







Captain Gannon spoke with a conviction that led Colin to believe the man had seen action against the aliens. “There are those who believe that a war with the Chodrecai is one we cannot win, that it will be over before you complete your training. Those people are wrong. We will fight this threat, not only the militaries of this world but also with the assistance of our friends, the Plysserians.”

Turning, Gannon indicated the alien standing behind him. “This is Zolitum Teqotev. Zolitum is a rank designation, comparable to that of sergeant. Teqotev and other Plysserian soldiers will be working with your drill instructors. To date, seven platoons of Marine recruits have trained alongside Plysserian soldiers. We have adapted their weaponry and other technology. We have infused our training with knowledge they’ve shared with us. Platoon 3003 will be the eighth such unit.”

It required physical effort for Colin to keep his slackening jaw from falling open. Oh, my God. What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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August 6

ALIENS ON EARTH

NEOSHO, Mo. Residents of this small southwestern Missouri town are still coming to grips with the realization that their community was one of the first battlegrounds in what is quickly escalating into a war between two worlds.

“We could hear explosions and gunfire,” says Hal Kirchoff, a Neosho business owner who has lived here all his life. “I thought they were making a movie or something. At first we didn’t think anything of it, because you always hear that kind of thing on the base.”

Initial encounters with the aliens occurred on the grounds of the Camp Growding National Guard Reservation, located just south of town. A unit of U.S. Marine reservists conducting annual infantry refresher training discovered the two groups of aliens, identified as “Plysserians” and “Chodrecai.”

Sources have confirmed that while the Plysserians have so far proved to be friendly, the Chodrecai instead are believed to be responsible for several attacks on civilian and military personnel. During the first of several press conferences held over the past few days at the Pentagon, the Secretary of Defense confirmed two sizable engagements between the Marine reservists and a Chodrecai military unit, with the reservists receiving assistance from Plysserian soldiers. Casualties are believed to be significant.

So far, no government or military official has provided any explanation as to how the aliens arrived on Earth, or what has brought them here.▀

September 9

REPORTS OF ALIEN ACTIVITY
INCREASING

More “Portals” Found; Chodrecai on the Move

LOS ANGELES, Calif. Even as the damage here is still being assessed, reports of similar attacks by alien soldiers are coming in from around the world.

Witness accounts of the attack during yesterday’s morning commute mirror those already received in Toronto, Rome, Philadelphia, Sydney, and Seattle, with unconfirmed reports starting to trickle in from many more cities across the planet. General descriptions of the incidents are virtually identical, with the aliens emerging from mysterious doorways that seem appear from nowhere.

This aligns with the information being released by the Department of Defense. At the Pentagon’s daily press conference, DoD officials reported that incidents involving contact with members of the Chodrecai alien species are being reported around the world with mounting frequency. In some cases, the assaults are isolated and result in few injuries before the aliens withdraw from the area. Others, such as yesterday’s attack in downtown Los Angeles, take place in more crowded regions with greater potential for mass casualties. Despite several reports of people seeing “spacecraft” of varying size and description, none of these sightings has been confirmed.

During his primetime news conference last night, President Leonard Harrington revealed many details the government and the military have gathered in what was described as “weeks of alien activity” taking place around the world. More startling were the revelations of how and why the aliens came to be on Earth.

“The Plysserians and the Chodrecai have been at war for generations on their own planet, Jontashreena,” the president said last night. “Their presence here appears to be accidental; an unfortunate happenstance resulting from the use of experimental technology intended to transport personnel and equipment between two points on the aliens’ home planet.”

Instead, the “portals,” as they’ve come to be called, have somehow connected both worlds. The Plysserians, having developed the portal technology, were the first to use it, with Chodrecai forces following after seizing several sites on the other planet that housed the equipment needed to generate the portals.

What remains to be seen is whether the aliens will continue to fight their war even though it has spilled over from their own planet to ours.•

December 15

CHODRECAI OFFENSIVE TURNED BACK!

Human and Plysserian Forces Counter Three-Pronged Assault

WASHINGTON, D.C. Facing what has been described as a massive campaign against Earth on the part of the Chodrecai, armed forces around the world have worked in concert to repel an invasion targeting the centers of human military power.

“I don’t know if I’d call it a clear victory,” said General Andrew Grayson, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, during a press conference held at the Pentagon mere hours after alien forces were seen retreating from the battle that had all but consumed the National Mall here in Washington. “But we’ll take what we can get.”

The offensive, what Grayson called “as bold in scope as it was audacious in execution,” was launched against three prime targets: Beijing, Moscow, and Washington, D.C. Video footage captured by reporters embedded with military units at all three points of attack shows wave after wave of Chodrecai soldiers emerging from portals. Eyewitness reports of the invading alien armadas describe ground vehicles and light airborne attack craft, which, by all counts, far surpass the capabilities of anything used by military forces on Earth.

General Grayson acknowledged these limitations along with those already known with respect to alien weaponry and other equipment, at the same time offering his views on how human forces, working in concert with Plysserian units who had pledged their assistance, were able to counter the assaults.

“First, we had good intelligence,” the general offered during the press conference. Though he would not elaborate, he did hint that he, along with other military leaders around the world, benefited from information delivered to them by sources on Jontashreena. “Assets on the ground there alerted us to the coming invasion, allowing us to plan a response. Without that intel, I think it’s fair to say the Chodrecai might well have caught us totally unprepared for their attack.”

Those preparations enabled Earth’s forces to repel the Chodrecai invasion at all three of the targeted cities. Despite the inability of the aliens to gain footholds during the campaign, damage to all three cities is extensive, with both sides suffering significant casualties. Small skirmishes continue even now, days after the assault was seemingly called off, with hundreds of Chodrecai soldiers being taken prisoner. President Harrington has ordered the humane treatment of all captured Chodrecai, granting them all the rights and protections as prescribed under the Geneva Conventions and pertaining to the status of military prisoners of war.

“We did not provoke this assault on our way of life,” President Harrington said during a speech to the American people, given shortly after a cease fire had been declared in Washington. “We did not invite this battle, but we are confident that we have demonstrated our resolve to defend ourselves and our home from outside aggression.” O

January 22

ALIEN THREAT REMAINS

President, Military Experts Believe More Chodrecai Attacks Are Coming

THE WHITE HOUSE “There can be no question that the Chodrecai will return, and when they do, we must be ready.”

This comment punctuated yet another speech offered by President Leonard Harrington during a primetime news conference held last night at the White House. The president, joined by the secretaries of defense and homeland security as well as key military advisors, dispelled any illusions that the danger posed by the Chodrecai remains a paramount concern for civilian and military leaders around the world.

“Though the battle was won,” the president said, “the war is far from over. If the sacrifices of so many brave men, women, and Plysserians are not to be in vain, then we must look ahead to the next battle.”

President Harrington’s latest executive orders call for buildups and expansions of military forces on a scale not seen since the Second World War. At last report, he was considering requiring national service of every able-bodied citizen. Falling short of calling such extreme measures a draft, the president did not rule out a return to conscription as a means of filling the military ranks.

“We must be vigilant,” the president warned during his closing comments. “We must be strong of focus and—most of all—we must be prepared.”

