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Venus Run
1.
0221, 18 April 2409
Shenzhou Cloud City Hiei Chu
Upper Atmosphere of Venus
My bladder would explode if I had to wait much longer. I checked the time in my IHUD, intraocular heads-up display. Five hours into an eight-hour shift standing outside a hotel room turned temporary SCC, secure communication center, and I hadn’t seen another person in four. Clarke wasn’t answering his comm-pad. Probably sleeping off the drinks he had after shift.
I considered peeing in the empty water bottle tucked under the table. The long, dimly lit hallway was clear to either side. Drab-gray metal walls with solid black doors ran the length of the corridor to a T-intersection. A pop-up barrier blocked the area to the left while the right led to the Consul’s room.
Hotels like this could have their appearances customized to a guest’s liking with hard light holograms. We always shut them down, leaving the entire floor resembling the inside of a drab military starship, because anything that could transmit could also receive, and we couldn’t let anyone listen in on the SCC. It was quiet and a little after midnight. I probably could have gotten away with peeing in the bottle.
But… the Consul’s room was down the hall and around the corner. How would that go if I got caught? Aurelius, how’d you get busted to Private? Oh, I had my wang out pissing in a bottle when the Consul turned the corner and caught me. At least the pressure in my abdomen kept me awake as the strong, French vanilla scent wafting through the hallway threatened to lull me to sleep.
Forty minutes later, I said screw it and stepped into the SCC to pee. It was just a hotel room, a lavish, marble-floored imperial suite with hand-crafted traditional Chinese art lining the walls, but still just a hotel room. Anti-surveillance countermeasures, essentially speakers strapped to the walls to block listening devices, hummed some ancient tune about being back in black.
The pressure in my lower abdomen faded after a solid thirty seconds of heavy flow. I fastened my pants and checked myself in the mirror as I washed my hands. The black Praetorian armor with its small flourishes of purple and gold looked ridiculous, as if it were more for show than actual protection. But the powered ExoFrame allowed armor plating to cover sixty-five percent of my body while keeping a slim profile. It wasn’t as good as the stuff the badass, tier-one, special forces guys had, but could still take lots of punishment. Durability was good, given how much of a target the purple and gold made us.
But no one was dumb enough to attack a Consul, especially on a Shenzhou cloud city floating in the upper atmosphere of Venus. I was the last line of defense, not for the Consul, but for the SCC. The SCC allowed the Consul and his entourage to securely communicate with the Senate and Assembly back on Earth—or Terra—whatever the Senate wanted us to call it now.
The SCC was also where the Consul’s Military Aid stored the remote launch controls for the nukes onboard the warship they flew in on. With it, he could authorize the launch of a classified number of warheads, which broke into an even more classified number of smart sub-munitions, each able to wipe out a Terran mega city. The launch controls—which fit into an expensive leather bag—sat outside the bathroom. As I turned to leave, I yawned and checked the clock again. Two and a half hours to go…
As I turned the corner, a clunk came from the outer door as the mechanical and magnetic locks disengaged. I pulled the MP12 submachine gun off my hip. The stock and barrel extended as it disengaged from the retention system. By the time the door swished open, I had the muzzle up and pointed at the intruder, Corporal Robert Clarke, who jumped and held up his hands.
Clarke wore a civilian suit as if he were a diplomat rather than a dumb grunt like me, but then his family was part of the Equestrian class, meaning they had a lot of cash and some political influence. My family was Plebeian, the lowest of the citizen classes, even though we had a very upper-class Patrician family name. We could vote and that was about it. I lowered my weapon and came out of my combat stance. Clarke recovered and transitioned into his default state—completely dissociated from reality.
“Got the drop on you there, didn’t I, Aurelius?” asked Clarke, giving me the finger guns. The aroma of expensive bourbon washed over me as he spoke. “Lucky I didn’t draw on you. You’d be on the ground bleeding.” He mimicked pulling his sidearm from his concealed hip holster and said, “Pew, pew.”
“Yeah. You got me. Why are you here?” I’d learned it was often easier to run with Clarke’s little delusions than try to argue with him.
“I could’ve come in and snatched the launch system.”
“Whew,” I said with mock relief. “Lucky me. You’re so sneaky, Clarke.”
Clarke grinned ear to ear. “I was a SWAT sniper back before joining the Corps.”
“Yeah. When you were sixteen back in Birmingham. Weird, they let you be a sniper at such a young age when you have to be at least twenty-one to be a cop. Damn, you’re so badass.” My sarcasm flew right over his head, and he beamed with false pride. Had he told the lie so many times that he actually believed it? Clarke really lived in his own little world. “So, why are you here?”
“You called.”
“That was over an hour ago. I had to pee, and I’m done with that, so you can go.”
“You abandoned post. That’s a pretty serious violation, Aurelius.” Clarke grabbed his belt and puffed out his chest. “I should report this to Gunny Delgado.”
“You can tell him the reason I did it was because you weren’t answering when you were on call.”
For a moment, I saw panic in his eyes, but then his cocky shell returned. “I had a special assignment from Coleman, so I was busy.”
“And what was that?”
“Can’t tell you. It’s classified.”
“We have the same clearance level.”
“No. No. I have an upgraded clearance level because I’m former law enforcement, so I’m allowed to carry a weapon outside the hotel.”
“We’re in a Shenzhou cloud city. No badge or credential from the United Republic means shit here.”
“You wouldn’t understand; maybe when you’re more senior.”
“Right… and your supposed special mission involved drinking a lot of bourbon? Because you reek of it.”
“Well… uh…”
I sighed. “Clarke, I’m not in the mood for your bullshit stories. I’ll be fine until Gunny Delgado relieves me in a few hours.”
My comment snapped him into full asshole mode. “Get to parade rest, Lance Corporal!”
I smiled and tried to push past him. His hand shot toward my chest. “Stop. You will respect me. I’m a non-commissioned officer.” Clarke’s face hovered just in front of mine.
My hands snapped behind my back as I went to a crisp parade rest, even though I could have easily pushed him aside using the strength enhancements of the armor. “Sorry, Corporal.”
“For what?”
I stared straight ahead, unblinking.
“For what, Lance Corporal?” asked Clarke, spitting the rank in my face as if it were an insult.
“For being disrespectful, Corporal.”
“Disrespectful to a more senior, more experienced marine.”
I didn’t reply.
“Say it, Aurelius.”
I said the words through gritted teeth. “I apologize for being disrespectful to a more senior, more experienced marine, Corporal.”
“And?”
My eyes met Clarke’s. “Not sure what you’re asking, Corporal.”
“You need to respect my family’s station.”
“Corporal, regulations state that family hierarchy has no bearing on the chain of command and enforcement of discipline.” The regs did say that, but given that the bulk of every branch’s officer corps was made up of Patricians—the hereditary political elite of the Republic—the rule was often ignored.
Clarke’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned closer to me. “Know your place, Pleb. Just because you have a fancy last name doesn’t mean you’re worth a shit.”
“Aye, Corporal,” I said as my stomach tied itself in knots.
Clarke smiled and strode out of the SCC. I followed, cursing myself for letting him get the better of me… again.




2.
The Consul and his entourage left while I slept. Gunny Delgado, always eager to be visible when the politicians were around, stood post as they rolled out of the hotel. Clarke took the middle watch while the comm geeks broke down all the tech inside the room. By the time I came back for the night shift, they were mostly done. Shitty part for me was that I couldn’t go to the “gear-up” party that always happened when the Consul, Praetor, or whatever other magistrate we traveled with lifted off. Clarke and Delgado were there drinking and having a good time while I stood outside a room that no longer served a purpose. I hoped the techs inside finished fast so I could catch the tail-end of the party. Two hours in, and it didn’t seem like it.
I plopped down into a simple folding chair which creaked under the weight of my ExoFrame. At least with the Consul gone, no one cared if I played around on my comm-pad. Several unread messages waited for me on Civis, a government-funded, collective media outlet. Most of the messages were from my girlfriend, Ashley, alternating between sad monologues about missing me, mushy declarations of love, and fiery accusations of cheating.
Ashley didn’t like my job and got jealous when I was away too long—which was often. Our unit deployed for weeks or months at a time, with little prior warning. We couldn’t tell anyone where we were going or for how long, something Ashley never adjusted to. My last mission lasted almost six months, and I’d been out of contact most of the time. Ashley assumed I ghosted her, then she banged another guy. She didn’t know that I knew. Why did I stay with her? Not having the energy to deal with Ashley, I sighed and scrolled past her messages.
A rambling message from my mom sat next in the queue, mostly about all the great things my sister, Ava, was doing. She finished the message by complaining that I didn’t call enough. Good for Ava. Will try to call soon. Love you, was my reply.
My dad sent two messages, the first being two words: Olympus Mons? To that, I replied: Try again. My dad liked to treat my job as a game, trying to figure out where I was by watching the news and seeing where all the important, attention-seeking politicians were going. His second message gushed on and on about Ava, and he said that with me away in the military, they’d be able to pay for her to go to university when it was time.
Neither parent asked how I was doing. Admittedly, I was never the type to share too much. But damn, could they at least pretend like one child wasn’t the clear favorite?
The last message, other than the spam that gunked up everyone’s feeds on Civis, was from Ava, which made me smile. I didn’t hold her being the favorite against her. It wasn’t her fault that everyone loved her so much. My thirteen-year-old little sister had always been bright and bubbly, lighting up any room she stepped into. She possessed a spark, a presence that I simply didn’t have.
