OPERATION KNIGHTFALL,
DAY ONE:
MEN AND METAL

4 I Yhe moon was particularly bright. It hung high in the late
hours of the night, illuminating the world with the soft
glow of reflected light. It was bright for moonlight, yet the

water around them remained a deep black, tipped with white foam
as the waves lapped against each other and against the side of the
carrier. The banks of their destination loomed in the distance. They
could see palm trees and small shrubbery, but it was all devoid of
color.

Oryan reflected on how peaceful the sea was at that moment.
The jamming signals, new stealth technology, and a few bombing
raids had rendered them undetected in their approach thus far.
However, they could see the shore, and that meant it would not
be long before the shore’s defenses spotted them. For now, all was
quiet. His Knights and the members of the carrier crew remained
silent as the grave. With the exception of a few whispered orders,
no one spoke.

The moon danced in the water, appearing first on one wave and
then reappearing on hundreds more as each facet of water reflected
its brilliance. The stars, too, surrounded the ship and cast countless
reflections from the water’s surface. Oryan absorbed the picture,
knowing that in a few moments this harmony he knew would be
anything but peaceful.

His men waited below deck for him. Their transports to the
beach were fully submersible, so their initial approach would be
underwater. Once the transports broke the surface of the water,
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there were no guarantees. Though he was able to observe these last
few moments of calm, his men were undoubtedly below waiting on
pins and needles for their captain.

“Captain Jeckstadt,” whispered the admiral of this flagship. “The
fleet is in position and we are ready to begin our assault. It’s time.”

Oryan gazed at the ocean for a few more long seconds before he
turned to the admiral. “Very good, sir. When you begin the barrage,
we will begin our approach. I will signal when we are in danger of
our own fire.”

“Captain, I still feel it best to deploy flares as an indicator for
you, The night can wreak havoc on a man’s perception and his
bearings.”

Oryan had fought an uphill battle with the admiral over this
point. They had eventually agreed to disagree, but Oryan sensed a
hint of defiance in the admiral’s voice. Even with his objections, that
man may just alert the enemy on his own. “You're right, admiral,
flares would light our way. They would also mark our position for
the enemy and cost us the element of surprise. I would prefer not
to paint brighter targets on my men than already exist. The moon is
bright; we know the terrain, and in a firefight, there is nowhere else
to go but forward. Thank you for the concern, but this is my mission,
and if you jeopardize the lives of my men with your presumptions
of what is best, we will have more than words.”

“I could have you on charges of insubordination where you
stand!” grumbled the commander.

Oryan put a finger to his lips, reminding the admiral of the
silence required, and gave him a smug smirk and arrogant wink. “I
think you would be finding yourself manning a security tower in the
frozen north before you finished filing the report, and you know it.
Do watch who you threaten, Admiral.”

The admiral knew he was right. Captain Jeckstadt, his men, and
his mission were protected from on high by powers that he could
not comprehend. He detested the insufferable arrogance of this boy.
He had never even seen combat, and he thought he knew better
than the battle-hardened man that he had become. However, he
valued his career and his life over that of this boy’s. Chances were
that none of his men would live to see the light of day. The admiral
knew who would have the last laugh.
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“Very well,” he whispered behind clenched teeth. “I will wait for
your signal.”

Oryan saluted and walked past him. It was not easy to face
the enemy before him, much less to know that things were not so
friendly behind. He hoped that the admiral was not foolish enough
to ignore his signal and keep firing to satisfy his own need for
superiority or to prove a point.

He made his way to the lift, slipped his access card into the
reader, and began the descent into the carrier’s staging area, near the
bottom of the ship’s hull. As the decks sped past him, he wondered
if there was anything he should say, if there were any further words
of wisdom or motivation he should give his soldiers. When the lift
reached its destination, he knew that words were a waste at this
moment.

The doors slid open, and his men were gathered around to greet
him. None spoke, but he could tell from their silence and anxious
looks what it was they wanted to know. Every man was prepared
for combat, fully suited with weapons slung, sheathed, or holstered.
They were a sight to behold. The five hundred deadliest warriors on
the planet, dressed in their camouflage battle dress. Each man had
elbow protection followed by a high-tech mechanical brace on their
forearms that instantly fed each man vital information at all times.
The braces held schematics, intel on enemy troops and weapons,
all the way to monitoring their life signs and keeping a count of
how much ammunition they had left. Should one get hurt, sensors
located on various parts of their armor relayed that information to
the brace for a medic to interpret. They had black helmets which
contained their communicator. Their knees and shins were also
guarded. Tamrus armor was beneath the cloth of the uniform, which
contained dozens of pockets for storage. There was a pistol that
hung from their black belts near mid-thigh, and some men carried
another pistol strapped to the thigh of the opposite leg. Each man
carried a special sword across his back designed to penetrate both
bullet-resistant and Tamrus armor.

The transports were lodged in their jettison tubes ready for their
launch. Once initiated, the tubes would be sealed, filled with water,
and then the hatch would open and propulsion would engage.

“Each man to his transport. Thirty seconds before the
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bombardment begins, we will be released. You all know what to
do from there. Keep your cool, remember your training, and I'll see
you on the beach,” Oryan spoke softly but with force. At that, the
men donned their helmets and boarded their transports. Twenty
men fit in one submersible, twenty-five subs total. Oryan was the
last to board. Though he was the last to enter, he would make sure
he was the first on shore. He sent the signal to the carrier that his
men were in place; the mechanical hum of each tube sealing behind
them filled the air. Once the noise stopped, red lights flashed in
front of them as the tubes began to fill with water. When the next
signal was received, the lights would flash green and the hatch
would open. It was just a matter of time.