Even as those preparations get underway, the questions occupying our every waking moment are: When will the Chodrecai return, and what will happen on that day? •



CHODRECAI–PLYSSERIAN
LINGUISTIC EXTRACT


Amleq – “yes”

Bretloqa – model of pulse rifle used by Plysserian soldiers

Bretmirqa – handheld explosive launcher, like a LAW or other antitank weapon

Cenet – unit of distance, somewhat similar to a meter

Chodrecisilae – the continent on Jontashreena that is home to most of the Chodrecai population

Dekritonpa – title of Chodrecai elected officials. “First” and “Second” Dekritonpas are similar to “Prime Minister” and “Deputy Prime Minister”

Drakolitar – horseshoe-shaped Chodrecai attack craft

Esat – term for low-ranking Chodrecai soldier, similar to “private”

Fonsata – generic term for low-ranking Chodrecai soldiers, similar to “troops”

Galotreapiq – the continent on Jontashreena that is home to most of the Plysserian population

Gangrel – a brewed beverage, similar to coffee

Hneri – mountain range in the Chodrecisilae continent’s western region

Jenitrival – Plysserian armored assault vehicle, featuring characteristics similar to tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, and even the obsolete Ontos antitank vehicle

Jenterant – Chodrecai officer; rank held by supreme military commander

Jontashreena – “home”

Kentelitrul – Plysserian officer, similar to “general”

Koratrel – a mass-casualty explosive device

Kret – Chodrecai rank similar to “corporal”

Laepotic – Plysserian title, similar to “Professor” or “Doctor”

Lisum – model of Plysserian attack craft

Lotral – model of Plysserian troop transport

Malirtra – a Chodrecai officer, higher than lieutenent

Malitul – a Plysserian officer, higher than lieutenant; similar to malirtra

Margolitruul – mountain range in the Plysserian Galotreapiq continent’s southern region

Misabril – a Chodrecai military-issue sidearm

Murigral – mobile pulse “cannons” similar to antiaircraft guns

Nomirtra – a Chodrecai officer equivalent to “lieutenant”

Paola – a type of fruit native to Jontashreena

Secratichal – a type of liquor

Tempra – like a cigar or cigarette

Tilopwat – a backless chair preferred by many Jontashreena natives

Tilortrel – generic Plysserian term for military officers

Weh otiquol atan – phrase meaning, essentially, “Freeze” or “Stay where you are”

Zanzi – a Plysserian profanity

Zolitar – Plysserian rank, similar to “sergeant” or zolitum

Zolitum – Chodrecai rank, similar to “sergeant”


Status Quo


1

Corporal Bradley Gardner did not see the lone Chodrecai soldier, at least not until the damned thing was ready to frag his ass.

“Gardner! On your nine!”

Reacting to the warning from somewhere behind him, Gardner spun to his left in time to see the wounded alien warrior rising from beneath smoldering wreckage, bringing up the pulse rifle it carried in its bulky, muscled arms. Its pale gray skin was darkened with ash and soot. Shreds of burned skin and muscle hung from its left arm, injuries no doubt resulting from the fuel-air bombs that had blanketed the area less than thirty minutes earlier. It appeared to Gardner that the alien’s molded body armor had melted in places, perhaps even fusing to the Chodrecai’s exposed, scorched skin. How the thing managed to stay on its feet was beyond him.

Then none of that mattered as the gaping muzzle of the soldier’s pulse rifle rose to point in his direction.

Gardner fired without really aiming, the oversized Plysserian weapon bucking in his hands as it belched energy. The air whined in his ears and a bolt of displaced air crossed the space separating him from the Chodrecai, striking the wounded alien in its broad chest and sending it staggering backward. It tripped over a piece of flame-riddled debris and fell, toppling to the blackened ground.

“Get down!” another voice shouted, this time from somewhere to Gardner’s right, and the corporal dropped instinctively to one knee as figures rushed past him. Leveling his pulse rifle at the fallen Chodrecai, he watched as fellow Marines closed on its position, training their own weapons on it. Someone yelled at the soldier in its native language, ordering the alien to remain still and offer no resistance.

“Nice shot, Gardner,” a gravelly voice said from behind him, and Gardner looked up to see Gunnery Sergeant Kelley Owens, his platoon leader. The imposing African-American man’s eyes bored into him from beneath the brim of his floppy green camouflage boonie hat. “Almost makes up for you sleepwalking through the area. You looking to get your ticket punched, or what?”

Rising to his feet, Gardner felt his face flush in embarrassment as he watched fellow Marines take the wounded Chodrecai soldier into custody. “Sorry, Gunny. I was too busy looking for anything we might salvage. I screwed up.” It had been a boot mistake, the kind of error Gardner might have made what seemed like a lifetime ago, when he was nothing more than a full-time hospital payroll administrator back in Kansas City and a part-time Marine reservist.

A lifetime ago, before the war had come.

From somewhere off to his right, Gardner heard more weapons fire and turned to see other Marines—some wielding pulse rifles like his own while others carried M4A1 carbines—converging on another Chodrecai warrior, this one appearing uninjured as it lunged from behind the burnt-out shell of a collapsible shelter. The alien was firing on the run, lumbering toward the protective cover of the forest surrounding the glade where the Chodrecai had made their encampment. Gardner flinched as one Marine caught the full brunt of the alien’s weapon, everything above his waist disintegrating in a cloud of blood, skin, bone, and clothing fragments. What remained of the man fell to the ground as his companions pressed forward, catching the Chodrecai in a cross fire until the alien soldier collapsed in the onslaught.

“Damn it,” Owens said, shaking his head as he and Gardner made their way over to the fallen Marine. Gardner’s stomach lurched at the sight, one he had already seen far too many times in the months that had passed since the arrival of the Plysserians and their enemies, the Chodrecai. Using the muzzle of his pulse rifle to turn the dead Marine’s largely uninjured lower body onto its front, Owens reached down and moved aside a piece of shredded camouflage uniform to read the name tape stitched above one back pocket. “Meade,” he read. “Shit.” Looking to Gardner, he asked, “Did you know him?”

Gardner replied, “Not well. We played poker a few times.” It was a reality of the life he now lived that he did not form close friendships with most of the people with whom he came in contact. That was a consequence of his frequent transfers from unit to unit around the country, as well as occasional trips abroad, thanks to the rather specialized knowledge he mostly by accident had come to possess.

Yeah. Lucky me.

Owens was walking across the scorched ground looking around the glade and the burnt remains of what had been the Chodrecai encampment. Wreckage still smoldered here and there, but some of the Marines already were seeing to the small fires, some kicking dirt on the flames while others used entrenching tools—military folding shovels—to take care of the larger fires. “Doesn’t look like the Air Force left much of anything,” the gunny said.

“Probably not,” Gardner conceded, reaching up to wipe sweat from his forehead. The pair of B-2 stealth bombers dispatched to sanitize this target had done so with their usual effectiveness, all but obliterating the encampment with surgical precision.

“Recognize anything that might be a portal generator?” Owens asked.

Gardner shook his head. Very little of whatever equipment and materiel staged at this location had survived the B-2 bombardment. He pointed toward a larger, curved structure, similar in design to the old Quonset huts he remembered from boot camp at the recruit training base in San Diego. Only a portion of one curved wall still stood, the rest of the structure having been consumed by fire. “That looks like it was the only thing large enough to house it,” Gardner said, “but it got hammered pretty good. I’ll be surprised if there’s anything salvageable in there.”

The camp’s location had been pinpointed less than a day earlier, deep in an expansive, largely uninhabited area of Pacific Northwest forest in Oregon. Orbiting satellites had detected the energy output of what was believed to be the power source for yet another in a series of portals that had been opened between Earth and Jontashreena.

“According to the satellite imagery they gave us,” Owens said, “whatever generator they had here could only have been operational for thirteen or fourteen hours. Still plenty of time to move troops and equipment through.” Giving the area another look, he added, “And I have to say, I don’t see that much stuff lying around here.”

“If they stuck to usual Gray tactics, they’ve scattered,” Gardner replied, using the nickname bestowed upon the Chodrecai during his first encounter in southwestern Missouri with members of the alien race, in response to their pallid skin pigmentation. He waved his left hand to indicate the surrounding Oregonian forest. “They could be anywhere out there. Besides us and maybe Bigfoot, there’s nobody for miles.”

From behind him, a deep voice said, “We must also remember that the Chodrecai who built the generator here had to have arrived via another portal.”

Gardner and Owens turned to see the towering figure of Makoquolax, a Plysserian soldier. He was dressed in a formfitting dark uniform, over which he wore a vest comprised of interconnected armor plates, along with an equipment harness. Large, oval-shaped black eyes peered out from beneath a protruding brow, and small holes occupied the locations where ears or a nose would be on a human head. The pale gray skin of his exposed arms and bald head were covered with an intricate series of patterns and lines rendered in dark blue ink. Many Plysserian soldiers followed this same practice, as Makoquolax had explained to him, with each of the glyphs representing a significant battle in which the individual soldier had fought, or some other major life event the wearer wished to commemorate. Seeing the tattoos on various Plysserians had given Gardner cause to christen their newfound, unlikely friends as “Blues.”

