can as he stumbled across the uneven ground, sending it clattering away only to ricochet off another of the several cans that littered their makeshift campsite. A fleeting thought drifted through Randy’s muddled brain that they should really think about cleaning up this pigsty, but it was just as quickly forgotten. They could worry about that in the morning, before they set out for one more day of hunting.

Maybe.

The hunting had not gone well at all. When he had planned this outing, Randy was sure that there would be plenty of deer to be had in the forest dominating the otherwise unused areas of the National Guard base. Except for a few weeks, most of the reservation was uninhabited and undisturbed by humans, and even then most of their activities were limited to designated training areas. Wildlife wandered over most of the remaining areas unfettered, just begging for the attentions of a resolute hunter despite the fact that hunting season would not begin for four more months. Not that it mattered, as the reservation was not a legally designated hunting area anyway.

Sneaking onto the base was a relatively simple task, as no fence or other type of barrier cordoned off the property. So long as they took care not to attract the attention of anyone working on the base, the trio would be able to come and go at will. Randy had reasoned that all of these factors should have placed the odds of finding game squarely in their favor.

Despite careful prior planning and execution, however, they had not seen a real deer all day, and the defeated hunters soon ended their attempts in pursuit of something far easier to capture. Beer, for example.

It took Randy a moment to remember that the keys to his pickup truck were in the pitiful little two-person tent he had partially erected to house himself and his gear. He had borrowed it from his son, who often used the tent on camping trips with his Boy Scout troop, and had failed utterly to understand how to pitch the thing despite its being designed to open in seconds. Instead of an inviting dome, its nylon construction supported by flexible plastic rods that aided in providing the correct shape, it sagged in the middle, and water from an earlier light rain storm had collected in the depression created by the tent’s improper deployment.

He was not sure what irritated him more: that he had failed to pitch the tent properly or that his son had made it look so easy when he had shown Randy how to put the damned thing together.

Retrieving his keys from the sorry excuse for a tent, Randy started to make his way back toward his truck when the call of nature that he had been aware of for the past several minutes but had kept forgetting to do anything about repeated itself. His bladder once again begging for his attention, Randy shuffled toward the tree line as he fumbled with his zipper. He sighed in relief as the proper muscles relaxed and allowed yet another simple biological process to proceed without further impediment.

“WHAT THE HELL…?”

The cry came from behind him, loud enough in the forest night to make Randy jump and cause him to evacuate the remainder of his bladder’s contents down his pants leg. Cursing, Randy turned back toward the camp while at the same time trying to finish what he had started without catching himself in his zipper.

Back at the campfire, Jim was staggering to his feet, his hands gripping his shotgun. He could only stand and watch as his friend brought the weapon to his shoulder and aimed it toward the woods to Randy’s left.

“What the hell are you doing?”

His question was drowned out as fire erupted from the shotgun’s barrel. The echo of that first shot rolled through the trees as Jim racked the weapon’s slide and fired a second round, then repeated the process a third time.

Then Randy sensed motion among the trees and jerked his head in the direction Jim had fired in time to see a bright muzzle flash erupt from the forest. A high-pitched whine of energy poured from the trees as what Randy thought might be a torrential rush of displaced air surged across the space toward Jim.

And then Jim was gone, disappearing in a haze of shredded clothing and skin and viciously liberated muscle tissue and bone, little more than shrapnel enveloped in a rapidly expanding red haze. The cloud of body matter that had been Jim Jacobs splashed across trees, bushes, the ground, everywhere. What had not been disintegrated, the man’s lower legs and the right arm that still gripped the shotgun, fell to the ground with a sickly thud and Randy could see blood from the severed extremities reflecting the flickering light of the fire.

“Holy Jesus…”

It was then that he remembered Greg, nearly comatose by the fire until now, as the man began to stir. Randy could see that his friend was still partially unaware of his surroundings or the very real peril he was in as Greg pulled himself into a sitting position from where he had collapsed against the fallen log.

“Hey,” Greg said, his voice thick and slurred from the alcohol he had consumed, “What’s going on?”

“GREG!” It was all that Randy managed to get out before Greg was vaporized in the same sickening plume of crimson, his body torn apart by the horrific power of whatever it was that still hid among the trees.

Movement behind him made Randy turn again, and his mouth fell open in utter shock as he beheld the monster standing among the forest undergrowth and looking directly at him.

“Fuck me.”

At first he thought it might be a bear, or perhaps maybe even a gorilla that had escaped from a nearby zoo. Were there any zoos near Neosho? For an insane instant, Randy thought he might even be looking at Bigfoot. Though no one, so far as he knew, had ever reported seeing anything like that in this part of the country, his brain told him that this thing was certainly big enough to qualify. Well over seven feet tall, its shoulders were nearly twice as wide as Randy’s own.

It was there that resemblance ended. It was not covered in dark brown hair like he had seen in those goofy specials on the Discovery Channel. Instead, its arms and legs, two of each, were cords of bulging muscles covered by hairless skin that looked the color of ash in the pale moonlight. Its head was as large as the pumpkin Randy had helped his son carve into that jack o’lantern last year, but unlike the classic Halloween moniker this thing’s eyes were two pools of utter, bottomless black. While its mouth was wide and full of irregular-shaped teeth, its nose was little more than a pair of holes set into the middle of its face. Randy could see no ears, but noted that the creature appeared to be totally devoid of hair.