Her message read: Hey James! How are you? I really miss you! When do you come home again? She went on about all the things I’d seen in my parents’ messages: school, the three sports she played, and her many hobbies. Hearing about all of it from Ava gave me a warm feeling in my chest.
She was completely oblivious to our parents’ preference for her, and it was probably best that way. If she realized, she’d feel terrible. I typed up a reply, answering all her questions and updating her on my rocky relationship with Ashley. Ava didn’t like her, which was probably a good enough reason to dump Ashley, but I stuck with her for some reason.
After closing out Civis, I pulled up a documentary about the various factions and nations that emerged, combined, divided, or disappeared after The Collapse three and a half centuries ago.
With about twenty minutes left in the documentary, a tech stepped out of the room. I paused the video and stood up, hopeful. The short, skinny man avoided eye contact with me as he rushed down the hallway toward the elevator and the gear-up party. I sighed as I sat back down at my little table and hit play on my comm-pad. It was a fascinating documentary. I’d always been a big history nerd, but I’d still rather have been at the party.
As the credits rolled on the documentary, the elevator door dinged. Coleman, our intel spook, turned the corner and strode toward me. Coleman didn’t look like a spy. His bald head, medium build, and pasty-white everyman’s face made him seem more like an assistant dock supervisor at the Luna Shipyards, but maybe that’s why he was so good at his job. He wore a hoodie and a pair of the synth-fiber pants that were popular in Hiei Chu. I wasn’t even sure what Coleman’s rank was, but he was definitely Navy and an officer. He carried a duffle bag over his right shoulder.
“Morning, Aurelius,” said Coleman as he dumped the duffle bag next to my table.
“Evening, Coleman.”
“Oh, yeah. Guess it is evening. Damn artificial day-night cycles in these cloud cities always screw with me.”
I shrugged.
“Anyway, I’ve got a favor to ask,” said Coleman
“What do you need?”
“I need someone to run an errand with me in one of the other boroughs of Hiei Chu. Should be a simple pick-up run. In and out. Easy peasy.”
I pointed toward the door to the SCC. “I’d love to, but I’m kind of stuck here.”
“Oh yeah. Not done tearin’ down, are they? Hold on a minute.” Coleman stepped up to the door, but it didn’t budge. “You mind lettin’ me in?”
I tapped a command on my comm-pad and the door slid open. He stepped in and the door shut behind him. About a minute later, the door opened, and he came out looking satisfied with himself. Frantic clattering of boxes and tools came from inside.
“His friend is on the way back. They’ll finish soon,” Coleman said with a wide smile as he gestured to the duffle bag. “When you get off post, get changed into the clothes I brought you and meet me in the lobby. Wear your undersuit and bring your sidearm, but leave the hard armor and exoskeleton behind.” Coleman walked off without giving me a chance to respond.
Guess I’m Navy Intel’s errand boy now.




3.
The techs finished quickly after Coleman lit a fire under their asses. I was off-post and heading back to my room within the hour. Guys in my unit talked about running ops with Navy Intel on these missions, but all the stories either sounded made up or completely uneventful.
Rumor was that sometimes guys got picked up by the Varingians after going on these missions. The Varingians were a specialized unit within the Praetorian program, made up of the best from each branch’s Praetorian cohorts. I wasn’t sure what they did. They were one of those units that officially didn’t exist, but we all heard stories about rescues, raids, and boarding actions on pirate vessels in shipping lanes between the inner and outer planets—enough to make us believe they were real.
Maybe this op will get me out of being a glorified security guard? Two years in the Corps, and I’d never fired my weapon outside of training. Other guys I joined up with had combat deployments under their belts. I wanted that, to see combat, to be a real marine. Maybe then my parents would give a shit about me, and Ashley would finally respect what I did.
After dropping my gear in our makeshift armory and switching into my new clothes, I walked down to the lobby. Hard light holograms gave the lobby the appearance of a Tang Dynasty palace. The intricate curvy designs of the golden dragons on the wall were a big change from the straight hard edges of the sleek modern interior, which was the actual appearance.
Coleman never set a specific time, so I settled on a couch to wait. My sidearm, the highly modular CP87, dug into my right hip despite me swapping out the full-size barrel for the compact version and removing the holosight. I shifted to get comfortable, trying not to make it obvious a handgun was jabbing me in the back.
The clothes from Coleman stood out too much with all the staff and guests in sleek, high-fashion garb. They probably think I’m some poor kid who just wandered in off the streets. Even the smell made me stand out. A faint grimy musk wafted from the patterned black, neon green, and electric blue jacket. People shot sideways glances with upturned noses my way. I tried to stare straight ahead at the table in front of me, but my eyes couldn’t help but dart around the room. The longer I sat, the more out of place I felt. Where was Coleman?
A few minutes and countless dirty looks later, Coleman strode up to my couch, still dressed in the same casual street clothes I’d seen him in earlier, with a beat up backpack slung over his shoulders. He waved and smiled at a passerby as he sat down next to me.
“How was the rest of your shift?”

“Uneventful.”
“Good. Hopefully, what we’re about to do will be the same.”
“And what exactly are we doing? Why do you need me?”
“Like I said, just a little pick-up run. And you’re coming in case something happens.”
“Something? Like what?”
“The kind of something you marines excel at dealing with.” Coleman smiled and held out his hand. “Here, take these.”
I grabbed two small earpieces from his hand.
“They’ll keep us in contact if we get split up and translate any language to English. They’re also great ear pro if we have to do some shooting,” he said, as if he were ordering a drink from the bar at the opposite end of the lobby.
What the hell? I craned my head around, checking if anyone had heard him.
“Stop,” said Coleman with a calm, even tone. “Don’t be so obvious. We already stand out in these rags. C’mon. We need to get moving.”
I followed Coleman out of the hotel and into the immaculate, well-lit streets of Hiei Chu. A fake, Terran-like night sky projected on the dome above. No United Republic city came anywhere close to the level of order and cleanliness on display in this floating city high in Venus’ atmosphere. I wondered if the Shenzhou cities on Terra were like this. And how does a city this densely populated not stink?
Coleman waved down a hover cab. The AI-driven, compact car slowed to a halt and bobbed for a moment as the electromagnetic lift system settled in place over the slate gray magniroad. The rear door popped out and rotated up to let us in. Coleman scooted across the seat. Once I got strapped in, the door closed, and a friendly male voice asked where we wanted to go.
“Suburra district, Cloud 17,” said Coleman
“I am sorry, sir, but that district is off limits to non-Shenzhou citizens,” replied the friendly AI. “May I suggest a trip to City Center on Cloud 2? There are many family-friendly attractions and restaurants for you and your companion.”
“Override 2-79.314 Chaofeng.” Coleman held up his comm-pad to the hover cab’s camera for the AI to scan.
“Apologies,” said the AI in a more formal, businesslike tone. “I did not realize I was transporting a member of the Imperial State Security Bureau. On our way now, sir.”
Imperial State Security Bureau? Why did Coleman, a United Republic Naval Intelligence officer, have credentials for the Shenzhou Empire’s shadiest law enforcement unit? I had a million questions, but they had to wait. The AI was still listening.
The cab eased forward, picking up speed as we moved through the city streets. Bright neon lights, billboards projecting holograms, and crowds of ridiculously good-looking Shenzhou citizens whizzed past us. Gene editing and cybernetic enhancement—which only the Patrician and Equestrian classes had access to in the UR—were commonplace even among the lower rungs of society in the Shenzhou Empire.
After several minutes, we stopped at the edge of the cloud city borough behind two other vehicles. Enormous blast doors, similar to those on a large starship, loomed ahead of us.
Lights flashed and a calm female voice spoke over loudspeakers. “Airlock cycling. Please stand back.”
The blast doors crept open. Inside, several platforms rose above street level in a neat row attended to by flying drones and wheeled servitor bots. The two vehicles in front of us moved forward, each taking a position on a platform. Once the bots were satisfied with their positioning, our cab hovered over another platform. Drones buzzed around as two servitors inspected the cab.
“What are they doing?” I asked.
“Making sure this thing won’t fall apart when they slingshot us through the atmosphere to the next cloud.”
“What?” I shot Coleman a wide-eyed gaze. He stretched his arms out and put his hands behind his head.
“We’ll either die or we won’t. Those are the options.” He closed his eyes and yawned.
The outer blast doors opened, revealing the swirling yellows, oranges, and reds of Venus’s turbulent upper atmosphere. A sudden vibration came from the cab. I clinched the cushion. Coleman didn’t react. My body pressed into the seat and my stomach churned as the cab rocketed forward into the chaotic permanent storm that was Venus.




4.
We repeated that awful launch procedure three more times before reaching Cloud 17, where we cycled through another set of airlocks and entered a military-style checkpoint. Shenzhou security forces checked the vehicles ahead of us. Coleman didn’t seem the least bit concerned, even when two guards pulled out the passengers of the vehicle in front of us and searched them at gunpoint. They found a handgun on one. Another team hauled them into a guardhouse with no windows and a heavy door. Was this whole thing already going sideways?
The window on Coleman’s side slid open.
A large, annoyed-looking man leaned over. “State yer business in the Suburra,” said the man in a heavy Kiwi accent.
“Hey, mate! Doin’ a lil’ government work, if ya know what I mean,” said Coleman, imitating the accent of the man as he held up his comm-pad.