“Hey, Max,” Gardner said, invoking the moniker he had given to the Plysserian. Indicating the destroyed camp with a nod of his head, he asked, “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Nodding his large, oblong head in greeting, Max said, “I have surveyed the area and found nothing of use, but the size of this encampment suggests a larger contingent somewhere nearby.”

That other camp, Gardner knew, likely had been the insertion point for a portal that had originated on Jontashreena . As they seemed to have been doing with increasing frequency during the past several weeks, Gray scouting parties had come to Earth and immediately set to the task of erecting a portal generation site. Once completed, it would serve as an anchor point for a stronger, more reliable conduit, one that would not have to be powered down due to the energy demands of maintaining a portal powered from only one end.

“Month after month of little to no activity,” Gunny Owens said, “and now all of a sudden the Grays are on the move again? Why now? If the reports we’ve been getting are right, they’re still rebuilding and reorganizing after their last big offensive, and we’ve heard nothing that says they’re ready to try again.”

Folding his muscled arms across his broad chest, Max replied, “Given the sporadic and often incomplete intelligence reports we have received from sympathetic sources on Jontashreena, it is entirely possible that at least some Chodrecai rebuilding and rearming efforts have been carried out in relative secret. However, with the threat of ever-dwindling resources on my home planet, such initiatives—covert or otherwise—would be plagued with difficulty.”

Max’s grasp of English was even better than Gardner’s understanding of the Plysserian’s native language, thanks to a wondrous translator device the alien had shown him during their first encounter. A band worn around the head, it interfaced directly with the wearer’s brain, accelerating cognitive functions with respect to speech and language. Gardner had no clue how it worked, but had come to rely on the device as an unparalleled communications and learning tool.

Gardner had heard some variation of Max’s explanation more than once. In short, the only reason Chodrecai forces did not keep pouring through countless portal locations across the world was the simple fact that Gray personnel and equipment, already stretched thin after the protracted war on their own world, were not sufficient to expand the campaign to Earth for any extended period. Chodrecai leaders had gambled on a massive three-pronged attack, targeting Moscow, Beijing, and Washington, D.C., in the hope of crippling three of Earth’s major military powers. Only fortunate happenstance had made it possible for sympathizers on Jontashreena to get information about the coming assaults, providing just enough time for American, Russian, and Chinese forces—working in concert with Blue allies—to ready a counteroffensive. Though the Chodrecai campaign had failed, the battle had been costly for all sides. Forces on Earth were still recovering and attempting to prepare for what many experts believed would be a renewed campaign.

And who the hell knows what the Grays are really doing ?

“This is the fifth instance of a portal opening in three weeks,” Gardner said after a moment, “and the third one we’ve been able to confirm is due to Gray activity. I think it’s safe to say they’re on the move again.”

Owens nodded. “If they’re not ready to kick in the door, they’re at least sniffing around.”

Pausing a moment as though attempting to decipher the Marine’s words, Max finally replied, “Agreed. We should pass this information on to your superiors and mine as well. I believe any respite we may have enjoyed to this point is coming to an end, and we still have many preparations to make.”

“I’ll see about getting us transport,” Owens said. Looking to Gardner, he added, “Take another sweep, see if there’s anything worth taking with us. Otherwise, we’re out of here in fifteen minutes.”

“Aye, aye, Gunny,” Gardner said, shifting the pulse rifle so that it rested more comfortably in the crook of his right arm. The weight of the weapon now seeming more pronounced to him.

“I knew it,” he mused aloud, releasing a small, humorless grunt.

“I do not understand,” Max said, regarding him with what Gardner had long ago learned to recognize as an expression of confusion. “Something amuses you?”

Shaking his head, Gardner sighed. “It was all too good to last.”



2


“You’d better quit eyeballing me, recruit! Head and eyes straight to the front!”

Colin Laney felt flecks of spittle on his face as the drill instructor, a lean, muscled Latino man introduced mere moments ago as Staff Sergeant Medina, screamed at him from a distance of less than twelve inches. The Marine’s head, replete with the olive drab hat—“cover,” as Laney and the other recruits had been instructed to call any and all headgear that was not a helmet—filled Colin’s vision. Indeed, the cover’s wide brim was so close it nearly rested on the bridge of Colin’s nose. Despite his best effort, he was unable to keep from flinching as the drill instructor leaned even closer.

“Get your boots and get on line now!”

Even as Colin turned toward the mass of clothing and assorted items he had been forced to dump onto his bed, and reached for the two pairs of combat boots he had been issued two days earlier, Medina was behind him, the man’s voice thundering off the cinder-block walls of the barracks. “Any day, recruit. Any day !”

Mindful to avoid actually running into the drill instructor as he grasped a pair of brown suede combat boots in each hand, Colin scrambled back to stand in front of the two-tiered bunk bed. Glancing down, he made sure the heels of his tennis shoes were on the edge of the inch-wide black line painted on the maroon-colored concrete floor and running the length of the barracks. He locked his body into what he hoped was a position of attention, mimicking the actions of other recruits who likewise had retrieved their boots and returned as ordered to their position in line. Across the ten-foot-wide aisle separating the rows of bunks behind him from those in front of him, another recruit whose name Colin could not remember stared back at him, his eyes wide with fear as he held out his arms and displayed two similar pairs of military-issue footwear. Looking at the other man—a boy, really, just like him—was almost like staring into a mirror: pale, shaved head, combat utility uniform that did not appear to fit quite right, white running shoes sticking out from beneath the cuffs of the uniform pants. Colin and his fellow recruits, fifty-seven men varying in age from eighteen to thirty-one, represented a variety of ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds to be found east of the Mississippi River. Until their graduation from boot camp, they would be known collectively as Platoon 3003. They had been together for nearly three days and had not yet even had the chance to wear their boots.

“Hold ’em out!” a voice from his left boomed through the squad bay, a voice that Colin now knew belonged to his platoon’s senior drill instructor, Staff Sergeant Blyzen. Like the other recruits, Colin extended his arms in front of him, the boots dangling from his hands. He tried not to tremble as Medina and another drill instructor moved down the center aisle, which had been deemed off-limits to recruits except upon explicit instructions to the contrary. The Marines’ eyes darted from recruit to recruit, checking to see that each was in possession of two pairs of boots. Colin nearly flinched as he saw, somewhere to his right at the edge of his peripheral vision, Medina turn to a recruit and scream at the luckless target about not holding his arms high enough.

“Stow them in your seabag, now. Move,” said Blyzen, and Colin and his companions turned to shove the footwear into one of the two drab green duffel bags they each had received, along with the rest of their uniforms and assorted hygiene items, on their first morning as Marine recruits. With the frenetic pace of the past two days, this actually was the first real opportunity to see most of what they had been given. Almost all of it was green or possessed a pixelated camouflage pattern.

Colin returned to his place on line. It was the fifth or sixth iteration of the exercise, and already he could feel sweat on his head. The urge to wipe it away was all but overpowering, but Colin remained frozen in place.

What the hell am I doing here?

He had volunteered, of course.

During those first weeks after the failed Chodrecai offensive, citizens around the world had listened to statements from government leaders vowing retribution for the attacks, and the calls for able-bodied men and women to volunteer for service in order to face the global threat. In the beginning, media pundits had voiced concerns that American citizens might well reject such measures, given the prolonged conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and the costs they had incurred. In addition to indignation over the monetary expenditures that had taken a toll on the country’s economy, there was widespread belief among a significant percentage of the population that an unwritten code of trust had been violated between the government and the country’s armed services.

Supporting the ongoing operations had required the involuntary extensions of enlistment contracts, a legal yet unpopular measure levied against an all-volunteer military in the face of wars that many found unnecessary and even illegal. Further, the protracted use of reserve forces called to active duty had caused no small amount of strife, with reservists serving their second or even third tours in a combat zone. If they were lucky enough to come home uninjured or, more commonly, suffering from wounds that might heal in time, they returned to find their jobs eliminated as part of rampant downsizing and outsourcing of jobs to overseas locations. The military struggled to meet recruiting quotas because citizens, customarily vocal about “supporting the troops,” had long since tired of wars that—in theory, at least—should have ended in short order. As the years dragged on and casualty counts mounted, and the reasons for those wars seemed to shift with the tides, the American people lost patience with the apparent lack of progress. Even the near total turnover of the American government following the most recent presidential and congressional elections did not seem to bring answers for ending the country’s involvement in the conflicts.