The creature wore what appeared to be body armor, cast and formed to fit its wearer’s chest. More alarming, he decided through the fading alcoholic fog enveloping his brain, was that the thing was also carrying what could only be a weapon. A big weapon.

And it was pointing directly at him.

Muted in horror, Randy scrambled backward and away from the startling sight before him. His shock and terror were only compounded as four more of the creatures, varying slightly in size but wearing similar body armor and carrying identical weapons, bounded from the concealment of the forest. They spread out to encircle Randy, their speed uncanny as they covered ground in huge bounding leaps. Each of the creatures carried a weapon like their companion, and all of them were aiming at him.

“Help!” Randy called out, though there was no one to hear him. There was nowhere for him to go, either, he realized, and then there was only time for a silent farewell to his wife and son before he heard the weapons’ gruesome whine one final time.

 

Excessive force, Raegyra realized in horror as they fired on the first creature. Cradling the shoulder wounded by the primitive projectile weapon, he could only watch the creature literally disappear before his very eyes under his companions’ assault.

Only after the chaos had faded did Raegyra finally inspect the wound inflicted on him. The skin had been broken in several places by what looked to be small pellets, though there was only a slight amount of blood, and even that was already clotting. At closer range or employed against a vital organ, the weapon might have done more damage. They would have to be careful if they encountered any more of these creatures, especially if they possessed other, more powerful armaments.

As for their own weapons, they had only recently been implemented into general use and, rather than the projectile rifles they had replaced, were designed to target a living being’s central nervous system. The power of the energy pulses discharged by the rifles was adjustable, capable of inflicting levels of damage varying from mere unconsciousness to physical destruction of body tissue and vital organs.

None of the power settings should have been capable of dispensing the kind of total carnage Raegyra had just witnessed. Though he had suspected the creatures’ bodies were more fragile then his own, he had not been prepared for how easily the scout’s weapons had ravaged them. He wanted to call out, to order the others to decrease their power settings, but by then it was too late and all three creatures were dead, their bodies all but vaporized.

It was the latest in a series of shocks that had befallen Raegyra since he and his companions had passed through the odd portal and emerged into this forested area. Though he had been told what to expect, the information supplied by his leaders had not been enough to prepare him for what lay on this side of the portal.

He had but to look into the sky to realize his situation. There was only one moon. Where were the other two? Raegyra also noted that the stars he had used as navigational aids since his first childhood camping excursions were not arranged as they should have been. The Plysserian scientists they had captured and tortured had been telling the truth all along.

This was not Raegyra’s world.

Somehow, whether through science or sorcery, they had traveled across untold distances to this place, a new planet. As a youth, he had read and seen many fictional representations of such things, and he had always believed that life must exist on planets other than his own. How could there not be? It was the height of arrogance to believe that Jontashreena was the only world in the entire universe capable of sustaining life.

And here he was, on another planet, and he had traveled here as easily as one might cross a threshold between two separate rooms.

At first he could not bring himself to believe it, but there was no denying the lone moon in the sky was of a different size and color than any of the three orbiting Jontashreena. There was no debating the altered placement of the stars, which shone much more brightly here than they ever had through the heavily polluted atmosphere of his own planet.

Then there were the local inhabitants.

Briefed by their commander before entering the portal, Raegyra had been hoping to find some type of intelligent alien life here. The scouting party had come upon the odd sounds of life as they made their way through the environs of this strange place, unsure if what they were hearing was actual speech. Their language was unlike anything Raegyra had heard before. Tracing the voices through the forest, he detected the glow of the fire piercing the darkness. Soon they saw the small clearing among the trees, and the three creatures inhabiting it.

He was struck at how odd they looked. Their skin was an odd pale shade, and judging from their physiques, they were small and weak. They wore garments that seemed inadequate for combat or protection from the weather. Raegyra had seen no recognizable weapons or other military equipment of any consequence, with the possible exception of a pair of what looked to be some type of ground vehicles. They bore some resemblance to the transports he was familiar with, though these specimens appeared to be, like the creatures that commanded them, slow and weak. He therefore doubted that these three aliens belonged to any sort of warrior caste.

Careful, Raegyra reminded himself. You are the alien here.

The thought hammered home as he watched the last of the three creatures disappear under the force of his companions’ weapons.

Worse than watching the effects of the pulse rifles was the realization that his fellow soldiers seemed to enjoy subjecting the obviously weaker beings to their weapons’ hellish force. There had been no mistaking the looks of near glee on the faces of the other scouts as they had opened fire on the two remaining victims.

Yes, victims, Raegyra decided. Though the first animal had been armed and even if that weapon had proven to be more of an irritant than a true threat, its two companions had been unarmed noncombatants that had never stood a chance. It was all he could do to keep himself from vomiting at the image of the violent deaths the creatures had suffered at the hands of his friends.

Not friends, he reminded himself, but simply four brother soldiers, selected at random for this mission by the Leadership. Newly assigned to this combat unit, Raegyra had not had the opportunity to get to know many of the other soldiers. As he watched his four companions laughing and celebrating the deaths they had caused, he was not sure he wanted to befriend any of them.

It was not the first time he had witnessed this type of savagery, of course. Such sights were unavoidable after spending all of his adult life in service to the Chodrecai military. It had always sickened him to see such jubilation on the faces of soldiers who undertook the business of killing with far too much enjoyment for his taste, but experience had taught Raegyra that such impulses were difficult to stave off, particularly during the heat of battle.

