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ONE

 


The dropship penetrated
the hazy sky and shot toward the surface of the planet recently
named HT12-25. The soldier peered at the nebulous clouds through
the port-side window near his combat seat. Their red-orange wisps
melted together and fell apart in a blurring, purplish design of
last century’s modern art. He thought he could take a series of
pictures, frame them, and then sell the portfolio as a retro
exhibit of how the past and the future came together in all places.
Indeed, one could find hints of the past in everything modern, if
they knew what they were looking for.

He had never seen such a
dizzying display of colors this close. They flowed in a circular
motion, swirled around, and coalesced together like wet paint
guided by a heavy brush. His father would have said it was God’s
canvas and he was admiring His handiwork, and at one time, the man
might have agreed with that assessment. A smile crossed the
soldier’s face for a brief moment as he remembered the argument
he’d had with his father when he told him he’d joined the
Interplanetary Task Force.

“Dad,” he’d said with a
grin and the earnest enthusiasm of the boy that knew everything.
“Imagine all the wonderful people, places, and things I’ll get to
see with the I.T.F.”

“The inside of a steel
canister?” his father retorted and then said, just as harshly,
before he stalked away, “You were meant for better things! Why do
you think we gave you the name Yerik?”

And he had seen many things. Very few of
them had been wonderful and most had been bloody, disgusting, and a
waste of life. Both human and extraterrestrial. He’d certainly come
a long way from the infant baptized as Yerik Romanofski to the man
titled First Comrade.

And now his team was again
flying to a planet to investigate a potential threat and he turned
his attention back to the mission, letting his thoughts run over
the information supplied by the Universal Peace Initiative
Organization. As per the standard of any organization large enough
to employ its own military force, be it nation, rebellion, or
corporation, the mission data had been long on facts, all of them
useless to military personnel going in hot.

The planet, to date, was
unexplored and, as far as those people in charge of such things
were concerned, uninhabited. The most current scan for life, done
less than three hours ago, registered nothing alive on the surface;
not animal, not plant, not other. Other, in this case, included
bacteria and other miniscule organisms able to permeate the
stitching in uniforms. It was also supposed to be an assurance that
alien life was not present. Yerik couldn’t count the number of
times they’d been wrong with that information and had learned long
ago to expect the opposite.

Subterranean readings,
taken by a remote probe shot deep into the planet’s interior two
days ago, indicated that nothing lived under the planet’s surface
either. Seismic activity was non-existent and the weather sensors
confirmed that even the air refused to move. Despite these
readings, the air was breathable and the climate, while hot, was
tolerable, which was why the team wore standard light body armor
instead of full protective suits.



HT12-25 was, for all
intents and purposes, a dead planet, with nothing on it but dirt
and rock. This contradicted the fact that a square structure
existed at the top of a small mountain near what had been
identified as the equator of the planet. If nothing lived on the
planet or under its surface then who, or what, had built this
structure? Finding the answer to that question was their
mission.

It was always possible
that some form of life had erected it long ago and since died out;
Yerik had seen much of that during his tenure in the I.T.F. Other
species from the universe would land, deposit something on the
planet, and then leave. For some, it was a territorial marking,
like a flag raising, and for others it held no more meaning than a
sticker on a suitcase.

Yerik looked around the
antechamber of the transport. It was just big enough to fit the
team and their weapons. He examined the stark silver metal alloy of
the interior hull, the various blinking indicator lights, the cargo
door set in the back that would serve as their exit when they
landed. It felt like home.

The five man team sat two
to a side with the Commander against the forward wall that bordered
the cockpit. Like all families, the similarities were obvious: each
carried the same modified .44 caliber pistol, combat knife, and
above each member’s head, secured in a metal rack, was a
high-powered flechette assault rifle, the DX-210. It was the latest
in handheld weapons of mass destruction and the I.T.F. enjoyed
exclusive rights to its usage.