Much of that changed the day the aliens arrived.

While it was unreasonable to say that all past sins were forgiven in the interests of uniting against a common foe, the Chodrecai threat did indeed have the effect of motivating many nations on Earth to set aside—for a time, at least—their various differences. Those governments that chose to concentrate on their own agendas soon found themselves marginalized as countries around the world pooled and exchanged resources in order to prepare to fight the alien invaders. Not since the Second World War had such effort been expended for so singular a purpose.

Though the dangers facing the planet had brought an influx of volunteers to military recruiting and induction offices around the world, experts believed that more were needed. Governments either reinstated or instigated military conscription policies. Colin had received a draft notice for the United States Army in his mail while attending college three weeks ago at the University of South Florida, but after discussing the matter with his father at the family home in Tampa, he had elected to withdraw from his studies and instead make his way to a Marine Corps recruiting office near the university campus. It was there that he learned the true scope of the call-up. Here in the United States, all men and women between the ages of eighteen and forty were being summoned for initial screenings. Those deemed unsuitable for the rigors of combat were reviewed for their ability to act in other areas—logistical support, communications and computers, mechanical and medical services, to name but a few. Still others, determined to be unsuitable for military service, were directed to the civil service and one of the myriad jobs that were being ramped up in order to support the war effort.

What had followed Colin’s first visit to the recruiting office was a whirlwind of tests and paperwork, much of which—according to the recruiter—was being carried out at an even faster pace than at the height of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Colin had already heard in the news that training cycles for new recruits were being accelerated. In the case of the Marine Corps, the normal fourteen-week boot camp cycle had been cut in half, the unspoken yet understood truth being that most of the newer recruits were little more than cannon fodder for the escalating conflict with the Chodrecai. Those surviving long enough after initial indoctrination would receive advanced training as time and resources permitted. As he stood in the squad bay, much like his grandfather had done in the aftermath of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Colin wondered about his place in the world he was about to enter, and how long he might occupy that position in the face of forces far beyond his control.

Though the first two nights at Parris Island had been hectic, they paled in comparison to what had transpired in only the first moments with the trio of drill instructors that would oversee Platoon 3003’s training for the next three months. Introduced by First Lieutenant Ferris, an officer who had identified himself as their “series commander” and overseeing platoons 3000 through 3003, Staff Sergeant Blyzen had in turn presented Staff Sergeant Medina and 3003’s third drill instructor, a scowling African-American man named Sergeant Stevens. Then, as Blyzen stood at one end of the squad bay, arms clasped behind his back and maintaining an unwavering military pose, he had unleashed the other two Marines on the platoon with a simple directive.

“Get ’em.”

In response to that command, Medina and Stevens had bolted into action, wading into the gathered platoon and plunging the room into utter chaos. How long had it been going on? Several minutes, Colin guessed, though no clocks were in his line of sight. As for his wristwatch, it currently resided in a small blue satchel—a “money and valuables” bag—resting in the large cargo pocket along his right pants leg. The bag contained those few personal possessions he had been allowed to keep upon his arrival at I (for “India”) Company, Third Recruit Training Battalion, Marine Corps Recruit Depot, located in humid Parris Island, South Carolina.

Colin had expected something like this, mostly due to re-creations of similar scenes in movies. Unlike those fictional representations of drill instructors with their screaming and spitting and bug-eyed madness as they verbally and physically assaulted the men in their charge, these Marines had yet to utter a single profanity. Likewise, they had not laid so much as a finger on any of the recruits, except as a means of delivering instruction such as in the proper positioning of feet or arms while standing at attention.

“Show me six green T-shirts,” Blyzen ordered, his voice once more carrying the length of the squad bay. “One in each hand, one across each arm, one on each shoulder. Do it now.”

Once more, momentary calm disintegrated in a blur of frantic movements as the platoon scrambled to carry out the new order. Even as he reached into the mound of clothing and other flotsam in search of the required items, Colin saw Medina and Stevens swarming toward one hapless recruit. Thankful that he was not the subject of their ire on this occasion, he pulled six olive drab undershirts from his pile and returned to his place on line, and as he did so he caught sight of two figures standing at the end of the squad bay, behind and to the right of Staff Sergeant Blyzen.

Holy shit . The thought echoed in Colin’s mind. It’s one of them.

The alien stood nearly two heads taller than the officer next to it, with wide shoulders and a massive chest threatening to burst from the dark formfitting garment it wore. Colin recognized the creature as a Plysserian from the numerous pictures and video footage he had seen on television and in magazines and on the Internet for months. Much of its pale gray skin was covered with an assortment of unrecognizable patterns and shapes rendered in dark ink. Its garment was devoid of any insignia, but Colin knew that the clothing was meant to be the alien’s version of a uniform.

Why’s he here?

Colin knew that militaries around the world had allied with Plysserian forces, such pacts being a primary reason that Earth had been able to repel the massive three-pronged assault launched by the Chodrecai six months earlier. Since that time, Plysserian military units had been working with their human counterparts, augmenting training, weapons, and other technology for the next major offensive many believed was coming sooner rather than later. Did the lone Plysserian’s presence here, now, mean that such enhancements had already been made to Marine recruit training? That would make sense, Colin decided, given what he had heard about the focus of military preparations in the months since that last costly battle.

“What are you staring at, recruit?”

The question, screamed into his left ear, had come a mere heartbeat after Colin had detected movement from the corner of his eye. Sergeant Stevens had moved with catlike grace across the squad bay to home in on him like a missile finding its target. Unable to help himself, Colin cringed in response to the drill instructor’s query, all but cowering from the man as Stevens closed the distance, his long index finger poised directly before Colin’s eyes.

“Get on line now!”

Arranging the T-shirts in the fashion prescribed by Blyzen and following the example of the recruits across the aisle from him, Colin locked his elbows at his sides and draped one shirt over each arm. With a shirt on each shoulder, he held the remaining two in his hands as Medina and Stevens repeated the process of verifying that each recruit had followed instructions.

“Stow them in your seabag now. Move,” Blyzen barked, the command issued with the Marine’s customary crisp efficiency. The platoon carried out the order and returned to the line, and as he took his place Colin detected movement on his left and heard the sound of the heavy metal door opening at the squad bay’s far end. An instant later, Blyzen’s voice thundered through the room. “Attention on deck!” There was a verbal exchange that Colin could not hear before Blyzen turned once more to face the assembled platoon. “Eyeballs.”

“Snap, sir!” each recruit shouted in unison, turning their heads as earlier instructed toward Blyzen, who promptly frowned in disapproval at the reaction to his order.

“You’d better stop whispering,” he retorted, his face a mask of disgust. “Get ’em back.” He waited until each recruit returned his head and eyes to face forward, then with a louder voice added, “Eyeballs!”

“Snap, sir!” When the platoon responded this time, Colin was sure the windows of the squad bay rattled in their frames.

Satisfied, at least for the moment, Blyzen said, “Listen up. The company commander wants to talk to you.” Stepping to his left, the senior drill instructor assumed a position of parade rest as the officer, a man dressed in an impeccably tailored green uniform, moved to where Blyzen had been standing. He had removed his cover, revealing a nearly bald head save for a patch of closely cropped blond hair, the “high and tight” style affected by nearly every Marine Colin had encountered. Over the man’s left breast pocket were rows of brightly colored ribbons, silent testaments to an impressive military career. To Colin, the man represented everything the Marine Corps preached about—how it transformed children into adults and forged warriors from civilian flotsam. It was because of men such as this that Colin—like his grandfather before him—had opted for the Marines rather than answering his original Army draft notice.

In a deep, imposing voice, the officer said, “My name is Captain Gannon, India Company commander, and on behalf of the commanding general, I welcome each of you to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island. You now stand where thousands of Marines before you have stood. Many of those same Marines sacrificed their lives in service to our Corps and our country. If you successfully complete the training you are about to undertake, you will enter a brotherhood that has existed for more than two centuries—an elite fraternity unlike any other in the history of the world. You will have earned the right to be called a Marine.”

