Prologue

October 5th, 2672 AD

The men's faces were filled with excitement and morale when we boarded the steel belly of a United Terran Federation Drop ship; they were quite the opposite when the day was through, though. We were headed to the Sahara Desert where a small Colony Rebels Base was located. The ride was a bumpy and noisy one, with the ship hitting updrafts and jolting all of us forward. The team loaded their plasma rifles and pistols, and made sure that their energy blades were charged. 

We all wore the usual UTF Strike Force Uniform, an armored breastplate and baggy camo jump suits. I looked down at the steel floor plating of the ship and watched it vibrate, it felt as if I was sitting in one of those chairs that massages your feet. I looked down the line of faces of my team, the 75th Strike Unit.

There was the youngest, Jack Crazan, fresh out of the academy. He was known to be handy with explosives and it was rumored he took on an M-Bot with a rocket launcher. His cheerful boyish features were shadowed under his helmet, and a couple strands of blonde hair hung in front of his youthful face. He was the only British in the whole battalion, and had a thick accent.

Then, there was the oldest, Andrew Sheznai. He was always like a father to me, and I knew he cared for me even though he never really showed it. He always had a stern look across his wrinkled face, and almost always he was the one to bring us out of a really tight situation.

The strong silent type was Raxe Skrate. He was six foot six and really muscular. It seemed like he was constantly at attention, always-standing straight and face forward. He was our M-bot pilot and one of my closest friends.

And, last but certainly not least, me. Captain Straypher Steel, commanding officer of the UTF 75th Strike Unit, and proud of it. This would be my 45th mission with this team. Nobody knew much about me, I kept most of past to myself. All my team knew was that my parents were killed during the Colony Raid in 2671. Then I joined the military, I knew I had to fight the Rebs until this war was won or until I died…

We broke over a small hill and light burst through the window as we caught sight of the early rising sun through the small window. I looked at Andrew and he gave me a grin. I smiled back even though my stomach was churning. 

I busied myself by taking the clip out of the magazine and putting it back in over and over. The team all cocked their eyebrows and gave each other quizzical looks. I cocked the gun and stuck it in its holster.

"5 to dirt, Captain," said the pilot's voice in my comm. head set. I pulled the mike to lips.

"Roger, give us a deployment area with good hill cover," I said

"Roger, I'll find a nice place for ya', sir," he replied as I felt the ship begin to circle.

I took a look down the line of men, all pumped to get into action again. I looked at Andrew our eyes locked, and he nodded to me.

"Okay team, let’s lock, load, and go kick some butt!" I yelled smiling. A shout of approval echoed through the metal interior of the Drop Ship. We all jogged down the thin steel corridor and arrived at the deployment rack. Raxe headed towards our M-Bot, it stood menacingly on its rack. I took a look at the huge Gatling Cannon on its side and felt a little better about the mission. The hatch in it's back hissed open and Raxe's face appeared in the cockpit. He took a hold of the controls and put his head set on.

"Comm. systems check, everyone," I said nodding to them as they strapped their packs on.

"Fine here, boss," came the deep voice of Raxe huddled in the M-Bot's cockpit, he gave me the thumbs up and turned on the M-Bot. It came to life as its head and cockpit lights switched on. It’s torso swiveled from side to side, flashing its menacing arsenal of weapons.

"A Okay as it's stands, sir," Said Jack

"Good," replied Andrew.

"Alright, lets go!"

"T-minus ten seconds to drop!"

I strapped myself in and stuck my rifle to my back. I closed my eyes tightly as the huge doors below me creaked opened and the strong wind rushed inside. I could barely hear the pilot counting down. 

When my ears finally popped he said, "One," The steel hooks above me opened and let me fall. The steel walls rushed past me and I lurched down. I looked around and saw the team and the M-bot soaring next to me. The wind rushed past so fast, my hair stood straight up. My stomach flipped and I almost lost my breakfast as an updraft swept me up. I looked down and saw the sand rushing towards me.  