The man read over the screen, then called over his shoulder. “Hey, Yang. Come, take a squiz at this.”
The other man studied Coleman’s comm-pad, seeming apathetic at first, but then his body went rigid, and his eyes opened wide. My chest tightened, and my hand trembled as I slid it toward the CP87 on my hip, mentally rehearsing pulling the pistol and firing into the man’s chest. Could I even do that? Shoot, kill another human?
“I am sorry, sir,” said Yang. It was jarring to hear his words translated to English a fraction of a second after he spoke to them in what I guessed was Mandarin or Cantonese. The guards must have had the same tech since the first man spoke English. Yang continued, “We were not informed of your visit.”
“No worries, mate,” said Coleman. “It’s a bit of a hush-hush type thing. Best if ya don’t log this.” Coleman reached into his backpack and produced a bottle of whiskey. “For yer trouble and doin’ a kraken’ good job out here.”
Yang’s eyes shifted from side to side as he considered what to do next. The first man leaned over his shoulder; eyes wide.
“Crikey! That’s good stuff there, Yang.”
“Thank you, sir.” Yang grabbed the bottle and stuffed it into the first man’s assault pack.
“Yeah, chur bro… er… I mean, sir,” said the first man. “You can go on ahead. We’ll kindly forget to log your visit.”
Coleman nodded, and the window slid closed. The vehicle hovered forward toward a heavy CeramiSteel barrier. The barrier folded down, and the car moved into the Suburra district. It only took us one block down the road before stopping.
“I do apologize, gentlemen, but I am unable to take you any further,” said the car’s AI. “The roadways in this district have been damaged for some time. In addition, the last hover cab to venture deep into this district never returned.”
“It’s fine,” said Coleman as he pulled out his comm-pad and tapped a few commands. The cab shook, and the AI’s voice spouted gibberish in a mix of several languages.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Spoofing the cab’s recent trip log.” The doors opened, and we stepped out.
The sights, sounds, and smells of the Suburra assaulted all of my senses. Dilapidated buildings towered over narrow, littered streets. Figures milled about in dimly lit alleyways. My IHUD amplified the ambient light, allowing me to see almost as if it were a bright, sunny day cycle in my right eye. My left struggled to adapt to the darkness.
A sleeping bum, or maybe a dead body, leaned against a dumpster as someone else sifted through his pockets. I switched to thermal. Dead.
Sirens echoed in the distance. A putrid stench of decay and desperation filled the air. It all stood in stark contrast to the gleaming international district our hotel was in.
Coleman, undeterred by the surroundings, led the way with a determined stride. I followed behind him, glancing over my shoulder every few steps, similar to the way I learned to patrol in infantry school. People with sunken eyes dressed in tattered clothes and blown-out boots crossed the street or ducked into alleys as we moved down the cracked and littered sidewalk.
“Try to look more relaxed, Aurelius,” said Coleman with a chuckle. “We’re not on a patrol. Just a leisurely walk through an… up-and-coming part of the city.”
“More like a dead and rotting part of the city.”
“C’mon, Aurelius. I’m trying to be positive. There are some good people here.”
“A woman was looting a corpse in the alley back there.”
“Yeah well. He doesn’t need whatever he’s got anymore.”
“I thought the Shenzhou eliminated this kind of thing.”
“What? Poverty? That will never go away. This is where the Empire dumps its rejects. Some are here because of bad luck, some because of their own stupid decisions, some because of laziness, and some are victims. Can’t tell who’s who.”
“But aren’t the Shenzhou the richest, most powerful empire in human history?”
“Now, now, young marine. That kind of talk’ll get you in trouble with the Senate and Assembly. The United Republic is the most powerful nation in the solar system.” Coleman laughed before he could finish his faux patriotic speech. “Okay. Yeah, the Shenzhou are the most powerful political entity in human history, but we’re no slouches, and if tonight goes well, we can close the gap a little.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Coleman smiled and kept moving. I wondered what I’d gotten myself into. This didn’t seem like an “easy peasy” pickup.
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Coleman ducked into an alley. The rancid smells of the Suburra got worse the deeper we moved into the narrow corridor. Moving through the darkness quietly proved challenging because of the large volume of debris, rotting organic matter, and other filth littering our way forward. After several twists and turns, each of which I noted both mentally and with my IHUD’s data log, we reached a set of double doors below a flickering pale light.
“This is it,” said Coleman. “I’ll go in alone. You stay out of sight and be ready to kick in the door if I need you, but if everything goes well, we’ll be on our way in a few minutes.”
“Got it.” I positioned myself near a stack of pallets and discarded boxes in the darkness as Coleman knocked on the door. The door cracked open, on inward swinging hinges instead of a powered sliding security door. Good. Easier to bust open if I have to. After a brief exchange with whoever opened the door, Coleman disappeared into the building.
I waited, letting my hand rest on top of my sidearm. Desperate moaning and sporadic yelling from several blocks over echoed off the walls. A rat scurried across my right shoe. It amazed me that the little creatures could always stow away on ships and infest space stations, colonies, and starships, despite strict measures to prevent just that.
My mind drifted to all the “what if” scenarios: What if Coleman was in trouble? What if we were in the wrong spot? What if he needed me, and I couldn’t pull the trigger? The Marine Corps did its best to boil the process of recognizing a threat and dealing with it to muscle memory, but I’d heard plenty of stories about guys freezing up when the actual moment came. I didn’t want to be one of those guys.
After fifteen more minutes passed with no comm from Coleman, I shot him a text message from my comm-pad, hoping he had a similar intraocular implant. Navy Intel probably has something even better. A few seconds later, he replied. UNEXPECTED GUESTS. SHOULD BE OK.
No sooner had I finished reading his message than a gunshot rang out from inside the building. I rushed for the door, drawing my weapon as I moved. With the safety off and my finger hovering over the trigger, I tried the handle. Locked. It was a weak design, an old cylinder lock that had seen better days. Rust and corrosion covered every exposed surface.
Yelling and sounds of a scuffle emanated from beyond the thin, metal door. With a swift kick, I forced the door open and rushed in. In the dimly lit room, three people, all with weapons drawn, focused on two figures struggling over a handgun in the middle of the room next to a large table with comm-pads, paper documents, and a hardened, vacuum-rated case on it. One of the struggling figures was Coleman, the other a tall, slim man with a bushy beard wearing a blue dock worker’s jumpsuit.
“Everyone! Lower your weapons!” I shouted.
The three others in the room turned on me. My eyes darted between them, but my weapon stayed focused on the person fighting with Coleman. The sudden interruption caused the man to lose focus, giving Coleman an opening.
The man’s hand crunched and popped as Coleman twisted it back, freeing the pistol. Coleman shot the man point blank in the face, splattering blood across the pistol and his jacket before turning the weapon on a tall, red-haired brute, painting the far wall with his brains.
I sighted in on the other man, with a similar beard and jumpsuit as the first. A moment of hesitation, by me, allowed the man to get a shot off, narrowly missing Coleman, who put two rounds center mass into the man’s chest. The last person in the room, an olive-skinned woman with blue eyes and jet-black hair pulled into a neat bun, lunged for the case on the table. Coleman did the same, but she got it first. Both Coleman and I trained our weapons on the woman.
“Nahid, let’s talk about this,” said Coleman. “We had a deal.”
“You didn’t tell me what I was stealing. And then, you led these Caliphate pigs here?” she said, gesturing to the two bearded dead men.
“I don’t know how the Caliphate found out about this. Someone talked who shouldn’t have, but the leak could’ve been my side, yours, or even the Shenzhou. It doesn’t change anything. Give me the case, and you’ll get your money. Or we can shoot you and take it.”
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I packed the building with explosives linked to this.” The woman opened her jacket and pulled down the collar of her form-fitting navy blue synthweave shirt, revealing a circular device below her collarbone. “If my heart stops beating, this entire block disappears.”
“You’re bluffing.”
The woman’s grin dared us to pull the trigger. Coleman lowered his weapon. I followed his lead.
“I want to keep this out of the Caliphate’s hands too,” said Coleman. “But the Shenzhou government is crumbling from the inside. The Caliphate will get it eventually and the balance of power will shift in a really bad way for everyone.”
“And your side having it is better? Maybe I should take this back to my government.”
“Better than the Caliphate having it, but Persia doesn’t have the resources to build an FTL drive, and you know it. The United Republic does. We are allies, so it will benefit us both.”
The woman huffed at Coleman’s assessment. I was more confused about this whole situation than before we left the hotel.
“What in the fuck is going on?” I asked. “FTL? Like faster than light? I thought that was some science fiction bullshit. And the Shenzhou Empire is crumbling? Since when?”
“Not now, Aurelius,” said Coleman.
“Yes,” said the woman, Nahid. “Faster than light travel. It’s possible. The Shenzhou are close. They’ve sent small probes across the solar system in seconds, but a starship is still beyond their capabilities. The emperor’s grasp on power is wavering and other factions in the empire are causing problems. It’s only a matter of time before this tech ends up in the wrong hands.”
What. The. Hell? I stood dumbstruck; my entire worldview turned upside down. Coleman sighed and shook his head.
“She’s telling the truth, Aurelius. Imagine it, entire fleets able to disappear and reappear out of nowhere. Invasion forces in orbit over a planet in the blink of an eye, catching defenders off guard rather than telegraphing their approach for weeks or months. It’s the ultimate advantage in naval maneuverability. Whoever has this first will control the solar system.”