Sergeant Keenan sat across from his captain. He was the most
seasoned veteran of the company, but that meant little as he had
only seen combat three times. In all reality, he had only fired his
rifle a handful of times, and he was not sure if any of his shots had
found targets. He, like every man there, was nervous but ready. He
would follow his captain barefoot into a live volcano confident of
coming out the other side unharmed.

“What was it like, Captain?” he asked. “What was it like standing
in front of millions, fighting the best Centauri the sport had ever
known? Did you know you would win?”

Oryan smiled. “Why? Were you betting against me?”

Keenan smiled in response. He had somewhat idolized his
commander long before he met him. He had always wanted to be a
Centauri but had been drafted shortly after entering training. With
Captain Jeckstadt, he had the experience of the sport and a hundred
times over. He could not ask for more.

Oryan heard a voice coming through the comm inside his
helmet. “Thirty seconds, Captain,” came the admiral’s voice. For
Oryan, that meant he released his own clamps in twenty-seven to
make sure that he was the first on shore. He closed his eyes and
found his center. His body and his senses heightened as they always
did, and he was ready. When he opened his eyes again, the voice
spoke up again. “Five, four, three...”

He pulled the ejection handle and sent his transport into the sea.
Seconds later, all other transports released, and he watched behind
him as they all shot from the carrier into the deep. It seemed like
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hours before they heard the steady drum of artillery fire begin from
the fleet. Over the fleet comm, Oryan heard mixed communication
about beach bombardment and anti-aircraft weaponry being used.
Apparently, it had not taken Vollmar long to respond.

They all began to hear the watery explosions of enemy shells
detonating on the water’s surface. The transports shook when one
exploded too close. A very loud boom rocked Oryan’s transport,
and a steady leak began to drip from one of the joints. He could
almost hear the heartbeat of the men around him. His remained
steady. He glanced at the radar on his arm, which displayed the
depth of the water and their proximity to the shore. They were
seconds away from deployment.

“Saddle up!” he announced into the comm. “We are hot in twenty
seconds. When you see the green light, pop the hatch and move like
you have a purpose! Every Knight makes it to shore! Tonight, the
legend comes to life!”

There was no sound off, but his comment was felt and accepted
by all. The subs slowed and then stopped. Oryan watched carefully;
his eyes were fixed on the hatch with the go light in his peripheral
vision. He kept a silent count in his head. With exactness, when his
mental clock hit zero, the overhead lights went black, the go light
beamed green, and the hatch silently snapped open.

Water rushed in, quickly filling the bottom of the transport. Only
the top quarter of the subs were exposed as the tops were designed
to be very hard to see against a watery backdrop. Oryan was the first
out. The water lapped onto his mask, but between waves, he could
see the distant flash of artillery from beyond the enemy tree line.
When one of the fleet’s shells exploded, he watched the sand burst
over the water, landing in grains and chunks all around. The brief
light of fire made apparent the smoke that hung near the tops of the
trees from the weaponry of both sides. He could no longer see stars,
moon, or sky. A small unmanned jet screamed overhead but did not
make it far before it was struck from the sky by a nearly invisible
missile. The plane rocketed toward the water, smashing into the
sea only a few meters from where the transports were docked. Fire
lingered on top of the rippling waves. All the while, Oryan and the
Knights swiftly made their way to dry land.

Oryan signaled the fleet to stop their attack. The sand-filled
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eruptions stopped. He waited with each stroke and then with each
step for the pounding of machine gunfire. He waited and waited,
expecting to be shot at with each foot closer. When his boot sunk
into the mud on the beach, the realization hit him that the only
fire had been artillery shells trying desperately to stop the attack
from the water. An unease gripped him, but he had to proceed as
planned.

When all the men had made it to shore, they immediately began
to deploy, each man and squad, to their respective targets. They
were swift, silent, and deadly. Light firefights broke out in a few
areas of the beach, but they were quickly silenced. Hand signals
flashed, and silent commands were carried out with perfection. The
first hour of their battle plan had been accomplished in minutes.

The beach was all but behind them when the first intense fighting
began. There was a row of palm trees fifteen yards from shore that
stretched for another twenty yards and then a bare strip of sand that
ran between one row of trees and the next. When the Knights hit
the end of the first tree line, gunfire blasted from all around. The
landscape closely resembled the battlefield they were on when they
challenged the Legion, which made their tactics the only familiar
thing they had on their side. No one was lost in the first barrage.
The squads moved slower, but they moved methodically across the
sand, taking no prisoners and giving no quarter. Very little hand-
to-hand fighting was required as almost every shot taken took
an enemy life. The fighting lasted nearly an hour, but slowly, the
defending fire from the trees ahead became thinner and thinner.
When the Knights had reached the line, it was nonexistent.

Oryan and the Knights paused for a moment to tally their
casualties. “Report,” he said into the comm. It was the first word
uttered since they had reached land. Each squad sounded off their
numbers. There were eleven superficial wounds, nothing critical,
and the body count was zero.

As they plunged into the trees, they found the ground littered
with the bodies of their enemies. Tamrus was an effective metal for
defense, but since the Knights aimed for weak points in the armor,
such as faces and necks, it was of little avail. The heated bullets
would sear through a human, leaving a cauterized hole about two
inches in diameter wherever they struck. There was little blood, but
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