 I fumbled a little, trying to reach my waist. I hit the red switch on my belt and the boosters on my pack glowed to life, bringing me down slowly. I hit the sand and rolled, coming to a stop and bringing my rifle in front of me. There was a thud and dust flew into the air as the one ton M-bot landed along with the other two-team members. The legs whirred as it scouted ahead, it's torso scanning the area. I cocked my rifle and followed, waving my comrades to me. 

"Listen up guys, we got a Reb outpost up there, two teams are already up there, we're the reinforcements. We gotta' blow the place and get our guys out of there, okay?"

They both nodded and cocked their weapons then began to follow me again.

"Okay, radio silence until I order differently, got it?"

"Roger," They replied. We plodded along in the soft sand. I switched on my light and the darkness about me disappeared.  I stopped in my tracks as I heard the sound of plasma bolts firing up ahead, and the ground shook beneath me. Smoke rose over the hill.

"Raxe, careful!" I snapped.

"Roger, boss, I'm goin' over the hill!" The M-Bot disappeared over the hill, and I sighed, wondering if I would ever see him again. I heard the loud sound of Raxe's Gatling going off, an explosion followed. We rose over the hill slowly and caught sight of the battle. The outpost was in flames; debris was scattered everywhere. Bodies lay on the dusty ground, staining the sand with crimson blood. I hunched on the ground along with the team and grabbed my binoculars. I zoomed in and saw five UTF soldiers pinned down behind a wrecked tank. I grimaced as one of them was struck with a plasma bolt and fell to the ground.

"Crap, we gotta' get down there fast, sir," said Jack, taking a look through his binoculars. I saw the Rebs; they shot from behind some crates. Suddenly gunfire erupted from the side and the crates exploded, sending debris everywhere. The Rebs fell to the sand, screaming. I saw Raxe in the M-Bot firing off his pulse cannons, he circled around them and picked them off one by one.

"Yes! Good job, Raxe!" I grabbed my rifle and ushered my team over," Come on, men! Let's go finish them off!" We all charged down the hill and began firing; the shrill screech of plasma filled my ears, and suddenly all my fears left. I let out a war cry and fired again, hitting a Reb trying to flee, it struck him in the back and he hit the sand. Andrew and Jack took out the last three and I stopped, breathing heavily. 

"Whew, good job, men!" I said grinning at them. Jack gave me one of his cocky smiles and stuck his rifle on his back. 

"Alright," said Raxe from the M-Bot, which stood in the distance, "Let's blow this place and-" Those were his last words, it was the beginning of the worst 20 minutes of my life. A rocket flew from the horizon and struck the M-bot, the collision created a massive explosion that filled my eyes. Debris shot in all directions as the M-Bot stumbled and fell to the ground. I saw Raxe's hands hitting the glass, trying to escape. "Ahhhhhhhggg!" he screamed as the M-Bot exploded. I stood gaping at the display, just 30 seconds ago; I was talking to him…

"Raxe, come in, buddy!" Static,"RAXE!" Static. I slammed the ground with my fist," Blast it, I was so cocky!" I grabbed my rifle and stood.

"My gosh…" said Jack, "He's gone, Raxe is gone…" Jack's eyes were filled with tears, he fell to his knees and ran the sand through his gloved fingers.

"He's not going in vain, let's go blow that stupid freak who killed him!" Screamed Andrew in rage. I looked over at the other teams, they too, also stood gaping. Then, I saw it. The thing that ruined my life came over the hill.

"Oh no," gasped Jack, raising himself up," A Reb M-Bot," A flash of light, and the other team let out a scream as they disappeared within a fiery explosion. Their screams still ring in my ears now… Another flash of light. I looked over at Jack, his eyes widened in horror.

"Jack," He looked over at me, then he was gone. I saw his body dissolve within the blast. I leapt out of the way with Andrew.