“So, what now?” I asked.
Coleman glared at Nahid. “We’re not leaving without that case.”
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A loud bang erupted from the back of the derelict building. We turned toward the source of the noise, guns up, as three armed men flooded into the room with compact submachine guns. Coleman and Nahid opened fire, their rounds finding their marks just above the intruders’ plate carriers. The first two bodies crumpled to the ground as the last man entered the room.
I tried to line up a shot, but couldn’t fire without the risk of hitting Coleman or Nahid. I sidestepped and aimed, applying pressure to the trigger, but the weapon didn’t fire. My finger refused to move any further. The man fired, hitting Coleman in the chest, who stumbled backward.
Nahid double tapped the last man in the low abdomen, then finished him off with a headshot while he was on the ground. She fired a disgusted look at me before going to search the three dead men. Coleman leaned over, hands on his knees, taking deep breaths.
“Fuck! Are you okay?” I asked, rushing to him.
“Yeah, undersuit stopped the round,” he said as he stood and took pained steps toward the downed men. “But it hurt like a motherfucker… We’ve got to go. Let’s just copy the data on the crystals, then we both get the FTL research.”
“I don’t think it will be that simple,” said Nahid
“We can figure it out later. Here, take one of these.” Coleman pulled a submachine gun and several magazines off one of the dead visitors and handed them to Nahid before grabbing an SMG for himself. I did the same, tucking magazines into pockets. “Let’s go,” said Coleman. “Shenzhou security forces will be on the way, and I don’t think my phony State Security Bureau creds are going to stand up to close inspection.”
“Fine,” said Nahid. “But I’m holding onto the case.”
“Go right ahead, but if you try to run, I’ll shoot you. Unless you have explosives planted all through Hiei Chu on a dead-man switch?”
Nahid huffed and moved through the front door. We darted down alleys, hopping over obstacles and narrowly avoiding bumping into the spaced-out denizens of that filthy, dark world. My hand wouldn’t stop shaking. The brief gunfight replayed over and over in my head. I hesitated. Could have got everyone killed… I don’t have what it takes to do this.
Once we were several blocks away, Nahid called us to a halt, and we moved into the ruined ground floor of a shop, long since looted and abandoned. She tapped commands on her comm-pad. A sudden explosion rocked the district, shooting a plume of dust and smoke into the air from the direction of the meeting site. Chaos erupted in the streets as civilians panicked and scattered like ants in a rainstorm, though none seemed to know where to go. A few ran toward the blast.
“How about that? You did have the place rigged to blow,” said Coleman.
Nahid smirked. “Should draw attention away from us.”
“How many civilians did you just kill?” I asked.
Nahid rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Let’s move.” She waved toward a different airlock than the one we’d used.
“No. Let’s go this way,” said Coleman, directing her toward the entrance we came from. “The guards there think I’m SSB. It’s our best shot of getting out of here. Comm chatter shows them already locking down the whole cloud.”
“You’re listening in on Shenzhou comm chatter?” asked Nahid.
“You’re not?” asked Coleman with a mischievous grin. Nahid stared daggers at him.
I stayed quiet and tried to make myself small, wanting nothing more than to disappear into the background.
Coleman motioned for me to take point. “Then you, Nahid. I’ll cover our six.”
“Sure we can trust this kid?” asked Nahid. “He froze back there.”
Her words hit me like a kick to the groin, but I couldn’t argue. Instead, I looked away.
“He’ll be fine,” said Coleman. He nodded and gave me a half smile. “You got this.”
I moved out, keeping the SMG concealed in my jacket. It wouldn’t fool anyone up close, but from a distance, it should work. At least I hoped so. The further we moved away from the blast zone, the calmer the streets became, and the more I got in my head about freezing up.
All that training, and when the time came, I didn’t pull the trigger… Now Coleman has me on point? We ducked into the shadows to avoid a few small groups of civilians and one Shenzhou security patrol, but soon we were just a few blocks from the airlock.
I turned a corner and found myself face to face with a fire team of Caliphate operators. Surprised as we were, they hesitated. I didn’t this time, raising my SMG and letting a long burst fly. Rounds smashed into the plate carrier of the closest operator, throwing him off balance, but not penetrating. I walked the rounds up, ripping his neck and face to pieces. By the time he fell, Coleman and Nahid added their SMGs to the mix, forcing the remaining three operators into cover.
We traded fire back and forth. Nahid put down another but took a hit to the left upper arm for her trouble as she ducked behind a dumpster a split second too late. She pulled a medfoam injector out of a pouch on her hip and screamed as she plunged the business end into the wound. A sweet burning smell, like pork coated with a brown sugar sauce charring on a grill, filled the air as the medfoam cauterized the wound. Coleman picked up his fire.
There’s got to be a way to flank these guys. My only shot was to move through the building to our right and try to find a firing position–assuming they didn’t have more men moving through the same building–and I could get a good angle on the guys we had pinned.
“Keep ‘em suppressed!” I yelled.
Nahid, back in the fight, and Coleman increased their rates of fire. I darted out of cover to the building’s door, hoping it wasn’t locked. With all the force I could muster, I threw my shoulder into it and tumbled into the dirty, barren lobby of an old hostel. I hopped back onto my feet and swept the room with my sights. Empty. I moved through the building, checking every corner as fast as I could.
My earpiece translated shouted commands from outside: “Cover. Move.” The Caliphate operators were making their move to finish the fight. In the next room–a large common area with a wrecked pool table covered with bottles and glowing synthetic drug paraphernalia–light peeked through gaps in a boarded-up window that had to be facing back into the street. I bashed out the weakest looking board with my SMG, giving me a shot at the backs of the two Caliphate operators in the street. A couple of quick bursts finished them.
“Clear,” I said into the comm.
Nahid and Coleman dead-checked the operators and looted more ammo as they moved up. I finished opening up the window and crawled through. After tucking a few more magazines into my pockets, we picked back up on our route. There was no way the Shenzhou security forces hadn’t heard the gunfire. Coleman confirmed as much over comm. He also sent a text message to my IHUD: ANOTHER TEAM SHADOWING US. UNSURE WHO. DON’T TELL NAHID. I blinked three times to acknowledge his message.
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We diverted from our original direct route, doubling back several times, snaking through alleyways, and barging through open buildings to avoid the Shenzhou security patrols. Coleman kept tracking the team shadowing us, feeding me periodic updates on their location.
The downtrodden civilians of the Suburra vanished, replaced by a growing number of Shenzhou troops. It was only a matter of time before we got caught. Hopefully, Coleman has a plan. This entire mission was out of my depth. My job was security, not high-stakes espionage. And… I just killed someone… three someones.
“Hold up,” said Coleman.
We stopped, ducking into a long since abandoned warehouse crowded full of broken into crates with Mandarin writing that my IHUD translated as various types of non-perishable, mass-produced food.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“We may have to wait here until things calm down. Too many Shenzhou troops on the streets.”
That seemed to upset Nahid, but she didn’t say anything. My hand had stopped shaking, but I couldn’t stop replaying the first gunfight where I’d frozen up over and over in my head. Needing something, anything to distract me, I unlocked my comm-pad. Messages from Ashley had multiplied. Skipping those, I opened one from Ava.
Ugh. Ashley isn’t right for you. Can you dump her already? You should come home, meet a nice girl, and stay. She knew it wasn’t that easy. Every enlistment in the UR military lasted a minimum of five years in order to get full citizenship rights and only two had passed since I joined.
Sirens blared outside, pulling me out of my comm-pad screen, but no one came near the building where we hid. Coleman sent me an update on the team that was trailing us. They were waiting in an adjacent building. Nahid clutched the case to her chest near a window. Coleman deployed sensors near the entrances and shared the feeds with both Nahid and me. After several minutes of silence, Nahid spoke up.
“Maybe we should push to that airlock. You said the guards know you, Coleman? We should be fine as long as we approach unseen.”
“Too risky with what you’re carrying. Best to wait this out.”
“But if we get caught here… A UR spy and marine with a Persian intelligence agent? That won’t look good to the Shenzhou.”
“We stole their biggest state secret, so I don’t imagine it would,” replied Coleman. “Still best to wait. We’ll almost certainly get nabbed if we move out now.”
“Coleman, I think she’s right,” I said. “It could be a while before things calm down after that explosion. The sooner we get back to the hotel, the better.”
“C’mon,” said Nahid. “The kid just popped his cherry, and he’s already smarter than you.”
Coleman rubbed his chin, considering this. “Maybe… but I need to know one thing first. Is the team following us yours, Nahid?”
The corners of Nahid’s lips curled into a wry smile. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Coleman held up his comm-pad. It showed an aerial view of the neighborhood we hunkered down in. Little red dots marked our location in the loading dock. He panned to another building across the street. Five more red dots populated the rectangular structure. “So you won’t mind if I have my drone suicide into these guys?”
Nahid stared at Coleman, seemingly disinterested.
“Okay then. I’m gonna kill ‘em.” Coleman tapped commands into his comm-pad, holding hard eye contact with Nahid. He held his hand above the comm-pad, ready to punch in one last command. I wasn’t sure if this was for show or what. How’d he even get a drone in the air here?
“Wait!” said Nahid.
Coleman and I stared at her.
“I thought so,” said Coleman. “Call them off or I kill them and you.”
“Fine.” Nahid opened her comm-pad. My earpiece translated from Farsi: “Abort mission. I say again, abort mission.”