As he spoke, Gannon began to pace the length of the squad bay, his eyes meeting those of each recruit as he walked past. “Now, you and many more men and women just like you are being called upon to do the same, not simply for the United States, but for this entire planet. A year ago, we may have sent many of you to Iraq or Afghanistan, but the world’s changed. The conflicts we waged with those who might intend harm to our country have become insignificant. The enemy we face is not interested in political or religious ideology. They care about one thing: this planet and the resources it offers, in order to rebuild a world they destroyed through generations of war.”

Gannon spoke with a conviction that led Colin to believe the man had seen action against the Chodrecai. In the time since the alien threat first became known, skirmishes and battles of varying size and scope had unfolded across the world. Many of those encounters had played out on live television or the Internet, narrated by journalists traveling with combat units and representing news organizations from countries around the globe. The specter of war now was a daily occurrence, an unshakable reality from which there seemed to be no escape.

“As was proven six months ago,” Gannon said as he turned and began to march back up the center aisle, “the people already living on this planet had something to say about that. We still have a lot to say about that, but the simple truth is that we cannot do it without men and women like you. What I require from each of you is your utter commitment to your training. It will be hard—as unforgiving as anything you have ever attempted. It will tax your body and your mind to their limits, and once you have reached those limits, you will be pushed even further. Do not give up on yourself, and we will not give up on you. If you do as you’re told, if you follow the orders put to you by your drill instructors and other Marines charged with training you, if you give one hundred percent of yourself, then you will succeed.”

Colin, like everyone else in the room, tracked the captain’s movements until Gannon once again stood at the front of the squad bay, staring back at them with an expression that seemed to challenge each of them to rise to the trials they soon would face. “There are those who believe that a war with the Chodrecai is one we cannot win, that it will be over before you complete your training here. Those people are wrong. We will fight this threat. We are fighting this threat, not only the militaries of this world but also with the assistance of our friends, the Plysserians.”

Turning, Gannon indicated the alien standing behind him. “This is Zolitar Teqotev. Zolitar is a rank designation, comparable to that of sergeant. Teqotev and other Plysserian soldiers will be working with your drill instructors. To date, seven platoons of Marine recruits have trained alongside Plysserian soldiers. We have been adapting their weaponry and other technology. We have infused our training with knowledge they’ve shared with us. Platoon 3003 will be the eighth such unit.”

It required physical effort for Colin to keep his slackening jaw from falling open. Oh, my God. What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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If there was one thing Bruce Thompson hated about being a general, it was the umbilical cord connecting his office to whichever concentric circle of Hell generated the endless, knotted streams of red tape. It consumed his days, along with many of his nights, and for every bit he hacked away, more stood ready to take its place.

Slumping in his high-backed black leather office chair, Thompson gazed across the chaotic mass of folders, binders, loose papers, and other detritus littering what was once the polished surface of his wide mahogany desk. Pushing away from the mess only seemed to make it seem larger than it already was, and Thompson was almost certain that the administrative flotsam might actually be reproducing every time he looked away.

Don’t I have people to handle this crap? RHIP? Rank Hath Its goddamned Paperwork.

As if on cue, the intercom light on his phone flashed a bright, blinking green, accompanied by a single tone and the voice of his aide, Sergeant Amanda Carter. “General, Nancy Spencer is here to see you.”

Thompson sighed as he glanced at his wristwatch and took note of the unholy hour, certain he knew at least the broad reasons for one of his most trusted assistants to be visiting him so early in the morning. “Send her in.”

A moment later the door opened to reveal an attractive woman in her early forties, wearing a gray pantsuit over a pale blue silk blouse. Not for the first time, Thompson noted the odd strands of gray that had begun to intrude on her otherwise shiny brown hair. Had she allowed it to hang free, her hair might have reached the middle of her back, but instead it was held in a ponytail. Thompson also noticed the puffiness under Spencer’s eyes, a testament to the long hours she and everyone else from Thompson on down had been working for longer than he could easily remember.

“Good morning,” she said, closing the door behind her. In her left hand she carried a red file folder, while her right hand cradled her omnipresent cellular phone. Thompson smiled as he caught sight of the phone, which doubled as a personal digital assistant with access to e-mail and the Internet as well as the Pentagon’s secure intranet. He had long ago come to think of the gadget as an extension of Spencer’s body, and although he had joked with her about it early on in their relationship, there could be no arguing the effective use to which she put the device as she carried out her numerous, demanding duties.

Seeing the red folder, Thompson sighed. Red was the color designated for reports and other information dealing with alien contact. That particular hue had been all but neglected for the first several years of his tenure as commanding officer of United States Space Command, Operations Section 04-E—referred to colloquially as “4-Echo”—but such was definitely not the case these days. “What’ve we got?” he asked, holding out his hand and gesturing toward the folder.

“The portal in the Pacific Northwest,” Spencer replied, moving without waiting for an invitation to one of the leather guest chairs positioned before Thompson’s desk. “Satellite imagery confirmed Gray activity in that area, and SR-71 recon photos picked up not only a portal generator under construction but also a sizable Gray contingent. B-2s neutralized the target, and a team swept the area but found nothing of use. Our people on the ground there are certain that the Gray unit had to have arrived from another portal opening in that area, after which they scattered into the wilderness.”

Thompson nodded. It was the same story he had been hearing with increasing frequency over the past few weeks, told on each occasion with little variation, and each reaching the same conclusion: The Grays were back.

“Well,” he said, rising from his chair, “it looks like our little break’s almost over.”

Even as he spoke the words, Thompson felt a sense of dread beginning to wash over him. In truth, he had experienced this same feeling every waking moment since that fateful afternoon when he had received a briefing about the initial encounter between a small unit of U.S. Marine reservists and a contingent of Chodrecai soldiers in southwestern Missouri. In the weeks that followed, the entire planet was plunged into near-total chaos as an increasing number of Gray military assets were transported through a still-unknown number of mysterious conduits that linked Earth with the aliens’ own planet, Jontashreena, allowing the invaders to gain footholds around the world.

Following the failed campaign to launch simultaneous offensives against the American, Chinese, and Russian capital cities, large numbers of Gray military assets appeared to withdraw from Earth back through conduits to their home planet. Provided with a seeming reprieve of unknown duration, world powers set to the task of readying for what many believed was the inevitable return of the alien army. In short order, Thompson and his team at 4-Echo found themselves at the tip of the spear, leading the effort to see that the United States was prepared for the next chapter in what had escalated to interplanetary war.

“Nancy,” he said, retrieving from his desk a coffee mug emblazoned with the Air Force logo, “have you ever wondered if the people who convinced Truman to investigate UFOs really thought we’d be where we are today?” He crossed his office to a counter set into the room’s far wall, atop which sat a coffeemaker. Looking over his shoulder, he held up his mug, silently inquiring if Spencer was interested in her own cup.

Shaking her head in response to the offer, she instead replied, “I don’t know if they believed it, but you’ve read the same files I have. They took it seriously, and given how skeptical the public was about the idea of extraterrestrials and alien invasion back in those days, that was no easy feat. I’m betting every single one of those bastards was an alcoholic by the time they quit that job.”

Pausing as he lifted the steaming mug of fresh coffee to his lips, Thompson could not help smiling at the imagery Spencer’s comments evoked. What must life have been like for the men and women tasked in 1947 by President Harry S Truman to form Project Sign? An exploratory group within the United States Air Force, Project Sign would grow and transform over the next six decades into the far-reaching organization that Bruce Thompson now commanded. Tasked with scrutinizing reports of alleged visits to Earth by beings or craft from other worlds, Project Sign and its string of successors also had been charged with developing procedures when encounters with extraterrestrials occurred, as well as creating contingencies in the event such contact was not deemed to be “peaceful.”

4-Echo and its earlier incarnations had until recently existed almost entirely within the shadows, the notable exception being the “Blue Book” project of the 1960s. This latest iteration also had begun life as a small, covert operation hidden among other classified projects within an impenetrable maze of bureaucratic jargon, misdirection, and outright lies. All of that had changed now, with the organization being revealed to the world at the direction of the current president, in the hope of assuring a frightened public that the governments of the United States and other countries were not woefully unprepared for even this most outlandish of scenarios: war with another world. Unfortunately, such was not the case.