 I hit the sand and rolled, pressing my back against the wrecked tank. I looked down and realized I was sitting in the ashes of the other team. I tried not to think about it and rested my rifle against my face. I still didn't know what was going on, it was all still whizzing about in my head, it had happened so fast. I saw Andrew standing up about 25 feet away. I heard the sound of a missile being launched…

I turned away and heard the cry of my friend as the missile exploded. My team was gone… I was alone. My sorrow was then replaced by hatred, my gray eyes narrowed in anger and I loaded a fresh clip into my rifle magazine. I cocked it and took a deep breath. "This is for you guys…" I leapt form my hiding place, screaming madly and firing off every bullet I had. The shells pinged uselessy off the M-Bots tough hull, a gatling gun rose into position. The machine gun rang out and pain exploded in my cheek, blood trickled down my face. My hand shot up, grasping the wound in my cheek. Another sharp pain in my arms and legs. My legs buckled and I suddenly lost strength, collapsing on the ground. My breath was heavy as I lay there, thinking about the friends and comrades that had been lost today. The last thing I remember was a UTF drop ship hovering over me, and then I plunged into the dark confines of unconsciousness.

Chapter 1

3 years later

Orbiting Colony C4

The usual people inhabited the bar. A handful of dirty C4 Locals, some mercenaries looking for jobs and a couple of thugs looking for trouble. The music boomed above the conversations, which was why this was a perfect place for talk that was not meant to be heard. For me, a perfect place for jobs offers. C4 may have been the crap of colonies, but as far as job offers go; well you can't argue with results…

I sat in my usual booth near the back, where you could see everyone but nobody paid any mind to you, or your business. I ordered what I always ordered, a glass of beer. I took a sip of the bitter ale and took a quick look around the room.

 I wasn’t looking for a job today, although if one were to spring up, I would of course take it. I pushed my sunglasses back up the bridge of my nose and took another look around, looking for anyone carrying a gun, but on this particular colony, everyone in the right mind carried a weapon of some kind. I turned my attention over to the hologram pad in the center of the bar. The news was on. 

The cheerful face of the news anchor appeared on the image and he began, “Another Battle broke out near C1 between a small Colony Fleet and The United Terran Forces Space Navy. The battle was won when a Terran Cruiser arrived at the battle and took out the small fleet.”

The weather guy then appeared and starting pointing, “ Recent reports show more nova storms are expected and ships are cautioned to stay clear of the Inner Planet asteroid belt.” 

The news anchor then appeared once again,” In other news, UTF General James Dreker’s daughter, Jessica Dreker was kidnapped this morning from her home on Earth,” A photo flashed on the screen of a young girl, maybe 17. She had blonde hair, green eyes and she was smiling happily. She was actually pretty cute.

The news ended and a stupid show about a guy who gets in a hover bike chase came on. I took a long swig of my beer and wiped the foam from my lips. I looked at the half full (or half empty, whatever your mood is) glass of golden ale and ran my hand along the long jagged plasma bolt scar on my right cheek. I almost cringed, remembering the moment…

I had laid there in the cold sand, blood coming from my wounds for about two minutes when the drop ship flew overhead and spotted me laying there. The medic onboard patched me up as best he could, but I was left with four scars as a reminder of my failure. I saw a flash of my team members faces, filled with terror as the missiles raced towards them. I wrung their dog tags in my hands. They had been given to me the day after, yet another reminder of that moment when my friends were all killed in less than 50 seconds.

“A refill, sir?” I snapped out of my train of thought to a short- skirted waitress.

“Uh, no thanks…” I said. She scanned me with her blue eyes and smiled.

“I get off at ten, wanna’ treat me to a drink?” I looked up at her and shook my head. 

“Listen lady, your nice lookin’ and all, but I have more important things on my mind,” Flipping her five Terran Credits, I stood from my booth. I picked up my jacket, slipped it on, and brushed past her.

“Fine, you jerk!” She called out as I walked away. I passed a few Interstellar Police officers having a drink. If they hadn’t had been drunk, they would have recognized me immediately. I emerged from the poorly lit bar into the dim streets of Colony C4. Rusty hover cars zoomed past, and a few star ships flew over head, their blue exhaust trailing behind them. IP sirens wailed as a Patrol Ship zoomed over the buildings. They say that every twenty seconds another crime is committed on C4. I strolled over to a row of hover bikes that hummed a foot off the ground. My sleek blue one was on the end of the row, it’s arsenal of weapons concealed within its seemingly harmless frame.

I sat on the leather seat and pressed my thumb against the pad on the dashboard. The electronics came to life and glowed. 