Still, he believed that the Chodrecai could not afford to lose sight of the principles that had guided them this far. Giving in to baser instincts such as killing for no purpose would only hurt their cause, which Raegyra believed was what separated his people from the Plysserians. He knew that his was a minority opinion, far outnumbered by those who believed that the Chodrecai were justified in taking any action necessary to defend their way of life.

Did those beliefs extend to this planet if the War migrated here? Did they include the subjugation of the race of beings that called this place home? How would those beings feel about that? What if they possessed the might to repel the Chodrecai, or worse, stand beside the Plysserians as allies?

If what the Leadership had said was true, and scattered numbers of the Plysserian armies had escaped to here from Jontashreena, then they may very well have found renewed hope by fleeing to this place. Here was a whole planet upon which to hide and rebuild while waiting for the day when they were ready to stand against their enemies one final time.

Raegyra sighed in resignation as he looked about the strange forest surrounding him before casting his eyes upward once more to behold the lone moon hanging in the unfamiliar sky. Already weary from a lifetime of conflict, he felt his heart grow heavier still at the thought that the War, which he thought to be nearing its end, might instead be receiving an unwanted breath of life.
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“This crap is hosed.”

Listening to the less than formal report from her subordinate, Sergeant Belinda Russell released a long, exasperated sigh. She rubbed a hand across her face, trying unsuccessfully to wipe away the frustration and weariness she was beginning to feel.

It was not a summation she was pleased to hear. After nearly three hours of setting up, disassembling, reassembling, checking and double-checking the twelve PRC-77 radios that she and her team were responsible for, she was confident that every single piece of the communications equipment was functional and operating just as the manual said they should.

Her communications team, which consisted of two corporals, Keith Eshelman and Rebecca Sloane, sat at the table where the radios had been set up. In addition to the communications gear, an assortment of tools littered the table along with various notepads, pens, and three metal canteen cups. The cups had at one time contained hot coffee, a special blend that Russell had brought with her from home as a defense against the gut-rotting brew they had been served throughout the training exercise. The enticing beverages were long forgotten, though, as the three Marines worked to diagnose the reason for the radios’ strange malfunctions.

It isn’t the radios, she reminded herself. She, along with Eshelman and Sloane, had gone over every inch of all twelve radios and their accessories. Russell had personally tested each unit, by taking them, one at a time, into the woods and attempting to transmit back to the base camp’s comm shack. From the spot she had picked out, several dozen meters into the woods, she had been able to communicate with the other two Marines with no problems.

On a whim, she had decided to see if distance was an issue and sure enough, problems at somewhere over a hundred meters. The farther she walked, the weaker the quality of the units’ transmissions became. Finally, at what she guessed to be in the neighborhood of two hundred meters, the signal had degenerated completely. As that was well below the PRC-77’s operational range, the signals being exchanged between the radios should have been nearly clear of any static or other interference. Each of the units had also been connected to the large base antenna erected on the top of the compound’s only two-story metal building, which Russell had also tested and verified. Tuned to the proper frequencies, which they were, the radios should be able to receive clear and sharp signals transmitted from anywhere within Camp Growding’s boundaries.

“Any improvement?” a voice asked, and Russell turned to see First Lieutenant Martin Stakely standing in the doorway. He was dressed as they were, in camouflage utilities and combat boots along with the webbed belt and harness combination that carried his canteens, first-aid kit, and magazine pouches for his service pistol. He had also taken the extra step of obscuring his features with face paint, the muted greens and browns breaking up the lines of his face in the same manner that his clothing would help to conceal his body while moving through the woods.

Considering that the lieutenant had absolutely no intention of leaving the command post area, Russell thought he looked ridiculous.

Stakely’s question was delivered in that no-nonsense manner Russell recognized as meaning he was taking the business of overseeing a mock war very seriously. Taking an additional few seconds to blink away some of the fatigue gathering behind her eyes, she replied, “No, sir. We’ve run checks on everything and tested each unit. They work fine for a few hundred meters and then the signals begin to break up. We can’t explain it yet.”

Even through his face paint, Russell could see that the lieutenant was displeased with the report. “Well it doesn’t do us any good to have these things if our patrols can’t communicate with us, Sergeant.”

I’m certainly glad we’ve got that straightened out, she mused, but instead said, “I understand that, Lieutenant. We can still talk to our people, but it’s slow going because of the heavy squawk. We’re working on it.”

“Work faster,” Stakely shot back. “The exercise will be over in another couple of hours, and we’ll need the radios to recall our teams.”

Before Russell could say anything further, Corporal Sloane piped up. “We think we might be getting some interference from local power lines, sir. If they’re running within a mile or so of here, they could be strong enough to mess with us. Corporal Eshelman and I were about to check that out.”

Russell could only barely stifle the urge to laugh as Sloane’s words drew the lieutenant’s attention like a siren calling to Odysseus. A slight smile replaced the expression of irritation and his tone softened as he regarded the younger woman.

“That sounds like a fine plan, Corporal. Be sure to let me know what you find.” After looking at her in silence for a few seconds longer than Russell considered appropriate, Stakely leveled a final disgruntled glare at the sergeant before turning and stomping out of the room in an authoritative huff.