This was due to the
I.T.F.’s assignation to the U.P.I.O, whose lock on military
contracts was unrivaled, as was its pick of talented men and women.
Russia contributed her finest soldiers, the Japanese gave
intelligence and computer hackers, while the United
Americas

supplied the thieves and
assassins. Stereotypical, to be sure, but such was the way the
world had developed over the centuries.

“Commander?” Yerik said,
“Why exactly are we landing on this planet? The mission data
doesn’t indicate a threat. It seems more like a job for
archeologists than soldiers.”

Commander Nikolai Viskenko
opened his eyes and looked at Yerik, leaned forward until his body
armor strained against the buckle that held him in place. With a
square jaw and a high brow, their commander looked more like a
hairless Neanderthal than the brilliant strategist he was. He’d
never failed to complete a mission.

“Then you know the radars
picked up a structure on the top of a small mountain. It is
definitely not a human structure, as no country has put anyone on
this planet, which you also know. And since that incident on
Skel-Five, the U.P.I.O wants everything cleared before the
civilians and scientists go in.”

Piotr Bokask, the team’s
communications expert, smirked and said, “That figures. I grew up
knowing my cock would one day consistently serve the greater good.”
He had a deep, crisp voice that would cut through a crowd like a
church bell on Sunday mornings.

Yerik looked at the man
sitting next to him, snorted. “You’re always talking about your
cock,” he said. “You need something new considering your dick’s not
all that impressive.”

“Just remember that my job
is to talk and yours is to die,” Piotr said.

Yerik checked to see if
the other man was grinning. He wasn’t.

“If that radio on your
back wasn’t a twobutton operation, you wouldn’t even know how to do
your job,” said Bohdana Artkit.

She was the other grunt on
the team and Yerik smiled at her. He admired her petite nose,
strong chin, and indigo eyes. She kept her long black hair pushed
up under her battle helmet, which accentuated sculpted cheekbones.
Bohdana was strength and beauty, like a rose, and would bloom in
the wild or at home, and add her unique scent to any atmosphere.
She smiled at him and he remembered why he wanted her as a lover,
why all the men did.

Bohdana sat next to Alek
Muzechenko, the team’s physician. The man was lean, with a pointed,
hawk-like face, and depthless, brown eyes that took you in like
quicksand and never let you go. Those eyes were currently focused
on Bohdana’s face, a sly smile playing across his lips. Yerik
thought to say something smart and opened his mouth to do so,
hoping to embarrass the man for staring and to try and elevate his
own status in Bohdana’s eyes, but the sudden lurching of the ship
brought Yerik’s mouth snapping down and his view back to the
window.

The clouds had
disappeared, replaced by the rocky lower half of a mountain. These
rocks, Yerik noted, weren’t the usual multicolored pieces of broken
planetoid crust with sparkling innards or geometric lines that told
a story of how many years they’d been pressed to creation. These
were sleek black and reflective, probably obsidian, and from what
the soldier could see, the edges were sharp enough to cut a man in
half. The ground at the base of each rock, along with the rest of
the mountain, looked like regurgitated brown hash. The face of the
thing rose up out of Yerik’s view but not before he glimpsed a
thick, pale mist that banded around the upper half like a
belt.

Yerik watched the
reflection of the ship on the surface of the rocks as it flew by
some of the bigger ones. The ship banked to follow the curve of the
mountain and in the next rock the ship was no longer the flat gray
color of the ship’s metallic hull, but a streaming gray and red
mass. Yerik realized that the ship was covered in blood. He didn’t
know who or what the blood belonged to, but there was no mistaking
the thick consistency with which it ran down the side of the ship
to be ripped away by the wind where it trailed behind the transport
like the tails of demons.

The ship flew at speeds
too fast for Yerik to be able to focus on any one particular rock.
Instead, he felt like he was watching one of those old children’s
flip books, the kind where each movement of the characters was on
the next sheet of paper and when the child fanned the book with his
thumb the whole scene played out like one of those ancient silent
movies. Only instead of paper his book was made of black rock. He
thought to shout out, to ask if anyone else could see, and his
mouth moved, but no sound came out.