Not really, anyway.

“Okay,” Thompson said, returning to his seat, “so that makes five new portal locations in the United States in the past three weeks.”

“Six,” Spencer replied, her gaze directed to the phone in her right hand. Thompson could see her thumb playing over the device’s miniature white trackball as she scanned what he figured to be one of the hundreds of e-mail messages she received each day. “There was that one in Florida, but it was only a Gray scouting party, which we were able to capture within hours of their arrival.”

Thompson released a single humorless chuckle as he settled into his chair, recalling the incident. “They were found wandering around the Tomorrowland area at Disney World.” He shook his head, imagining what a scene that must have made. Of course, the legendary tourist attraction was closed these days, all but abandoned in the face of global panic as well as government-enforced curfews, the rationing of commodities like food and fuel, and even martial law in many of the country’s larger cities. There had been an understandable outcry against the extreme measures, with fears heightened by the near-total assimilation of television and radio broadcasts by the different news outlets, which bombarded audiences with unrelenting coverage of the war and its myriad effects on every facet of human civilization. The Internet was not much better. Service was spotty in many areas, due to severed transmission lines as well as damaged or destroyed buildings in different locations around the world that once housed key systems and data storage facilities upon which the global network was dependent. Much of the equipment and bandwidth that remained had been co-opted by the government and the military, leaving precious little else from which the rest of the world might glean information. Thompson himself had no desire to see such drastic action taken, but as the president had communicated during the first of what had become nightly addresses to the American people and the rest of the world, these were not normal times. Despite the uncertainty many felt, there were reassuring lessons to be taken from recent history. Thompson remembered the stories told to him by his father of how the country had come together as America entered the Second World War, and efforts approaching that scale had been under way for months.

We’re going to need all of that, he mused, trying to seek some measure of solace as he sipped his coffee, while finding none. And more.

“How many does that make worldwide?” Thompson asked.

Studying her phone’s display again, Spencer replied, “Seventeen. In each case, the portal site was captured or destroyed. Gray personnel were either captured or killed. Of course, more soldiers were likely dispersed into the surrounding areas before the sites were taken, and those are just the portals we know about.”

“It’s obvious they’re probing,” Thompson said. “The question is: Are they just snooping around to see what we’re doing, or are they reconnoitering in preparation for another major assault?”

He glanced at the computer monitor perched on the far left corner of his desk, its screen displaying the contents of his calendar for the day. As always, meetings with various 4-Echo department heads dominated the agenda, each one scheduled to provide him with the latest status reports from their section, as well as their progress with respect to finding new ways to combat the Chodrecai threat. With the capture of so many Gray soldiers as well as the recovery of weaponry and other equipment, 4-Echo’s research and development division had received plenty of material for study. Plysserian military and scientific personnel were also contributing to the effort, assisting human counterparts to understand the advanced technology in order to replicate it as well as to devise defenses against it.

“Our intel reports have been sketchy from the beginning,” Spencer said, allowing her hand and the phone to rest in her lap. “We know that one of the main reasons the Grays haven’t launched another significant offensive is because Blue forces have kept them busy.”

Though the Chodrecai offensive had inflicted damage to significant portions of Washington, D.C., Beijing, and Moscow, human and Plysserian military units had prevented the Grays from establishing footholds at any of those locations. Major damage to buildings and other property had occurred in a large area surrounding the point where the portal had opened on the National Mall, including historic structures such as the Capitol, the National Archives, and several museums. Both sides had lost significant numbers of ground troops, vehicles, and other materiel, though by all accounts the Chodrecai had fared worse from the exchange. Further, the bold gambit and the commitment of so many assets to see it carried out had also allowed beleaguered Blue forces to reclaim territory previously captured by the Grays on Jontashreena.

In hindsight, according to several Plysserian and human military analysts, the Chodrecai offensive had borne all the characteristics of a desperate gambit. Though the limitations of the portal technology could serve as a partial explanation for the notable lack of large-scale weaponry to support the swarms of foot soldiers sent from the alien planet, the actual attacks served only to strengthen theories that the Grays were simply running out of resources with which to fight this war. Might the addition of a new enemy—even a reluctant one, as Earth was—actually be the catalyst for finally bringing the generations-long conflict to an end?

Has a nice ring to it.

“What do we know about these Plysserian resistance groups on Jontashreena ?” Thompson asked, swiveling his chair so he could place his feet atop the open bottom drawer on the left side of his desk. “Are they organized? What kind of numbers are we talking about?”

Spencer shook her head. “We don’t know for sure. The intel we’re getting suggests small, scattered groups, a mixture of civilians and renegade military, operating independently throughout Gray-occupied territory. Mostly guerrilla-style hit-and-run tactics, striking targets of opportunity and only rarely engaging Gray forces directly.”

“That’s what you do when you’re outnumbered a hundred or a thousand to one,” Thompson replied, “and all the hardware belongs to the other side.” As a young pilot in Vietnam, he had seen such strategies employed by the Viet Cong to devastating effect.

“Plysserian military leaders have been attempting to make contact with some of the larger cells,” Spencer said, “in the hopes of somehow getting them organized.”

Releasing a dismissive grunt, Thompson countered, “That could take months. We’re not going to have that kind of time.”

“The Joint Chiefs are saying the same thing,” Spencer said. “They’re ordering stepped-up recon patrols through the portals we control, and they’re accelerating plans to begin positioning personnel and assets at a series of strategic locations on Jontashreena .”

Thompson had been expecting that, and was pleased that efforts to understand, replicate, and improve upon Plysserian portal technology would contribute to such planning. One of the drawbacks in the initial series of portals created by the Blues was the size of the conduits, which had proven too small for anything of appreciable size to traverse. The limitation had proven fortuitous, as both Blues and Grays had been prevented from sending through large numbers of military vehicles, such as their equivalents to tanks, planes, or helicopters. Such equipment was instead broken down to varying degrees, requiring reassembly upon its reaching the conduit’s other end. It was during the coordinated attack against China, Russia, and the U.S. that the existence of a larger, more powerful portal generator had been revealed. That generator had nearly turned the tide of battle in favor of the Grays.

Now it’s our turn.

“What about the recall beacon that group of Blue comm engineers was developing?” Thompson asked. “What’s the status on that?” He had been fascinated by the preliminary reports regarding the device, which was capable of transmitting a signal from one end of a conduit to the other, using technology similar to that of the portal generators themselves, and actually supplying the signal’s receiver with location information needed to establish a new portal endpoint. The tactical applications for such a gadget were obvious.

Spencer replied, “The prototype’s been field-tested, with largely favorable results. There are still some bugs to work out, but it looks promising. JCS has already approved a recon mission to Jontashreena, where it would play a major role.”

“I know about that,” Thompson said, recalling the briefing memo he had read two days earlier, outlining a planned search-and-rescue mission to retrieve a Plysserian engineer from a Chodrecai prison. As one of the group responsible for its creation, the Blue scientist was believed to be one of the foremost experts on the portal generation technology.

“The knowledge this engineer is supposed to have is unmatched,” Spencer said, “and no doubt the Grays are sucking him dry as they work to improve the portals they control.”

Thompson nodded. “We’re going to need that kind of brainpower if the plans for launching a major counteroffensive against the Grays have any hope of moving forward.” He paused, reaching for his coffee. “Speaking of that, the JCS are still clamoring for the large-scale portal generators. What’s the latest on those?”

Pausing to consult her PDA, Spencer replied, “Three of the six test locations are reporting successful transport tests. The problem is that the damned things use so much energy, and generate one hell of a lot of heat. They have to be powered down after only about forty-five seconds, and it takes nearly forty minutes for them to cool enough to be used again. Our people are testing new ways to deal with that, of course.”

“A few minutes here and there won’t be enough if we end up having to launch a full-scale offensive.” Thompson recalled a book he had read, years ago, about an Army colonel who had commanded a company of soldiers during one of the earliest engagements of the Vietnam War. He and his men had been sent into a landing zone by helicopter, handfuls of soldiers at a time, against what eventually was revealed to be a numerically superior enemy force. Those men already on the ground and under fire had to wait for intervals of nearly thirty minutes for groups of reinforcements as the helicopters returned to base and picked up their companions to bring them to the fight. Unable to retreat and all but surrounded, the company held its ground for three days as casualties mounted while food, water, and ammunition dwindled to all but nothing. If personnel were deployed to the alien planet in similar fashion, the losses could well be devastating.