Once he was gone, Russell turned to Sloane with an appreciative smile on her face. “Nice save, Becky. So you think power lines could be part of the problem?”

“Pfffft,” Sloane replied, rolling her eyes and waving the idea away. “No way, we checked that first thing. We’re nowhere near any local power or phone lines. I just said that so he’d go away.”

Eshelman added, “According to every check we’ve run, we should be getting comm traffic out the ass.” He shrugged. “Might as well be sunspots, for all I know.”

“Or maybe it’s just Stakely’s ego,” Sloane offered.

The joke’s delivery was so perfectly deadpan that Russell could not help laughing at it, or at the expense of the force of nature that was the only way to describe the raw sexual magnetism of one Martin Edward Stakely, First Lieutenant, United States Marine Corps (Reserved).

That is, if you asked him.

Rebecca Sloane numbered among the lithe blond female subsection of Marines who comprised their reserve unit, and Lieutenant Stakely had made no secret of his affinity for this particular demographic. Russell, whose dark skin and hair apparently shielded her from the lieutenant’s wandering eye, had watched his attempts to charm, cajole, and pester most of these aforementioned lithe blond females in vain attempts to secure a few precious “moments alone” with whoever took him up on the offer. Russell had witnessed a few of the other women in the outfit accept the invitations, but not Sloane.

“I’m allergic to idiots,” the corporal told her one night.

“The moron could have at least pretended not to be married. Didn’t even take off his wedding ring.”

Even as she laughed at Sloane’s joke, Russell could see her own aggravation mirrored in the younger woman’s eyes. As goofy as the offered reason for the radios’ malfunction sounded, Russell had to admit that it was still better than anything the three Marines had been able to come up with on their own.

Maybe I should write this down, she thought, glancing over to her portable field desk and the notebook she had left there hours ago. Russell had originally expected the evening to pass without much excitement. The quiet time, had things gone according to plan, would have allowed her to catch up on the hobby that she hoped would one day provide her with a new career: writing.

Her normal job as an overnight production technician at a local television station in Kansas City tended to provide her with no small amount of downtime to write when things were going well. Russell used that and any other time she could find to spin tales of mystery, science fiction, even romance and erotica depending on whatever interested her on a given day.

She had received more rejection letters from editors than she cared to count, but Russell could feel that she was getting close to making that first sale. Fueled by that goal, she had been working on her latest story, a fantasy piece she planned to send to a fiction magazine. It had been her intention to write a good portion of the story tonight, while the rest of the unit was engaged in the mock war and her responsibilities entailed little more than overseeing the operation of the group’s communications equipment.

Instead, all she could do now was sigh in resignation as she consigned herself to the fact that the quiet, uneventful evening she had been hoping for was not going to happen.

“Well,” Sloane said as she reached for her cup of coffee, “I guess we’d better come up with something else to try. I don’t think I’ll be able to buy much more time from Stakely with just my charm.” Taking a sip from the cup, the young woman’s face screwed up in disgust as she tasted the cold remnants of what had once been an enticing beverage.

“I could always put the moves on him if he gets bored with you,” Eshelman offered, his eyebrows wiggling mischievously.

Russell laughed again, but her amusement was short lived. After all, Sloane was right. Fake war or not, Lieutenant Stakely would be very unhappy with them if they could not figure out what was causing the problems with their radios. Not that she would lose any amount of sleep over that, of course. She simply had no real desire to put up with any more of the man’s shit than was necessary. As high strung as he seemed to be, how would he react if this was a real war?

Lucky for us this is just one big game.
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Though he remembered to hold his voice to a whisper, Ronald Thurman still could not resist the need to curse as he snapped off his flashlight.

Where the hell are we?

He rose from his low crouch, flinging aside the poncho that he had used to cover himself and shield the glare of his flashlight while he consulted his map and compass. Freed from the poncho, his sweat-soaked skin welcomed the cooling effects of the slight breeze wafting through the forest. Summers in southern Missouri were bad enough without wrapping one’s self in a cocoon of rubberized nylon.

“Any luck?” asked Lance Corporal Allyson Parker as Thurman handed her the poncho that she had volunteered.

He only shook his head as he refolded the map and returned it to the large cargo pocket on the right leg of his camouflage pants. Then he waited while Parker finished folding her poncho, taking the opportunity to study her figure one more time and imagine what she might look like unencumbered by the uniform and the gear she was carrying. With any luck, he would get to find out in a couple of days, once all this was over. Parker had seemed receptive to the idea of getting together once they had completed their training and their unit had returned to Kansas City.

That is, if they could find their way out of this goddamned forest.

“If I’m reading the map right, we should be less than a klick from the western border of the base.” One thousand meters, he thought, easy walking distance to what should be the service road that ran around the outer perimeter of the reservation. The trouble was, by the pace count they had been keeping, a crude but surprisingly effective method of tracking walking distance, they should have reached the road by now.

During the land navigation training the Marines had undergone earlier in the week, Thurman had determined that his normal walking stride allowed him to cover a hundred meters in sixty-two paces. Coordinating this with the proper plotting of coordinates on the map and then using the compass to guide them, it should have been possible for any one in Thurman’s squad to direct them through the woods to within ten meters of any point on the reservation. With the clear night sky and the moon offering a generous supply of illumination, navigating over land even in the dark should have been child’s play.

The service road was nowhere in sight.