Yerik screamed and no one heard; he
waved his arms at Piotr, who sat next to him with a smile on his
face, and was ignored.

The images changed as the
ship continued to circle, the pilot hunting for a suitable landing
area. Yerik tried to press his face against the window but
couldn’t; the strap from his safety harness left little room for
movement.

The ship no longer dripped
blood; it was on fire. Blue flames melted the window glass from the
inside out and blackened the gray metal of the hull until it looked
like the dried out carapace of some long dead, giant bug. Yerik ran
his tongue over dry lips as the fire raged further down the ship
toward the fuel couplers. Like hungry rats looking for scraps of
cheese the flames ate through protective metal and surged into the
petrol lines.

Yerik sucked in a breath
as the next rock image revealed a giant ball of blazing orange and
red that fanned out from a central core of a blue, superheated
gaseous fire. The next several rocks revealed flaming debris
falling onto the mountain. Then there was nothing reflected in the
obsidian rock, as if the ship had never been.

“Yerik!” His name came
harshly, from a voice

meant to command and
control. He shook it off and continued to stare out the window,
craning his neck, looking for any sign of their passage in the
rocks. The ship had exploded; he’d seen it, and he felt the need to
warn his team, but he had to be sure first.

“Soldier!” That voice
again, more demanding,

louder, right next to his
ear. He blinked and looked into the Commander’s angry
face.

“On your feet, soldier.
We’ve landed and our window is ticking away.”

Landed? That meant they
were down on the surface of the mountain. Safe. No explosion. Yerik
registered these facts in a heartbeat, quickly unbuckled his
harness. He stood and retrieved his weapon from the overhead rack,
aware of the eyes that were on him. His body felt heavy with the
weight of their stares as he checked his gun and then adjusted his
body armor.

He looked up and met the
eyes of his comrades. “I’m ready,” he stated, though his mind still
reeled over what he’d seen in the rocks. Something deep in his
consciousness nagged, told him things weren’t right here on this
planet and that the mission would end in total failure; Yerik’s
teeth ached, like he’d bitten down into something cold, and he
realized the pain came from knowing that some of them were going to
die today. Quite possibly all of them. He felt he should share the
vision or dream or whatever it was with Viskenko as soon as
possible, but the look on the Commander’s face wasn’t invitational.
Indeed, it was rather hostile.

You are thinking crazy.
Just forget it and focus on the mission, Yerik said to himself.

His job performance was
suffering and that would result in the death of his comrades faster
than a dream. That was unacceptable.

Squaring his shoulders,
Yerik sent those the memories of the exploding ship away, forced
himself to get hard for whatever dangers the mission might hold.
The lives of his team depended on him being able to deal properly
with any situation that came up. This was what he had trained for.
He turned to the rear of the chamber as the hatchway slid open with
a lilted whine. A platform extended from under the ship and made
contact with the ground.

Commander Viskenko
positioned himself next to the opening and waved the team through
the door. Bohdana went first. Yerik took his place at the rear and
waited for his turn to step onto the new planet.

The pilot had found a spot
where the mountain leveled off. To the north, almost twenty-five
kilometers away, the mountain

sloped upward towards the
peak. To the south, the slop went downward, towards the base. Yerik
moved away from the ship with the others and looked around once he
was clear.

They’d landed on a barren
shelf. The ground was hard packed dirt, almost completely flat and
devoid of vegetation, which is what Yerik expected based on the
information gathered before the mission. What he didn’t expect were
the giant, glass-like rocks that jutted like monstrous fingers into
the air. He had no doubt they were the same ones he’d seen through
the window but somehow, he expected them to be smaller. These rocks
stood in clusters and dotted the entire plateau Yerik’s team stood
on. Some of them were the size of a ten year old girl and others
were twice as tall as Yerik. He thought they provided perfect cover
for an ambush.