“You sure, ma’am?” asked another female voice.
“Yes. The package wasn’t what we expected. Rally at the safe house.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Coleman grinned as the red dots showing Nahid’s team moved away. “So, what was the plan? Have them ambush us so you could get away with the data?”
“No. Just never hurts to have backup. Like in Rostov-on-Don.”
“Yeah… I didn’t trust you then either. Still got a nasty scar from that one.”
Their trip down memory lane scratched at my last bit of give a fuck. I didn’t feel like dying in a slum on Venus. “Coleman, we need to get out of here. Caliphate, Shenzhou, and apparently Persian intel are all hunting us? How long can we really hold out?”
“You’re right. I just wanted to shake her friends first. Give me your comm-pad, Nahid.”
The Persian woman adopted an indigent stance, with her hands on her hips and an icy scowl, but handed over her comm. Coleman slammed it on the ground and stomped it.
“We weren’t hunting you, for the record,” said Nahid. “The Caliphate can’t get this tech.”
“I know, but forgive me for not completely trusting someone whose job is to lie and steal.”
“Yours is too.”
“Exactly! I’m an awful human being, but you’re worse. Let’s move out,” said Coleman.
I took point again, moving toward the checkpoint. Having Nahid behind me with an SMG didn’t fill me with confidence, but at least Coleman had a gun on her. I couldn’t help but wonder: Why didn’t we take the case and leave her? She probably killed a bunch of civilians with that blast earlier. Who’s saying she won’t do the same to us?
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Only a single city block stood between us and our chance for escape. We watched the checkpoint guards from the shadows of an alley. The Shenzhou had shifted the artificial sky to a day cycle, bathing the streets in bright light.
“Ditch your SMGs,” said Coleman.

We kept only our concealed sidearms. Coleman took the lead as we approached the checkpoint. Lucky for us, Yang and the other guard from earlier were still there. They both walked up to greet us from the other side of the energized fence.
“Hello, gentlemen and madam,” said Yang. “Unfortunately, the checkpoint is locked down and we cannot let you leave without clearance from the governor.”
“I understand, but can we at least come inside the checkpoint? It’s gone to bullocks out here,” said Coleman.
The two guards looked at each other and shrugged. Then the big, red-haired Kiwi hit the gate controls and waved us forward.
“Chur, fellas,” said Coleman in his faux New Zealand accent.
“Who’s yer new friend?” asked the big man. “Don’t remember her from earlier.”
“She was the mission, mate. Imperial family, she is. Had to bring this wayward soul back, ya see,” Coleman leaned in and whispered in a conspiratorial tone. “Don’t be tellin’ anyone. It’s a state secret. Can’t be embarrassin’ the Emperor, ya know?”
“Of course, sir. Mum’s the word.”
“You can wait in the guardhouse until the lockdown is lifted,” said Yang.
“Thank you, Yang. I’ll be sure to mention you in my report along with your friend… I’m sorry, but I don’t think I caught yer name?”
“Stevens, sir.”
“Ah yes. Yang and Stevens. Commendations are in order for both of ya, I expect.”
Both men’s eyes sparked with excitement. A good word from an SSB agent could probably get them off this detail. Too bad it was total bullshit. As we moved toward the guardhouse, shots rang out from beyond the fence line. We turned in time to see another explosion. I shot a glance at Nahid.
“Not me this time.”
A bright ball of flames engulfed the front gate, blasting a gaping hole in the checkpoint’s perimeter. Sirens blared, and Shenzhou security trained their weapons on the opening. An eerie quiet settled over the checkpoint. Coleman, Nahid, and I took cover behind a parked Shenzhou security vehicle, one with actual wheels because of the rough nature of the Suburra’s nonfunctional magniroad. The revving of an engine roared from beyond the perimeter.
The Shenzhou security opened fire on a wheeled truck barreling toward the big hole in the perimeter. They killed the driver and disabled the right front wheel, but it was too little too late. Gunfire rattled off as we took cover. A pressure wave of hot air washed over us as the vehicle detonated inside the perimeter.
Nahid and I followed Coleman as he hopped up and rushed for a hover cab platform. We piled into the vehicle. Coleman tapped furiously on his comm-pad. One of the bipedal servitor bots that serviced the station waddled our way and tried to coax us from the cab before slumping forward in a disabled mess and popping up to a rigid attention a few seconds later. “Initiating launch sequence,” said the bot.
“Hold on,” said Coleman. “This might get bumpy!”
The cab shook violently as the blast doors behind us closed and the ones in front opened. We launched into the air. Whirling yellow and orange clouds sped past us as we closed in on an opening airlock for another cloud district. I thought it wouldn’t open wide enough in time, but we slid through the gap and the cab hovered over to another platform.
We launched two more times. I thought we were home free as we lined up for our last launch toward the international district. As we reached the top of our arc through the atmosphere, the cab rocked sideways and veered off course.
“Please hold on,” said the AI in a more masculine and formal voice than earlier. “We are experiencing turbulence, but should have the issue rectified shortly.”
“What was that?” I shouted.
“I don’t know!” replied Coleman.
“This unit is experiencing unexpected removal from its designated course. Please stand by for further updates.”
“Shit!” said Coleman. “Someone’s got us!”
“Is it the Shenzhou?” asked Nahid.
“Please re—” the AI started, its voice trailing off as the cab’s power cut off.
The cab swayed from side to side. We tried to look out the windows at whoever was hauling us away, but they were directly above us where we couldn’t see them.
After a few minutes, we entered an airlock. The cab settled on the deck and leaned to the side, pinning the door on Coleman’s side closed. I pressed against my door with both legs. It slowly gave way, creeping open a millimeter at a time. After a few good kicks, it popped loose. I hauled myself out of the cab. Nahid and Coleman scrambled out behind me. Ahead, a medium transport shuttle cycled down its repulsors as its back ramp dropped.
I took cover behind the cab with my sidearm drawn. An SMG would be really nice to have right now. When the ramp hit the ground, three women wearing high-tech combat armor and wielding next-gen battle rifles strode down, guns up. They had a massive firepower advantage, but marines don’t surrender. Sighting in on the closest woman, I prepared to fire, but before I could squeeze the trigger, I felt cold CeramiSteel pressing into the back of my head. I lowered my weapon, but kept my grip on it.
“No one needs to get hurt,” said Nahid. “Let me go and everything will be fine.”
“Drop the weapon, or I will kill you!” yelled Coleman.
“And then what? My sisters cut you and the marine down? Either way, Persia gets the FTL data. My way, you get to live.”
“I can’t go back without that case.”
The three women moved closer, but the disabled cab kept them from getting a shot. I felt the pressure on the back of my head lighten. This was my chance. I spun to my left. A shot rang out. A disorienting buzz rang in my ears, as I trapped Nahid’s right arm and swept her legs. She landed face down, losing control of the case. Coleman snatched it up and held it to his chest. I dropped my right knee on Nahid’s back. Coleman tossed me a pair of flex cuffs, which I snapped onto her wrists. The three women were right on top of us.
“Give us the case!” they said, my earpiece translating from Farsi.
I pressed my handgun’s barrel into the back of Nahid’s skull, which gave pause to two of the women. The other stayed focused on Coleman.
“Hold on now, ladies,” said Coleman, pulling a grenade from a pouch under his jacket. “We can work this out.” He pulled the pin but held down the spoon. “This,” Coleman said as he waved the grenade in front of the women, “is a thermobaric plasma grenade. If you shoot me, this thing will cook you and everything in this airlock before you can beg Zoroaster to save your sorry asses. Now bugger off.”
The three women kept their rifles trained on Coleman and me while Nahid struggled under my leg. I pressed harder into her back until she stopped squirming. Coleman pretended to fumble the grenade, making all three women flinch, then spoke to someone I couldn’t hear over comm. “Hummingbird, this is Khaos. We need a pickup on my position ASAP.”
Two tense minutes later, alarms sounded inside the airlock.
“Might want to hold your breath,” said Coleman. “The atmosphere is toxic as hell.”
I inhaled deeply as the outer doors slid open. Surprisingly warm, thick yellow gas rushed in as the ventilation system sucked the good air out. I let my knee off of Nahid’s back and stepped away. Two of the women rushed forward and collected her before hightailing it back to their ship. Coleman waved with his grenade hand. “Bye, ladies! And Nahid, crap like this is why I don’t trust you!”
Coleman took a deep breath and held it as a Shrike dropship flew into the airlock, its auto turrets and big, pilot-operated chain gun targeting the Persian transport. It hovered overhead, coming to a stop a meter off the deck in front of us. We rushed onboard and two marines in powered armor greeted us. The dropship spun around, giving us a view of the getaway vessel, where Nahid stood on its ramp, glaring at us for a moment before running inside. Coleman chucked the grenade into the airlock as the back hatch of the dropship closed and we sped off.
“What the hell, Coleman? Did you burn them alive?”
“Nah. I was bluffing. It was a flashbang. I don’t think thermobaric plasma grenades are even a thing. I just threw some words together that sounded scary.”
We both laughed hysterically as we collapsed into the uncomfortable folding seats lining the interior of the dropship.
“I gotta know. Why didn’t we shoot Nahid and take the case? She tried to double-cross us, probably killed a bunch of civilians on this op.”