“Just great,” a low voice said from somewhere behind him and Thurman whirled, searching for the speaker. The other members of his squad were standing nearby, waiting for him to issue them instructions.

“Who said that?” he hissed testily. His anger only deepened when he saw the various expressions of boredom and irritation on the faces of the others.

They were mocking him.

“Keep your mouths shut,” he ordered, not even trying to keep the tone of his voice civil. After two weeks, he had grown tired of dealing with this collection of misfits.

They’d probably respond better if you weren’t playing the hardass routine.

Darkness concealed his scowl from the other Marines as Thurman considered the mental rebuke. It was true that he was taking this stint of duty with a higher degree of seriousness than he had past assignments. He would have liked nothing better than to come to Camp Growding for the two weeks of training and have as much fun as possible doing it. Never truly comfortable barking orders to subordinates, Thurman had instead preferred a more laid-back leadership style. At his previous unit on the east coast, this approach had served him well, at least for a time.

The longer he served with that unit, however, the easier it became to discern that the sergeants who applied more direct methods, such as those employed by Marines in every bad movie he had ever seen, were the ones receiving the promotions. It had irritated Thurman to come to that realization, one that he felt powerless to do anything about. There was no way that he could simply change his own style of dealing with those Marines in his charge. They were his friends, after all.

Things had gotten worse after his divorce. With no children to worry about, Thurman opted to return home to Kansas City, where he wasted no time finding mechanic work at one of the city’s numerous automotive dealerships. Transferring to the local Marine reserve unit had been easy enough, as well. Once attached to the new group, and with plenty of aggression looking to be channeled, he decided that a fresh approach toward his reserve duties was necessary if he wanted to secure eventual promotion to staff sergeant. Rather than the relaxed style he was comfortable with, he chose instead to adopt the more aggressive approach used by his peers at his previous command.

And you’re going overboard with it.

“Does that radio work or not?” he asked, making a conscious effort to lessen the severity in his tone.

The Marine carrying the squad’s radio, Private First Class Timothy Manelli, shook his head even as he held the radio’s handset to his ear. “I can barely hear anyone over the static. I thought I caught a few words here and there, but it’s like the antenna’s broken or something.”

“I’m guessing you already checked it.”

The younger man nodded. “Twice.”

Thurman shook his head in disgust. The radio had been working before they had left the command post. He had used the damned thing to talk to that sergeant, Russell or whatever the hell her name was, during a test less than ten minutes after setting out on their patrol. There had been no need to use it after that, and he really had not wanted to take it along on patrol in the first place. A squawking radio would do nothing but give away his squad’s position while they were moving through the forest, and he had wanted to maintain strict noise discipline. This, despite Lieutenant Stakely’s insistence that each patrol carry a radio for safety, giving the patrols the ability to contact their command posts in the event a Marine was injured or a group became lost in the dark woods.

Fat lot of good it’s doing us now, though.

Studying the hapless young radioman and the rest of his squad for an additional few seconds, Thurman finally turned his back on the group and instead allowed his eyes to scan the forest around him. The moon cast an eerie glow that filtered down through the thick overhead canopy of trees, elongating and stretching the shadows. Every tree, every bush looked identical to the one next to it. There were no distinguishing landmarks or anything else to offer him the slightest indication of what direction he should take. Essentially, they were lost.

We’re not lost, he scolded himself. If nothing else, they would proceed due west until they ran into the reservation’s perimeter road. Once there, they could march either north or south until they came across some landmark or intersection with another road that would match up to a point on his map. From there it should be simple enough to find their way back to the base camp.

“Psst,” a voice said from behind him, and Thurman turned to see that some of the other squad members were reacting to something. One of the Marines, a corporal named Jenkins, was pointing at something through the trees. Thurman tried looking where the man was pointing into the darkness but could see nothing.

“What is it?” he finally asked, his own voice barely above a whisper.

“Don’t you hear it?” the voice asked, and now Thurman recognized it as belonging to Corporal Alex McLanahan. Not saying anything, he instead listened and that’s when he heard the faint sounds.

Music? He directed a questioning look in McLanahan’s direction.

The corporal nodded. “Yeah, coming from somewhere over there.” He indicated the trees in the distance again. “You think maybe we’re near somebody’s house?”

“According to the map, there aren’t any houses near this part of the base.”

“Maybe it’s a park ranger or one of them National Guard guys,” the younger man offered. “You know, found himself a nice place to hide for a while. Maybe he’s got some beer or his honey or something.” A wide smile suddenly brightened the corporal’s face. “Let’s go see.”

Thurman frowned at the idea, at first hesitant to do anything that might distract them from the wargame. They were supposed to be trying to find their “enemy’s” base camp, but at the rate they were going, the exercise would be over before he got the squad back on the proper track.

Since they were going to be late getting back to base anyway, was there really any harm in checking out the source of the music? Who knew what they might find there? Nodding for McLanahan to lead the way through the trees in search of the faint music, Thurman at the same time gave the “move out” signal to the rest of the squad.

As they proceeded through the forest, Thurman was pleased to note that McLanahan was still taking his responsibilities as point man seriously. Even though they had abandoned their “mission,” at least for the moment, the man was proceeding slowly and deliberately, taking each step with care so as not to make undue noise while continuing to scan their surroundings in search of potential threats. After all, it was still possible that other squads could be in the area.