He moved his gun into
firing position and continued to survey the mountain. His view went
north, toward the incline and then traveled upward, towards the
peak where the objective of their mission resided. He couldn’t see
anything beyond the gelatinous fog that circled near the
top.

“Move out!” roared the
Commander. Yerik moved up behind Muzechenko to

cover the rear while
Bohdana took point and moved towards the incline. His boots thumped
the hard surface, the sound an extra beating heart in his ears that
pulsated on the two and the four, opposite the normal one and three
he was used to hearing.

The team had walked a
kilometer when Yerik felt a nagging sensation at the back of his
neck, a sure sign that something was wrong. He turned around, gun
ready, and saw nothing but the empty expanse of barren land and
giant rocks they’d left behind. Turning slowly, he pointed his
weapon at several of the rock clusters that were nearby, daring
something to expose itself. He knew nothing was supposed to be here
other than his team and the building, but experience, at the high
price of pain, had taught him caution.

Yerik walked backwards for
several moments before turning around. As he did so, he realized
what bothered him. At the end of the line he usually accumulated
dirt on his helmet and visor, along the lines of his temple and jaw
where the sweat ran thickest. He was still clean.

He looked ahead, at
Muzechenko’s feet, expecting to see dust clouds kicked up by the
medic’s combat boots. What he saw, and what he didn’t, turned the
nagging sensation into a full blown chill that rattled his
teeth.

Muzechenko’s boots
disturbed nothing. They left no footprints in his wake. Concerned,
Yerik looked behind him and saw that he left a clean trail as well.
It was as if the planet

refused to acknowledge their existence
.
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The air smelled of decay,
of rotting flesh and shit; it was stale, like an old battlefield
where the corpses hadn’t yet been ravaged or carted off. Yerik
smelled something else underneath the layer of death, something
darker, and he entertained a fleeting thought that whatever it was,
it would taste like black licorice.

Since no wind blew from
the top of the mountain to carry it away, the smell hovered with
him. It settled on his senses like a light rain until he hardly
noticed it.

Despite the smell, Yerik
noticed the heat more than anything else. It was damn hot on this
planet and the further he walked toward the slope, the hotter it
seemed to get. It seemed that this heat radiated from everything:
the ground under his feet, the still air, and even the clouds, as
if each were a portable furnace. And all around him, those black
obsidian rocks glittered and winked at him like grounded stars,
broiling him further. He wondered if the mountain had once been in
an active volcano.

But at least the air is
breathable, Yerik thought. That was the
one lesson he’d taken from his father’s religious teachings and
continued to apply in his life; there was always something to be
thankful for. Without such a simple thing to continuously
regenerate hope, he believed he’d have turned in a Section VIII
long ago.

His thoughts were
interrupted when he ran into Muzechenko’s back and nearly knocked
the medic off his feet. Yerik started to say something and stopped
when he realized the doctor was staring hard at a rock cluster to
their left. Muzechenko nodded in that direction, raised his weapon,
and Yerik did the same. Then he spoke into the microphone embedded
in his helmet. It was voice activated and his message would carry
to the whole team unless he manually switched it off.

“Commander, the good
doctor has spotted something off to our left,” Yerik said.
“Orders?” Without looking, he knew those ahead of them stopped
moving and now surveyed the same area he did.

“Where exactly on our
left, Romanofski? That’s a little too vague.”

Muzechenko pointed to a
large outcropping of the black rocks, most of which were taller
than Yerik, almost a half kilometer away. He couldn’t see anything
over that way but other rocks, more dead landscape, and nothing
moving. It was a perfect place for an ambush and he had the
distinct impression that something stood in the shadowy clusters
and watched every move they made. He felt like the child who stared
at the closet door and waited for it to open and reveal the
monsters that lived inside, knowing they only came out with teeth
and claws once everyone was asleep.
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