Fuck that. Shot down over Vietnam himself, Thompson had evaded the enemy for five days before finally being rescued. Therefore, he considered himself something of an authority on hanging your ass out in the wind while waiting for backup.

“Tell our people they need to work harder,” he said, lifting his feet from the open drawer and sitting up straight in his chair. “That’s not a commentary on their efforts to date,” he added, seeing the expression on Spencer’s face. “They’ve done phenomenal work so far, but if we’re getting ready to send young men and women into combat on another fucking planet, we can’t have them sitting there waiting for reinforcements because our equipment isn’t up to par.” Sighing, he reached up to rub the bridge of his nose. “They have to do better; it’s as simple as that.”

“Agreed,” Spencer said, offering a single, curt nod. Then, looking at him, she asked in a softer voice, “Bruce, are you all right? Pardon my saying so, but you look like hell.”

Chuckling, Thompson nodded. “I need a vacation. We all do.”

“Is that an invitation?”

When she said nothing else, Thompson lowered his hand and regarded her. Nancy Spencer had been a valuable member of his staff even before the aliens’ arrival. Since then, she had become indispensable. His respect for her professional abilities came without reservation or qualification; he could think of no one else he would rather have at his side during these trying times.

As for anything further, was there something there? Was he so blind, so buried in the work, that he had failed to see Spencer as anything other than a colleague?

“Maybe so,” he finally said, allowing himself a smile before releasing a small sigh. The past several months had taken a toll on them all. For Thompson, this was the latest in a string of conflicts in which he had participated throughout his career, from Vietnam to Desert Storm to the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. This war was on a scale surpassing anything the civilized world had ever seen, but for Thompson himself it was different in a smaller, far more personal sense; it was the first war in which he had fought where his wife, Nicole, was not at home waiting for him. Taken by cancer nearly seven years earlier, she had been his emotional rock throughout the three decades they had shared.

“You still miss her, don’t you?”

Spencer’s words broke through his reverie, and only then did Thompson realize he was staring at Nicole’s photograph, perched in a cherrywood frame next to his computer monitor. Offering a weak smile, he nodded. “Every day.” He had never remarried, had never so much as dated since her death. For much of that time, he had simply immersed himself in his work. Only now, as he and everyone else on Earth faced the possibility that their days might truly be numbered, could Bruce Thompson admit that while he always had acknowledged his wife’s absence, he had until now never felt alone.

If you’re up there, he mused, I hope you’re putting in a good word with the Big Guy on our behalf, because we’re going to need all the damned help we can get.
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The shouts of alarm came as they always did, an instant before the first shots of automatic weapons fire, jolting Private First Class Simon DiCarlo from fitful slumber. Rising from the makeshift bed he had fashioned from his poncho and backpack, he adjusted his helmet and laid the barrel of his M16 atop the parapet of sandbags ringing his fighting hole.

“Son of a fucking bitch, D,” hissed his companion, Lance Corporal Mike Bundy, his eyes wide with fear and his Tennessee drawl thickening with every word. “Fuckin’ Charlie’s fuckin’ comin’. They’re fucking everywhere .”

Ahead of him, twenty or thirty meters into the jungle, DiCarlo saw light flickering through the trees, flares triggered by trip wires. Silhouetted by the fading illumination were slight, shadowy figures, darting from tree to tree and using the underbrush for cover as they advanced on the platoon’s firebase. From his left came the staccato bursts of the M60 machine gun manned by PFC Tony Robinson, the new kid from Detroit who had been given the unenviable task of humping the heavy weapon while on patrol. Harsh orange streaks lanced from Robinson’s hole into the jungle, tracer fire accompanying the machine gun’s regular 7.62-millimeter ammo. Lighter, higher-pitched reports from various M16s to either side of DiCarlo joined in the fight, the rounds they fired tearing through the thick foliage in search of targets. His finger tightening on the trigger of his own rifle, DiCarlo peered down the weapon’s length, looking for the enemy.

At the same time, he pissed his pants, commemorating his first firefight.

A figure emerged from behind a tree less than ten meters in front of DiCarlo, charging in his direction. His hands trembling, DiCarlo aimed his M16 at the approaching soldier and fired, his finger crushing the trigger as round after round exploded from the weapon. The first three or four shots missed, but the next four to six found their target, stitching across Charlie’s chest. One round found his head, snapping it back as his body went limp and collapsed to the ground.

“Don’t waste your fuckin’ ammo, man!” Bundy shouted between shots of his own. “Pick your fucking target and put the motherfucker down!” He punctuated his point by firing again, followed as quickly by three more single shots.

His breath coming in deep, rapid gasps, DiCarlo forced himself to listen to Bundy’s words, flipping the M16’s selector switch to semiautomatic mode before taking aim at another Vietnamese soldier who chose that moment to emerge from the trees. Dressed in dark, loose clothing, Charlie was all but concealed by the shadows until he stepped forward into the feeble yellowish light cast by another tripped flare. He was hunched over, trying to make himself less of a target as he traversed the open ground, but by then DiCarlo had wrestled his breathing under control, and centered his rifle’s front sight on the enemy soldier’s chest. DiCarlo pulled the trigger and the other man jerked, stumbling and falling to his knees. He used one hand to keep himself from slumping to the ground, and DiCarlo’s second shot took him in the face.

To his left, Bundy grunted, his breath expelling like air from a punctured tire as he dropped his rifle and reached with both hands for his chest. He staggered away from the parapet, stumbling over the pair of backpacks and falling to the ground, grimacing in pain. In the dim light, DiCarlo could see something dark moving around and over Bundy’s fingers, staining them and his faded green camouflage jacket. Blood.

“Mike!” DiCarlo shouted, worried about the friend he had known for less than a week but unable to help him as still more enemy soldiers approached from the jungle. He saw three this time, all of them heading toward him, and DiCarlo fired at the closest one. Two bullets tore into the man’s abdomen and he went down, followed by the man next to him as DiCarlo caught him with a head shot. As he pressed the trigger one more time, he heard the unwelcome sound of the M16’s bolt locking to the rear. The weapon was empty.

Motherfucker!

He fumbled for the button to drop the rifle’s spent magazine, but an earsplitting shriek halted his movements. At the same instant a figure blotted out what little light remained from the distant flares. DiCarlo caught sight of the AK-47’s muzzle less than a meter from his face and swung his rifle, its barrel knocking aside the other weapon just as Charlie fired. The crack of the shot at this range was deafening but DiCarlo ignored it, bringing around his still-empty M16 and trying to hit the Vietnamese man’s leg. The son of a bitch dodged the strike, jumping down into the fighting hole. DiCarlo saw the bayonet affixed to the rifle’s barrel just in time to avoid having it jammed into his gut. He sidestepped the attack, nearly stumbling over Bundy in his attempt to gain some maneuvering room.

The Cong soldier howled in rage as he pulled back the AK and tried again, but this time DiCarlo was ready, dropping his useless rifle and lunging at the other man. His hands found the soldier’s throat at the same time that he butted the man’s head with his helmet. A cry of pain echoed in the hole’s narrow confines, but DiCarlo hit him again, driving forward with his head and slamming the crown of his helmet into the Cong’s nose. DiCarlo howled in primal fear, one fist beating the other man’s head as he fought to keep his other hand on Charlie’s throat, digging into the soft skin with his fingers. Looking up, he locked eyes with the other man, seeing the hatred in the enemy soldier’s eyes. The Cong reached for DiCarlo, his small hands finding no purchase as DiCarlo once more smashed him in the face with his helmet.

Then Charlie shifted. His light brown skin faded to a mottled gray, and his body stretched and grew, the loose pajama-like clothing replaced by formfitting body armor covering muscled arms and legs. His face contorted, twisting and broadening as his ears and bloody, broken nose seemed to recede into his skull. When the Cong opened his wide mouth, DiCarlo saw rows of jagged, sharp teeth, like those of a shark. The soldier reached for him again, and this time large, strong hands found DiCarlo’s own throat. The gray monstrosity leaned closer, and DiCarlo felt its hot breath on his skin before the thing opened its mouth again.