They continued their advance as festive sounds grew louder with each passing moment. Along with music Thurman could also hear voices, and he saw flickering light filtering through the trees. The gaps between trees were growing wider and he could see that they were approaching a clearing of some kind, with what had to be a huge campfire casting ominous shadows on the surrounding foliage.

Who the hell was this? Had they stumbled across some other unit that had set up camp for their own training exercise?

Ahead of him, McLanahan moved closer to the light, stopping behind a large oak tree before raising his fist, the signal to halt in place. Thurman passed the silent command back down the line to the rest of the squad before moving up to join the corporal at the tree.

“What’s up?” he asked, his voice barely audible even to the other man. He did not need a real answer, though, as he got his first good look at what McLanahan had found.

The clearing could not have been more than twenty meters across at its widest point, and he did not see any indication of a road or trail that might lead out of the area. There were two small tents, the civilian nylon kind that probably slept two or three people at most. A fire pit was in the center of the clearing, and Thurman could see four people, two men and two women, seated or standing around it.

All four people were young, early twenties at the outside, each in varying stages of undress. The brunette woman’s ensemble, he noted, consisted of denim cut offs and a bikini top. Her breasts were threatening to spill out of the top, and the shorts had been cut in such a manner that they revealed more of her backside than Levi Strauss had probably intended. The other woman, a blonde, was dressed in what looked to be spandex shorts and a tank top, its bottom tied in a knot that left her stomach bare.

“Hello,” McLanahan whispered. “Those ain’t no Guardsmen.”

“No kidding.” Thurman could see that both men were holding beer cans, each one no doubt intoxicated as they enjoyed watching the girls move about the small campsite. At first he thought he imagined the faint odor of marijuana in the air, but his suspicions were confirmed when he saw one of the men bring a small hand-rolled cigarette to his lips.

“Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Ruiz said suddenly from just behind Thurman. How had he managed to sneak up without being heard? The sergeant had to give the man credit for his surprising stealth.

Not that it mattered though.

Even before he issued a warning to keep quiet, Thurman saw one of the men near the campfire turn his head in their direction, his brow creased in concentration.

He had heard something.

“Mike?” the man’s companion asked. “What’s wrong?”

Rising from where he had been sitting with his back resting against a tree, the man who had apparently heard Ruiz pointed into the forest, directly at Thurman. “I think someone’s out there.”

“Maybe it’s some of those soldiers,” the brunette in the denim shorts offered. “They were shooting off their guns before.”

The Marines watched as the first man, Mike, continued to look in their direction, ignoring his friends as he tried to find whatever it was that had attracted his attention. Thurman doubted that the man could even see them, as the fire would have impaired his ability to see in the dark, though it was obvious by his posture that Mike was convinced someone or something was hiding among the trees surrounding the campsite. If any of the Marines tried to move away, they would be spotted instantly. Their only choice was to wait until Mike grew tired of searching for something he could not see.

“Who’s out there?” he finally shouted. Maybe it was the beer, or the grass, or just the simple fact that the man was scared of the dark, but Thurman could see that he was becoming more and more agitated. How much greater would that anxiety grow before Mike did something stupid?

As it turned out, the Marines did not have to wait long, as Mike turned and stumbled his way to one of the campsite’s two tents. After burrowing around inside the tent for several seconds, the man emerged carrying something in his hand.

“Shit,” Thurman breathed, already trying to mold himself into the bark of the tree he was hiding behind. There was no mistaking the pistol, the polished metal of its barrel reflecting the light from the campfire. It looked to be a nine-millimeter Beretta semiautomatic, very similar to the sidearms issued to military personnel. Thurman watched as Mike, with hands made more than a little unsteady by alcohol, pulled the pistol’s slide back and released it, chambering a round.

This had the unforeseen effect of causing Mike to drop the weapon onto his foot, which like his other one was for some unknown reason lacking a shoe. The result was immediate, with the drunken man uttering a mostly unintelligible string of profanities as he hopped around and tried to cradle his assaulted foot in his hands. Mike’s impaired balance and coordination suffered another setback when he fell backward onto his ass, crashing into his tent and collapsing the fragile nylon structure around him. His three friends found no small amount of amusement in this string of events as their laughter echoed through the forest.

“Okay, so maybe he is Guard,” Ruiz said, eliciting a chuckle from McLanahan, though Thurman frowned at the joke. After all, now that he was angry and humiliated, the drunken Mike was almost certain to do something idiotic now, such as firing blindly into the woods.

“I don’t know about you,” Ruiz said, “but I’m not gonna stand here and wait for that shithead to shoot us.”

Thurman did not realize what the other man meant until after Ruiz stepped forward, leaving the security of their hiding place and heading for the campsite. “Ruiz, wait!” he hissed, asking himself as he did so why he bothered to keep his voice low in the first place as Ruiz stomped forward through the foliage, making no effort to conceal his approach. “Dammit,” he finally said, running to catch up to the other man.

The four campers were startled at the sudden new noise, but to Thurman’s relief he saw that they relaxed somewhat as he and Ruiz stepped into the clearing. Both men had taken the precaution of slinging their M-16s across their backs, and Thurman made sure to keep his empty hands visible and away from his body as he walked.

“No cause for alarm, ladies,” Ruiz offered, his voice oozing that particular flavor of charm that Thurman recognized from the countless bars and clubs he had caroused. “Just me and my friends out on a little stroll through the woods.”