Coleman sighed as he wiped sweat and grime from his hairless head with the sleeve of his jacket. “It’s kind of a long story. But the short version is she saved my life once, saved a whole lot of UR troops that day. I know it’s cheesy and, given my line of work, I shouldn’t let sentimentality dictate my decisions, but I owe her. The Republic owes her.”
I grunted in response and sat back in my chair. My body ached. I need a shower and some chow.
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We touched down in the hangar bay of the URS Elizabeth Sanderson, the pride of the Republic Navy and its only spaceborne carrier. The ramp lowered, and we walked down into an empty hangar bay, except for a few sailors performing routine maintenance on starfighters. As we neared the doors out of the bay, they slid open, and two officers walked out. One was a marine in combat fatigues, a Colonel whose name tape read SULLA, and the other a stern-faced Vice Admiral in dress whites whose name tag said MARIUS.
“Commander Coleman,” said Vice Admiral Marius. “I trust you have what we sent you for?”
“Yes, sir, I do,” said Coleman as he patted the hard case. “And Lance Corporal Aurelius here was instrumental in its successful acquisition. Couldn’t have done it without him.”
“Good,” said Marius. “I expect I’ll read all about it in your report. If you’ll follow me, Commander.” The Vice Admiral turned and walked away.
“This is where we part ways,” said Coleman. “I appreciate your help. I’ll make sure you get the credit you deserve.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Sir? C’mon now, Aurelius. Just cuz I’m an officer doesn’t mean I don’t work for a living.” Coleman chuckled as he hurried off to catch up with Marius.
Colonel Sulla walked forward and held out his hand. “Good work, Marine. I watched Commander Coleman’s IHUD feed during the mission. You really held your own down there.”
“Thank you, sir,” I said as I grasped his hand and shook. He had a firm grip and his eyes stared intensely at me. I wondered how he’d gotten the large scar on the left side of his face. The raised skin was several shades lighter than the dark complexion of his skin.
“You’re with the Praetorians, right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I believe they’re on deck eleven. We picked them up about an hour ago.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll head there now.”
The Colonel turned to leave, hesitated a moment, and looked back over his shoulder at me. “Oh, and Lance Corporal Aurelius.”
“Sir?” I asked as my stance stiffened.
“We may reach out to you in the future.” He disappeared behind the sliding doors, and I let out a long sigh.
What does that mean?
I took my time finding deck eleven. I didn’t feel like dealing with Clarke or potentially facing the wrath of Gunny Delgado for missing breakdown yet. We’d been gone for several hours, and I was starving, so I stopped at the ship’s galley and grabbed a bite to eat. The chow on the Sanderson wasn’t bad.
Once I had my fill, I made my way to deck eleven. It wasn’t hard to find Clarke and Gunny. Clarke’s loud boasting voice carried clear across the wide-open cargo area. They sat on locked crates of comm equipment from the secure communications center with a group of sailors and soldiers from the Joint Consular Communications Detachment. Delgado noticed me first as I walked up. We made eye contact, but instead of the rage I expected, he gave me a half smile and nodded, then went back to his conversation with an army Master Sergeant.
“Well. Well. Well. About time you finally showed up,” said Clarke. “And where have you been, Lance Corporal?”
“Special mission with Coleman.”
“Ha. No way in hell. If he needed anyone, he’d pick me. I’m the best shot in the unit and with my sniper experience, I’d be the only logical choice.”
“Yeah, okay, Mr. Badass Sniper Cop.” I waved him off, tired and wanting to hit the rack.
“Hey there, Lance Corporal!” shouted Clarke. Everyone turned to stare at us, which he loved. Clarke always loved being the center of attention. He got up in my face. “You will respect me!” Spit sprayed across my face. I took a step back and wiped it off. “Don’t you walk away from me, you shitbag!”
“What are you going to do, Clarke? Nothing. Cause you’re all talk. Everyone knows you were never a sniper. I’ve seen your marksmanship scores, and you barely qualify with your rifle every year. Get your head out of your ass and stop lying all the time.”
“That’s it,” he said, taking a step toward me and raising his fist.
“Do it,” I said, my eyes darting between his face and fist. “Do it. I fucking dare you.” I leaned in until our noses almost touched. “Well?”
Clarke sulked off and plopped down on a container, away from everyone else. Gunny Delgado waved me to the side. “I don’t know what you did out there,” said Delgado in a hushed tone. “I got a message from Coleman. Says you did some good work.” Gunny stopped talking as a sailor from the Sanderson walked close by. Once the man got out of earshot, Gunny continued, “He thinks you’re destined for bigger and better things. Go get some rest. You’ve earned it.”
“Aye, Gunnery Sergeant. Thank you.”
I yawned and stretched my arms as I walked away. With the adrenaline finally worn off, the fatigue hit me like a runaway hover cab. I dropped my sidearm in the secure weapons container, then meandered over to the troop quarters, showered, and changed into PT shorts and a skivvy shirt before plopping down into my bunk.
Laying on my stomach, I unlocked my comm-pad and opened the messages from Ashley. She broke up with me, took it back, broke up with me again, then sent a long monologue about how I was a shitty boyfriend, and it was so hard on her with me always being gone. Her message waffled between never wanting to see me again and begging me to come back to her. It left me completely confused about whether or not I still had a girlfriend. What do I even say to this?
Abandoning Ashley’s crazed rambling, I responded to Ava’s message from earlier, telling her I wished I could come back home and stay, but that was a lie, the first lie I’d ever told Ava. The small taste of combat, of being a real marine on this op, left me wanting more, so much more.
My mind stewed on that thought for a long time, wanting more, wanting to get back into a fight, wanting to fire my weapon in anger again. The idea scared me. Well, not the idea so much as how bad I wanted it. The brief fight with the Caliphate operators was the most alive I’d ever felt. Dropping those black ops soldiers satisfied me on a primal level like nothing else ever had, not food, not working out, not even sex.
What did that say about me? Was something wrong with me?
No… can’t be. They were bad people. Everyone knew what the Caliphate did to its own people or, even worse, what it did to those it conquered, no matter how much the whiny sheltered kids at universities all over the United Republic and their out of touch professors with no real life experience said we needed to respect the Caliphate’s culture. Killing them was a good thing. Kept us alive. Kept those bastards from hurting anyone else. Killing can be a good and noble act, right?
My mind spun as I contemplated the issue, but eventually, fatigue beat out the intrusive thoughts. With a big yawn, I closed my eyes. We had a long trip back to Terra.




The Syrian Gates
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0345, 8 June 2410
Caliphate Occupied Zone of the Nur Mountains
Anatolian Khanate, Terra
Corporal Guerra hated mountains. His short, stocky frame wasn’t built for high-elevation climbing. Even with the reactive exoskeleton taking some of the load off him, his back and legs burned with every step up the steep incline. At least we’re past the really thick veg, but it’d be nice to have one of the powered ExoFrames like the special forces guys have.
Through the light amplification setting of his helmet visor, which turned the deep darkness of a moonless early morning to a green and gray version of daylight, a dirt path wound up the rocky mountainside. Patches of hardy evergreen scrub dotted the way ahead, offering little resistance to their movement like the thick forests at the base of the mountain had.
Guerra looked over his shoulder at the rest of his team. Two marines, Lance Corporal Kim and Private First Class Benetti, covered the rear of the four-man team. Neither seemed bothered by the climb. Kim ran cross country before joining the Corps, and he’d put on slabs of muscle since joining, going from tall and lanky to tall and jacked. Benetti grew up in the Italian Alps where she’d been a mountaineering guide before deciding to serve and obtain full United Republic citizenship.
Guerra liked the two marines. They’d gone from dumb boots to seasoned combat vets in the last several months while the United Republic helped their allies, the Anatolian Khanate, push the Caliphate out of the Anatolian heartland.
They had three weeks until they rotated out, which was fine by Guerra. He’d been gung-ho early in the campaign. They all had. Then they lost Jankowski during the Siege of Ankara, leaving a permanent hole in the four-member team. Since then, the grand adventure of war hadn’t seemed so appealing; the things the older vets said about fighting the Patricians’ wars for them—about all this being for nothing—well, he finally started to see what they meant. Patrician officers with fancy Latin names sat in the rear, ordering people like Guerra, Kim, and Benetti into battle—ordering people like Jankowski to their deaths. And for what?
Guerra didn’t know the fourth member of the patrol. Command added him onto the scouting mission minutes before they moved out. All command told Guerra was that the Marines had to protect the man, known only by his callsign Khaos, at all costs.
“This is it up here,” said Khaos.
Guerra checked the mini-map in his heads-up display. It showed they still had a kilometer to go. “You sure?”
“Yeah. I know you mapped your own site, but this spot will give us a better view of what we need to see. And we won’t have to climb another click up the mountain. Just lay out on a cliff’s edge and watch the bad guys for a while. Easy peasy.”
“And what do we need to see, exactly?”
Khaos smiled, his everyman face partially obscured by wrap-around eye protection. He had to be Navy Intel. The man somehow looked both comfortable and out of place in the marine combat fatigues and armor, like he’d spent some time in the gear but not in a long while. Khaos hopped over a pile of rocks and jammed a circular device attached to a metal stake into the center of a thick bush. “Hey, can you see the transmitter from there?” he asked Guerra.
“No.”
“Outstanding!” Khaos trotted back to the path unspooling nano-fiber cable. “Make sure your guys kick some dirt over this as we go.” Khaos walked backward past Guerra, taking the lead to his chosen site.
“What’s that for?” asked Guerra.