Sergeant Major Simon DiCarlo jerked awake, muscles tensing and his heart hammering in his chest as he sat upright. Looking around, he saw no Viet Cong or Chodrecai soldiers. There was no jungle here, of course; instead, he saw only the familiar rock walls of the cave that served as his temporary home.

Forcing himself to inhale slowly and deeply, DiCarlo brought his ragged breathing under control. The cave’s cool air chilled the perspiration on his back and chest, and he looked down to see goose pimples across his exposed skin.

“Bad dream?”

The voice, warm and soothing, was enough to ease DiCarlo’s anxiety, and he slumped back down to the thick pad and collection of heavy woven blankets that formed the makeshift bed. To his right, his companion in the bed rose just enough to support herself on her left elbow and looked down at him.

“What was it?” asked Belinda Russell, and thanks to the soft light of a crude candle situated atop a crate a few meters away, DiCarlo could see the young woman’s delicate ebony features darkened by an expression of concern. Reaching out with her right hand, Russell stroked the side of his face. He felt her fingers move across the beard that had covered his chin for the past several months.

Exhaling audibly, DiCarlo replied, “It was damned weird, that’s what it was.” He described to her the same dream he had experienced at irregular intervals for more than thirty years, since not long after the night on which that original firefight had taken place.

“It’s always the same,” he said. “I dream it almost exactly as it happened, though I always wake up before . . .” He paused, his mouth suddenly feeling dry. “Before I kill the guy.” As he had countless times since that night, DiCarlo recalled the final moments of the brutal fight in that dark, dank hole, flinching as he did every time he remembered the sound of the Cong screaming and the blade of his combat knife plunging into the other man’s stomach.

“Only this time was different,” he added after a moment, highlighting for Russell the dream’s new twist. “That’s the first time I’ve dreamed about fighting a Gray, which, when you think about it, is pretty odd by itself, all things considered.” He looked around the low-ceilinged cave, itself little more than a small alcove branching from a wider tunnel that connected a series of caverns. Above them was what had been identified to him by Plysserian soldiers as the Margolitruul mountain range. It was one of the prominent geographical features of the Galotreapiq continent’s southwestern region, providing thousands of square miles of terrain in which to hide. This was fortunate, as a considerable portion of the area—which, like the rest of the continent, had been home to the Plysserian people for uncounted generations—was actually Chodrecai-occupied territory.

Living on an alien planet, DiCarlo mused. No matter how many times he considered that simple, blunt statement, and given all he had experienced during the months he and Russell had spent here, there were times when accepting this reality seemed like nothing but the very notion of insanity.

Moving her hand from the side of his face, Russell rested her open palm on DiCarlo’s chest, her fingers playing with the fine, dark hair they found there. “What are you thinking?” she asked after a moment.

DiCarlo shrugged. “Same thing I think about every day: I wonder what’s going on back home.” He reached up and ran a hand over his head, feeling the long strands of gray-streaked black hair there. Like his beard, his hair also had grown out, now almost as long as it had been the summer prior to his reporting for boot camp a lifetime ago. Without a razor or scissors here, grooming had become something of a challenge in the months since his and Russell’s arrival. Her hair, once straight and styled short, also had grown, returning to her natural curls.

Had it really been the better part of a year since he, Russell, and a Plysserian soldier named Kel had arrived on Jontashreena ? Had it been that long since his unit of active and reserve Marines, while training at Camp Growding, a National Guard base near Neosho, Missouri, had encountered the Plysserians and their enemies, the Chodrecai? Following a brutal initial skirmish with the Grays at the compound where the Marines had made their base of operations—an encounter that had caused several casualties, including the officer in command of the unit—DiCarlo had taken charge if the situation, aided by a group of Plysserian soldiers who allied with the Marines.

Russell, a reservist with a communications occupational specialty, along with her team had discovered that certain radio frequencies had some form of debilitating effect on the aliens’ weaponry and other technology. This revelation offered a meager advantage when it was decided they would attack an encampment harboring a portal opening, the one used by Chodrecai soldiers to travel to Earth. A contingent of Grays was fortifying its position in order to facilitate the transfer of weapons and equipment through the conduit. DiCarlo and his Marines, with the welcome assistance of a mysterious federal agent named Nichols, who had arrived via a black helicopter on orders from the Pentagon, attacked the compound, with DiCarlo and Russell maneuvering into position a supply truck laden with comm gear. The goal was to disable Gray weapons while the Marines and their Blue allies overwhelmed the enemy camp. DiCarlo had driven the truck into the portal, apparently disrupting the bizarre energy field before DiCarlo, Russell, and Kel were transported to Jontashreena.

Once here, they soon linked up with Javoquek, a Plysserian military officer operating with his unit behind enemy lines and doing his level best to disrupt the Chodrecai military. DiCarlo and Russell had fought alongside Kel and Javoquek’s unit during a successful quashing of the Grays’ attack on Washington, D.C., before retreating with their Plysserian friends so that they might regroup to fight another day. What had followed were long stretches of little activity, during which the two Marines learned as much as they could about Plysserian and Chodrecai culture, and the truth behind the war that had consumed both societies for generations. Operating all but independently while receiving his orders from a central military authority, Javoquek moved his unit at frequent yet irregular intervals, either to engage or destroy a specified target such as a supply depot, weapons plant, or other sensitive military installation. In the time since their arrival, DiCarlo and Russell had not had the good fortune of coming across another portal generator that might offer them a way back to Earth.

“Hello?” a soft voice whispered in his ear as he felt a single finger tapping on his forehead. “Is there anybody in there?” DiCarlo smiled as Russell lay back down next to him, pressing her warm and remarkably naked body next to him.

“Sorry,” he replied, wrapping his arm around her so that his right hand rested on the small of her back. “You know what’s weird?” he asked after a moment. “While I wonder what’s going on back there, I don’t really miss anything, or anyone.” He pulled her closer to him. “Of course, having you here makes up for a lot of that.”

“I have that effect on men,” Russell said, kissing his neck as her hand stroked his stomach.

Divorced years ago, his marriage yet another casualty of the long separations that come with military life, DiCarlo had not been in any kind of serious romantic relationship for years. Whether as a result of simple attraction or perhaps because of their odd circumstances—they were the only representatives of their species on this strange world—he and Russell had found solace in each other, their bond deepening with the passing months. Several years younger than DiCarlo, Belinda Russell was as self-assured as any woman he had ever known, a list that included his former wife. Her passion for literature and writing had been the topic of many late-night conversations. DiCarlo was no slouch when it came to reading, and if he had any regrets about being cut off from Earth, it was that he had not had the foresight to pack a few books for the trip. Still, he was no match for Russell in her command of the subject, be it classic literature or modern pulp fiction, including the science fiction stories she loved to read as well as write. For these and many other reasons, he was captivated by her.

And she’s going to kill me, he mused as he felt her lips on his chest and her hand moving from his stomach toward other, more sensitive areas. If anything matched Belinda Russell’s enthusiasm for the written word, it was her zest for what she called “morning calisthenics.” There are worse ways to go, he conceded, rolling toward her and pushing her onto her back, his lips finding hers as his own hands began to wander over her body.

“DiCarlo. Russell.”

Regarding each other with mixed expressions of amusement and irritation as they recognized the voice, they both looked in the direction of the heavy woven blanket that acted as a sort of privacy screen across the entrance to their alcove.

“Kel?” DiCarlo asked, rolling to his feet as Russell pulled up the blanket to cover herself while he pulled on the trousers he had made a few weeks earlier from a spare blanket, using a crude sewing needle he had fashioned from a piece of scrap metal. “What is it?”

The blanket across the entryway moved aside, and Kel’s oversized head appeared. DiCarlo saw his reflection in the Blue’s bulbous, black oval eyes. The two had met very soon after the group of Plysserians allied themselves with the Marine reservists in Missouri during those first, frantic days. In the weeks and months following their arrival on Jontashreena, the Blue soldier had proven himself to be a valuable ally and loyal friend.
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