Mike, still lying amid the ruins of this tent, glared at the Marine. “I knew I heard something,” he said, his voice slurred from the beer. “What the fuck are you doing out there?”

“War games, you moron,” his companion said, his own voice only slightly less impeded. “They’re training or something.” Looking over at Ruiz he added, “Ain’t that right? I’ll bet that shit’s fun, ain’t it?”

“Yep,” Ruiz replied. “Looks to me, though, that you’re the ones having all the fun.” Thurman noted how he made no attempt to downplay his candid appraisal of the two women as he talked, his eyes raking over each of their bodies. As far as he could tell, the girls did not object to Ruiz’s wanton stares, appearing instead to warm to the newfound attention.

What is this, Penthouse Letters?

“You guys feel like hanging out for a while?” the blonde asked, batting eyes at Ruiz who in turn looked to Thurman with a wicked smile on his face that spoke volumes.

After several seconds of silent deliberation with himself, Thurman sighed in resignation. “Why not?”

The response was greeted with a host of disbelieving looks from the other Marines as he waved them forward from their hiding places in the forest. Stepping closer, McLanahan regarded the sergeant with incredulity, an expression that deepened as Thurman accepted a proffered beer from the brunette.

“What the hell is this about?” McLanahan asked, the skepticism evident on his face.

“We’re going to be late getting back, anyway,” Thurman replied. “Might as well have a little fun while we’re at it.”

As she stepped into the clearing, Parker regarded the sergeant with a teasing smile. “And here I thought you were King of the Pricks.”

Thurman held up the beer. “I figure it’s the least I could do after leading us around this shitty forest all night.”

“Captain Douglas is going to be pissed if we’re out here all night,” McLanahan said, his eyes catching on the sight of Ruiz and the blonde sidling up to each other near the fire.

His attention focusing on Parker, Thurman shrugged. “What’s the worst that can happen?” he asked as he stepped closer to her.
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“Ambush!”

Bradley Gardner saw movement among the trees a heartbeat before he heard Daniel Melendez’s shouted warning. For a brief instant he cursed the corporal’s willingness to give their position away in the darkness, but then he realized that it really did not matter. Whoever they had stumbled upon already knew who he and his companions were and they were reacting accordingly. Fleeting figures scurried amid the forest undergrowth, scattering in numerous directions even as Melendez directed the rest of his squad to find cover. The squad moved quickly, abandoning the vulnerable open area of the service road to take up defensive positions just inside the tree line.

They had been making good time along one of the reservation’s many service roads, using the map Bonniker carried to direct them back to the base camp. Still more than half an hour away on foot, though, he knew there was a good possibility that they would run into another patrol still engaged in the war game.

Dammit, Gardner thought. Here we go again. Technically, as they had been declared casualties in the earlier ambush, he and Bonniker’s squad were not even supposed to be participating in this engagement. According to the rules of the game, he was just supposed to sit out any further firefights until the exercise was over or until he made it back to the base camp, whichever came first. It had sounded silly when the Marines had been briefed before the start of the exercise, and it was positively ridiculous now that the game was actually underway. After all, how was anyone to know who was and was not a casualty?

Not to mention that simply sitting around and letting the others play the game was damned boring. Bonniker had agreed. If they had to spend all night trouncing around the forest, they might as well have a little fun along the way.

“Over here!” he called out, pointing into the trees where he had seen the movement. There was no sign of anyone now, but Gardner was sure they were still close. He knew that their opponents, whoever they were, were already assuming their own positions among the concealment offered by the forest and the darkness.

He heard footsteps over his right shoulder and turned to see Bonniker moving to crouch down beside him, his weapon already pointed in the direction Gardner had indicated. The sergeant’s eyes were wide with excitement. Gardner knew that the evening’s activities were probably old hat to Bonniker, who at one time had served on active duty as an infantryman. Working these days as network administrator for one of the larger banks in south Kansas City, Bonniker was probably having fun compared to his normal workday. Helping stuffy bank employees to access their electronic mail when they forgot their password or chasing down the latest virus foisted on the network by a loan advisor downloading porn from the Internet simply could not compete with running around the woods and playing war.

“Where are they?” Bonniker asked.

Gardner indicated with a wave of his hand where he had first seen the shadowy figures. “Maybe twenty yards in.” He frowned as several seconds passed with no signs of activity from their supposed ambushers. “Shouldn’t they have started shooting by now?”

Bonniker nodded. “They had us cold on the road.”

True enough, Gardner decided. If the other group had run a textbook ambush, everyone in Bonniker’s squad would probably be “dead” already.

So what the hell were they doing in there?

“Check it out,” he said, pointing to his left where he saw Melendez directing the movements of squad members into the forest.

“They’re spreading out,” Bonniker noted. “Trying to pin down the other group.” Looking into the forest again, he tapped Gardner on the shoulder. “If we go this way, we might be able to surround them.”

Gardner considered the idea. They still did not know exactly where their would-be attackers were, who had no doubt taken the last few minutes to establish defensive positions. With the moonlight filtering down through the trees and illuminating the dirt road, anyone approaching from that direction would provide a nice silhouette for targeting. Still, even with just the seven of them, Gardner figured that if he and his companions moved quickly they should at least be able to catch a few of their opponents before any momentum shifted away from their sudden counteroffensive.