“Hello, Mr. Steel.” Said a computerized feminine voice.

“How ya’ doin’ Ares?” I asked, powering up the engine, “ How’s the ship?”

“ Your starship which is currently docked in Bay 5, is fine. Its been refueled and rearmed and Mr. Sheznai is asking for 250 TC,” 

I shook my head, “Andrew and I have been friends for 20 years, you’d think he could give me a discount,” The hover bike started to vibrate and rise up. The engine glowed to life with blue plasma engine exhaust. I pushed a brown strand of hair to the side and slammed my booted foot onto the throttle. The hover bike screeched forward onto the street, swerving around a corner. I squinted against the cold wind that rushed past, swirling my jacket behind me. I stopped behind an old red hover truck as the holographic guy on the sidewalk held up a stop sign. I looked down to check my fuel when I noticed a car speeding behind me in the rearview mirror. The car was very familiar.

I reached down to my holster and cocked my pistol as the car came up alongside of me. I took a sidelong glance and saw three big burly guys with beards. I sighed, “The Bearded Bounty Brothers,” I muttered. 

They were probably hired to kill me, get rid of the competition. But, your not named best mercenary in the system if you don’t know how to protect yourself. I saw one of them draw a long pulse magnum. He raised it and aimed it at my head. In a lightning fast reflex my pistol came about and fired. 

My hand recoiled with the force of the bullet. The blast struck the wielder of the gun right in the chest. He fell to the street, with a smoldering hole in his chest. I blew the smoke from the barrel of my gun and re-cocked it. The two other brothers looked in astonishment, one screamed in rage.

“Straypher Steel, you little-“ I hit full throttle as the guy held up the go sign. I sped away from them, but they were close behind. I saw one of them grab a gattling gun turret on the back.

“Oh, Crap!” I swerved to the side as gunfire erupted behind me and hit where I was sitting not a millisecond before. Chunks of pavement exploded in the air as the bullets rang out. People on the streets ran for cover as we went by. I hit the auto pilot and turned in my chair. I aimed for the gunner’s head and fired. I saw his lifeless body fall out the back of the car. Then I targeted the driver and fired. The car turned on its side and skidded across the street sparks flying. Then it was engulfed in flames and smoke as it exploded, sending hunks of flaming metal in all directions. People emerged from their hiding places and awed at the display. Then a few turned to me and stood dumbfounded.

One guy pointed, “ It’s Straypher Steel!” All the people on the street stood back as I looked at them.

“You must have me mistaken, sir,” I said politely,” Straypher Steel has much better aim than I do,” and with that I sped away into the night.

I sat in a leather chair that was sitting in Andrew Sheznai’s office. Andrew hovered next to his computer. I looked at his scarred body and sighed. He only had half a body left. He floated around on a hover converter. The missile had blown his legs right off and sent shrapnel right at him, leaving him scarred and with one eye.

He typed loudly on his computer, his eye darting from the screen to a holo-notebook that displayed several bills and expenses. He sighed and shook his head, “ We’re in debt again, old friend,” he said sadly.

I closed my eyes, “We’ve always pulled out okay, Andrew,” he nodded.

“I want Karen to go to college, she doesn’t belong here,” he said, pointing to his daughter who was standing outside going through some old tools. 

I nodded, “ She’s too beautiful to be a mechanic,”

“Don’t get any ideas, Straypher! I’m not letting her marry a back stabbing bounty hunter like you!” I chuckled

“Yeah, I don’t want you as an in law anyway,” He laughed to himself and continued typing. I fiddled with my short pony tail behind my head.

“Hey, Andrew, how much bounty is on the Bearded Bounty Brothers?” I asked.

“About 2,000, why?” He said, looking up from his work.

“Oh, I took them out about an hour ago,” Andrew shook his head.

“Don’t you ever feel guilty?” 

“Heck, yeah! I’m only human, Andrew,” I replied, “ I became a mercenary after the Military because I needed the money, then I found that I was too good at it. I’ve been stuck with it ever since,”

“You could come work at the shop with me and Karen if you’d like,” he said, not looking up from his work.

“Nah, not enough action,” I said, "I need gun fights every so often," Andrew grinned.

.