“Comm. We won’t be able to transmit out once we’re inside the dome.”
“The what?”
“You’ll see!” said Khaos as he turned a corner, slipping through a three meter gap in the rock face.
Kim and Benetti covered the cable as Guerra followed Khaos through the gap. Guerra halted as Khaos disappeared behind a wall made of blue light. “What in the hell?” He stepped forward and touched the shimmering wall. Every hair on his body stood on end, and his comm glitched as ripples washed across the surface of the energy field as if it were made of glowing blue water. Kim and Benetti gasped as they walked up behind Guerra.
“What is that?” asked Kim, way too loud for a recon mission.
“Quiet down,” said Guerra. “Let’s go.”
“Through that thing?” asked Kim.
“Yeah.” Guerra touched the field again, making his skin tingle and sending more ripples across the surface. “Aesir five, Red one-four, moving into overwatch position.”
“Good copy, one-four. Run all comms through Khaos once you’re inside the dome.”
“Roger, Aesir five. One-four out.” So our chain of command knew what we were doing. Would it have killed them to tell us?
As Guerra stepped through, Benetti said, “C’mon, Kim, don’t be a wimp.” They walked into an open area with a large boulder surrounded by lush bushes. A lone cedar with low-hanging branches touching the ground stood on the south side of the open space. Rock walls surrounded the bowl-shaped area on three sides, with the east side being a cliff’s edge overlooking the mountain pass. The sky shimmered a hazy blue above the valley, blocking all starlight from the night sky.
“Kim, set up security near that boulder,” said Guerra. “Benetti, finish covering the cable, then deploy motion sensors.”
“Aye, Corporal.” Kim moved to the designated spot, orienting his SAR, squad automatic rifle, at the gap while Benetti deployed motion sensors back on the mountain path before returning and setting up in the branches of the cedar.
Guerra sighed as his marines got set. While the gap would make funneling any pursuing troops into a kill zone easy, the elevated ground all around would negate that advantage if the Caliphate got shooters up there. Guerra gritted his teeth before turning to Khaos, who waved him forward to the cliff’s edge. Which was another problem, nowhere to run if shit hit the fan.
The valley below, what the locals called the Belen Pass or the Syrian Gates, depending on who you asked, bustled with activity. Tens of thousands of Caliphate troops prepped for an upcoming operation. Battalions of mechs, tanks, and infantry moved to staging areas. Massive eight-wheeled vehicles, over fifty meters high and twice that long, were spread throughout the formations. Each vehicle sported dozens of missile launchers and a long, large bore railgun. Six stabilizing outriggers spread out from two of the megalithic vehicles, both with main guns pointed to the north of the Syrian Gates. Guns that big can probably hit a target in low orbit.
The URS Cincinnatus, a Cannae class heavy cruiser, hung in low orbit, dominating the battle space, the only UR capital ship still in orbit as the rest moved to intercept the incoming Caliphate fleet, which sped toward Terra at full burn. The UR Navy destroyed the Caliphate Home Fleet in the opening battles of the Republic’s intervention, though there were rumors that one ship, the Mubarizun, had escaped, simply disappeared in the middle of the battle, but Guerra didn’t see how that was possible. Ships didn’t just disappear.
“What are those?” asked Guerra. “And what’s with the sky?”
“That’s what we’re here to find out.”
Khaos took a knee and dug through his assault pack. “No. Not that. Where’s the damn blankets?” he muttered as he rifled through the pack. “Ah. There you are.” He pulled out three camo netting blankets. “Here. Give one to each of your marines. You and I will have to share the third.”
“My marines can hide on their own.” Guerra turned back to the bushes and cedar. Without the aid of a thermal overlay, no one would ever spot them. He pulled up the thermal. Two dim blobs appeared in the two Marines’ positions. They were subtle, but anyone with halfway decent thermals would spot them.
Guerra looked down at Khaos, who showed no heat signature, blending perfectly into the thermal background of the environment. Guerra still saw him, kneeling with the blanket wrapped around his body through unaided vision, but all thermal readings were gone. Khaos dropped the blanket, flooding Guerra’s vision with bright white. Guerra shut off the overlay. “Okay. I get it. The fancy blankets block thermals.”
“They also scramble enemy comms, muffle sound, and keep you nice and toasty when it’s cold.” Khaos grinned like a schoolboy showing off high marks on an exam.
Guerra grabbed the blankets and brought them to Kim and Benetti. Kim took the blanket without question, wrapping it around himself as another layer of protection from the frigid early morning air. Benetti sneered at the camo netting with skepticism.
“Why do I need that?” she asked.
“Because I don’t want you catching pneumonia and dying, old lady.”
Benetti rolled her eyes, a habit which sparked many an angry ass-chewing from Guerra in the past, but he now found amusing.
“It’ll hide you from thermals.” Guerra pointed to Kim’s position in scraggly bushes near the boulder. “See for yourself.”
“Well, damn. That’s pretty slick.” Benetti grabbed the netting and draped it over her helmet and shoulders. “Ooh. It is warm.”
“Ha! Stay warm, Grandma,” said Guerra as he walked off. Benetti especially had grown on Guerra. She joined the Corps later in life and was pushing thirty, making her the oldest of the fire team. The rest of the platoon had taken to calling her old lady, grandma, me-ma, and every other imaginable variation because of the unusual mismatch of her age and rank. She’d resented it at first, and while not outright defiant, Benetti had an attitude about following Guerra’s orders at first.
The team grew close during the workup for the deployment, but it wasn’t until Guerra dragged Benetti to safety after taking shrapnel to her leg early in the campaign that she really came around. She’d been in the rear for almost a month while the docs fixed up her leg. When she came back, Benetti was the model of what a lower enlisted marine should be: tough, obedient, and able to improvise when needed. She’d be a damn good NCO one day.
Guerra settled in next to Khaos, who busied himself assembling a directional sensor that was a massively upgraded version of what Guerra brought. With both sets of sensors ready they pulled the blanket over top and scanned the activity in the valley below.
Caliphate troops performed maintenance on weapons, armor, and vehicles. Support troops scurried about the massive temporary camp, delivering supplies, moving vehicles, and picking up trash. In the center of it all, stood an ornate tent. Elite troops in heavy, powered armor stood guard outside. Must be the command center.
“Guerra, movement on the sensors,” said Benetti over comm.
“Roger. Wait one.” Guerra flipped open his comm-pad to pull up the satellite feed, but it couldn’t connect to the TacNet. He reset the device and tried again, getting the same result. What the hell? He nudged Khaos. “We got a hit on the motion sensors. Can you pull up a satellite feed? My comm-pad isn’t connecting.”
“Nope.”
“What do you mean, nope?”
Khaos pointed up at the shimmering sky. “That is blocking all orbital surveillance and any comm in or out. We’re in an electronic bubble, my dude.”
“How? What? And why can I hear Benetti if comms are being jammed?”
Khaos shrugged. “We’re not being jammed, we’re being blocked. We’re inside the dome so we can talk to anyone else also inside the dome, but can’t talk to anyone outside over normal comm. That’s why we have a hardline. As to how the dome works? May as well be magic as far as I’m concerned.”
Guerra rolled his eyes and sighed. “Benetti, keep eyes on. Everyone, go quiet.”
Kim and Benetti clicked their comms in acknowledgment, while Guerra adjusted the PVM, projectile velocity modulator, on his SA16 rifle to subsonic and twisted on a suppressor.
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“Caliphate troops moving in,” said Benetti over team comm.
Shit. “Hold fire.”
“Roger.” Benetti linked her visor feed to Guerra. The incoming soldiers plodded through the gap in the rock. They didn’t move in a combat formation, instead bunching up and making no effort to hold security. Either complacency ruined this group, or they never had any military bearing to begin with.
Their kit gave Guerra the answer. The nine Caliphate troops wore dirty, worn load-bearing vests—only a couple of which seemed to hold hard ballistic plates—with loose fitting shirts and trousers under their gear and a mix of bare heads, ball caps, and shemaghs. None wore helmets or advanced optics. Their weapons weren’t much better, carrying reproduction Kalashnikovs, a reliable though dated weapon from before The Collapse.
The troops stood in stark contrast to the elite power armor clad soldiers in the valley below. They were conscripts, cannon fodder for the Caliph’s holy war against the “Betrayers of Allah” in the Anatolian Khanate. Hopefully, they’ll move on soon.
The troops stacked their weapons against a waist-high rock, dashing Guerra’s hopes. Two settled in for a nap. The youngest of the men pulled out a pot and cooking utensils while another pulled out an entrenching tool to dig a fire pit. His first thrust into the ground cut the nano-fiber cable, catching Khaos’s attention, who’d been focused on the valley.
“What just happened?”
“They’re digging a fire pit,” said Guerra. “And they just cut the cable.”
“Fuck. We can’t have that.”
“No shit.” Guerra glared at the man, then bit his tongue. He’s probably an officer… “Sorry, sir.”
Khaos waved off the apology. “Do they have any comm equipment?”
Guerra looked at Benetti’s feed. A middle-aged man with a long graying beard spoke into a handheld radio, old school tech, also pre-Collapse. “Yeah, looks like an old handheld radio.”
“Oh, sweet. That’ll be easy to crack,” said Khaos as he pulled out his comm-pad. He tapped commands at a blistering pace. “Got it.” Khaos seemed to go into his own little world as he listened to the chatter. After a few minutes, he snapped out of his trance-like state. “Damn. These guys are just the scouting party for what sounds like a company-sized element. He’s talking to another scout team. I bet their orders are to hold this mountain and deny its use for our guys. Hopefully, they move on soon, otherwise we—and by we, I mean you—will need to deal with them.”