“Let’s do it,” Bonniker said, and the two of them set off at a jog deeper into the trees. As they moved, Gardner kept his attention on the area of the forest where he had last seen signs of activity. There was no mistaking the feel of other eyes on him, watching him as he ducked behind trees and bushes. He felt like one of those targets in a carnival shooting gallery, moving along a track until someone shot him and forced him to change direction.

It’s only a game, dude, he reminded himself. Jesus.

So why had the others not started playing yet?

To his left he saw other figures among the trees, Corporal Melendez and the other members of the squad, all of them moving in an ever-expanding semicircle in an attempt to envelop the other patrol. If the other group maintained their position, confrontation was certain.

Something snapped to his right, a twig or branch or pine cone, the sound as loud as a gunshot in the near silence of the forest. Gardner swung his rifle in the direction of the noise but saw nothing.

No. A bush was moving. Something had disturbed it.

“Gotcha,” he said, smiling in triumph. “Tony, over here!” He heard Bonniker heading in this direction as he ran toward the bush, weapon out in front of him as he searched for a target. Surely the other patrol knew he was coming now, so why were they not shooting at him? For a fleeting moment he thought he might be stumbling headlong into a trap.

Screw it, I’ve already died once tonight.

Using the barrel of his rifle to clear a path, Gardner pushed through a thicket of vines. He felt dozens of tiny thorns grabbing at his clothing and equipment but he ignored them. As much as he might not want to admit it, the excitement of the war game had overtaken him. The heat, the bugs, the endless walking all over the base, all of it was forgotten as the adrenaline rush overtook his body. Even though this was all make believe, Gardner could sense that this is what it would be like in a real combat situation, with his body providing him the energy he would need to overcome fear or anxiety and to simply carry on. He had read about such sensations in books written about various wars, but he had never expected to experience anything even remotely resembling such emotions himself. After all, he was a payroll clerk, and how many of those went to war?

Left!

Sensing it rather than seeing it, Gardner caught a rustling of branches in the corner of his eye. He aimed his rifle toward the source of the movement, expecting to see a fellow Marine lying in wait.

But that was not what he found.

“Holy shit…”

 

Makoquolax had been caught off guard by the arrival of the creatures. For that he was angry at himself, as he should have been more careful to guard against just such an occurrence.

Since arriving through the portal only a few cycles ago, they had observed many representatives of what were apparently the higher order life-forms on this strange planet that was unlike their own world, yet at the same time so very comparable. These life-forms, which Plysserian medical officers had learned referred to themselves as “humans,” also bore as many similarities to him and his fellow Plysserians as differences. They were noticeably smaller, true, and weaker as well. While they did not possess speed or agility on par with his people, the fact remained that they were native born to this world. Makoquolax thought it foolish to assume that physical disparities such as smaller size and lesser strength would give him or his companions any sort of guaranteed advantage.

There was still much to be learned, and with that in mind they had been forced to proceed with caution. All soldiers who had made the journey through the portal had been directed to avoid contact with any indigenous inhabitants of this planet. Should such contact prove to be unavoidable, under no circumstances was any Plysserian soldier to harm or kill any human encountered. They were to be captured instead.

Adhering to the directives had been easy enough at first. This area had proven to be largely unpopulated, just as the scientists responsible for creating and operating the portal technology had promised. The region was an ideal location for their purposes, and Plysserian military leaders had wasted no time ordering troops through the portal. Here they were able to seek respite from their enemies, the Chodrecai. Sightings of humans had been sporadic and uneventful, so much so that it was probably inevitable that laxness would take over and an accidental contact would occur.

Makoquolax just had not believed that he would be the one to let it happen.

The humans that appeared on the road were unlike any that he or other Plysserian scouts had covertly observed since their arrival. This group carried weapons and moved with a military precision. Makoquolax was sure that they were soldiers of some kind, which his leaders had warned to be on the lookout for. Contacting any sort of organized group on this planet now, when the Plysserians were still so vulnerable, could be devastating.

He moved to conceal himself with care, but Makoquolax knew he had been spotted when the humans began to call out in their strange alien tongue and spread out, heading in his direction.

Zanzi!

He barely managed to keep from uttering the curse aloud as he plunged through the forest, away from the approaching humans. While he knew that he could outrun his pursuers, that much could not be said for the armaments they carried. Makoquolax had no idea how much damage the weapons were capable of inflicting, and he had no desire to find out. His only option, therefore, was to hide.

Unfortunately, when selecting a place of concealment, Makoquolax made the mistake of not choosing his footing wisely, catching a small branch and stretching it away from the bush until it snapped. The sound created by the breaking wood echoed in the forest, advertising his position with the same clarity as if he had ignited a flare.

Makoquolax held his breath, listening for the impact of the misstep. For an instant his mind filled with the image of his initial training instructor and the reaction he would have had at the idea that he could make such a careless mistake. In any other circumstances, the vision would have been humorous.

At first he thought he might have gotten away with the grievous error, but then he heard one of the humans cry out. Already very near to his position, there was no way the creature could have missed the sound of the snapping branch.

Then the human was crashing through the underbrush, its weapon held out in front of it and trained on the center of Makoquolax’s chest. It was yelling something at him in its own language, and as unintelligible as it was there was no mistaking the intent behind the strange alien tongue.

Do not move!





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
THE LAST
WORLD

WAR

Dayton Ward

pkJ
POCKET STAR BOOKS
New York London Toronto  Sydney  Singapore