Guerra took a deep breath. The weight of Khaos’s assessment hit him like a hover truck barreling down a magniroad with its safety protocols on the fritz. Three Marines and one Navy officer against a full company. Even though they outclassed the conscripts in every way, numbers counted for something in a fight. 
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Guerra and Khaos watched the Caliphate troops below for over an hour, making notes and mapping priority targets. Khaos scribbled notes in his comm-pad as he used a directional audio sensor to eavesdrop on conversations below, which impressed Guerra, given the thousands of meters between them and the troops below. The undisciplined conscripts to their rear rolled out sleeping mats and told stories around the campfire.
“Can I please kill these guys?” asked Benetti. “I can’t understand them, and they’re driving me crazy. What’re they even saying?”
“You don’t want to know, Grandma,” said Khaos.
“Really? You’re gonna start in on that too? How old are you, sir? Like eighty?”
Khaos and Guerra chuckled, but their laughter faded into disgusted scowls.
Guerra had a good idea of what the conscripts were talking about, and Benetti should have, too. They’d seen firsthand the butchery left behind by Caliphate troops as they retreated across Anatolia, especially by irregular troops like the conscripts they shared the mountain with.
The hate between the Caliphate, the Anatolian Khanate, and Persia simmered for well over a century, with hundreds of small border skirmishes and political posturing before exploding into a full-scale war. As the Caliphate went deeper down the rabbit hole of fundamentalist, extremist Islam and the other two allowed more religious and political freedom, the traditional Muslim world fractured.
When Persia changed its official state religion to Zoroastrianism as a nod to its glorious ancient past, the Caliphate declared war. The Anatolian Khanate invaded the Caliphate soon after in support of their Persian allies, but they weren’t ready for the level of violence the Caliphate forces were capable of.
“Fuck,” said Khaos.
“What?” asked Guerra.
“Look at the Mammoths.” Every mobile railgun not already dug into stable firing positions deployed its outriggers. Ground crews inspected the colossal metal arms as they crept out from the vehicles. The two Mammoths with outriggers deployed oriented their main guns upward, their massive barrels moving at a snail’s pace.
“They’re getting ready for an orbital shot,” said Khaos.
“Are they gunning for the URS Cincinnatus?”
“Yeah. We need to get word to Fleet Comm now.”
“Right…” said Guerra. “So, let’s get back on the other side of the mountain?”
“Not that simple. I’ve got to stay here and walk the special forces guys on target, so we need a new hard line to the repeater outside the dome.”
“Why can’t the fleet just blast the dome with railgun strikes?”
“Other than the Shenzhou Empire will swoop in and fuck us all up for breaking the Space Demilitarization Treaty?” asked Khaos.
“Okay. Okay. So I need to sneak past or kill our guests and run a new line.”
“Now you’re getting it, devil nuts. Fucking marines, sometimes I feel like I gotta draw it out with a crayon for you guys.” Khaos handed Guerra a spool of nano-fiber cable. “Don’t care which option you choose, just get it done.”
Guerra mulled over the two plans. Killing the conscript soldiers would be faster, but might alert other troops in the area.
“Kim, Benetti. Cover me. I’ve got to run a new cable so we can get a message to Fleet Comm.”
“Why can’t we just call out?” asked Kim.
“Ask our Naval Intelligence friend,” said Guerra.
“Because we’re inside a magic bubble and those pricks cut our hardline,” said Khaos. “Now shut up and do what Guerra tells you.”
“A what?” asked Benetti.
“No time to explain. Just help me unfuck this shit sandwich.”
Benetti and Kim clicked their comm to acknowledge. Guerra hoped the early morning darkness would conceal his movement as he crawled toward the northern edge of the rock bowl, keeping the boulder and bushes between him and the Caliphate soldiers. Laughter erupted from the campsite. Guerra froze.
“It’s fine,” said Benetti. “Sending you my feed.”
Benetti’s view appeared in a small window at the bottom right of Guerra’s HUD. The Caliphate conscripts threw their heads back, laughing at the youngest of the men, who lay in a puddle of his own vomit with an empty glass bottle lying next to him. Each of the older men had their own bottle. Can’t be too zealous of a group if they’re drinking Khamr. Maybe they’ll all get drunk and pass out.
Guerra reached the edge of the rock wall and clipped the micro-cable spool to his belt, ensuring it would unravel as he moved. He sighed, being even less built for vertical rock climbing than hiking steep inclines.
Finding good foot and hand holds, he pulled himself up, hugging the wall as he crept upward. The jagged rock dug into his hands even through protective gloves. They didn’t puncture, but the pressure fatigued his grip quickly. At least the rock was stable, offering good purchase points. Halfway up the climb, he stopped to shake out his hands, careful not to make unnecessary noise.
“Corporal, you seeing this?” asked Kim.
Being so focused on not falling, Guerra forgot about the feed from Benetti. He looked at the feed in his HUD. Five new Caliphate soldiers, wearing all black with bulky vests, strode through the gap. Four carried compact submachine guns while the fifth, an absolute tank of a man, carried a RB34 medium machine gun and several belts of ammunition wrapped around his shoulders.
“Zoom in on their faces,” said Guerra, as he maximized the window in his HUD.
Benetti’s view zoomed in. The men’s faces were painted like skulls, and they wore headbands with stylized Arabic writing.
Shit… “Khaos, Guerra. We have a Shahida suicide unit inside the perimeter.”
“Well, that’s some awful luck, but doesn’t change anything. Keep climbing.”
As Guerra made it to the top of the ledge, a Shahida fighter fired a single shot into the inebriated conscript’s head, splattering skull and brain fragments across his comrades. Guerra hit the dirt, making himself as flat as he could against the rock. The Shahida fighter who’d executed the young man spoke in a booming voice.
“Khaos, what’s he saying?” asked Guerra.
“Some crazy shit about sin and intoxication, disgracing Allah, blah, blah, blah, but he’s saying these guys aren’t beyond salvation. Oooh. That’s fun… He says they must die in the coming battle to enter the gates of paradise or be damned for all time. Keep in mind my Arabic isn’t great, so I may have filled in a few blanks with what made sense in my head. Probably should use my translator, but sometimes I like a challenge!”
This guy is going to get us all killed.
“Oh no,” said Benetti. “There’s a sixth Shahida fighter. He found our transmitter.”
The sixth man walked through the gap holding the repeater.
“Why does shit always have to be so fucking hard for no reason?” muttered Guerra.
“Give these guys the salvation they’re looking for,” said Khaos over a private comm blast to Guerra. “Do it how you want. Just don’t let the Shahida detonate themselves.”
“Roger. Let’s drop these guys. Prioritize the Shahida. Head shots only. Pick your targets.” Infrared aiming lasers danced across the Caliphate troops as Kim and Benetti pinged their targets. Guerra marked the remaining troops for himself. “Ready… fire.”
Six rounds tore through the heads of the Shahida fighters in rapid succession with only faint hisses from the marines’ weapons. As the Shahida collapsed dead, the marines fired single precise shots into the panicked conscripts as they dove for their weapons. One grabbed his rifle and fired a wild burst before Guerra drilled a hammer pair into his chest. Guerra froze and waited as an unsettling hush fell over the mountain, with only the crackle of the conscripts’ fire breaking the silence.
“Guerra, get back down here,” said Khaos. “Troops in the valley didn’t seem to notice, but anyone on this mountain definitely heard it. We need to get that transmitter set back up now.”
Guerra climbed down about halfway and then jumped. His exoskeleton’s shock absorption system dampened the impact, but the landing jarred his knees and hips. “Kim, on me,” said Guerra. “Benetti, stay with Khaos.”
Kim ran alongside Guerra as he scooped up the transmitter and bolted through the gap in the rocks to the spot Khaos had set up the repeater earlier.
“Corporal, more Caliphate troops heading up the mountain.”
Guerra plunged the repeater into the ground and attached the cable. Over a kilometer down the mountain, a platoon of Caliphate conscripts, about forty men, crept up the slope in the darkness. Only a few had night vision gear, and they hadn’t noticed Guerra and Kim yet.
“What’s the plan, Corporal?” asked Kim.
“Hold tight. Don’t engage until you have to.”
“Is Khaos transmitting yet?”
“No idea,” said Guerra. “I’ll go check. Try to stay out of sight.”
“Roger.”
Guerra stayed low as he ran back through the gap. Benetti collected weapons and explosives from the downed Caliphate fighters. Guerra made a mental note to grab the RB-34 before heading back to Kim’s position. “Are you transmitting yet?”
“Yeah,” said Khaos, as he adjusted the directional sensor. “Fleet Comm’s scrambling fighters. Come monitor the screen for me.”
Guerra dropped to a knee in front of the comm-pad, hard linked into the sensor array. “What do I do?”
“Tell me if anything changes.” Khaos left to help Benetti with her task. Guerra stared at the readout. It flashed TRANSMITTING TARGET DATA. A couple of minutes later, Khaos returned. “Okay, you’re good. Go help her with the bomb.”
“Bomb?”
“Yeah. I daisy chained the suicide vests and put them on a remote trigger.” Khaos bumped his comm-pad against Guerra’s forearm mounted unit. “Here’s the detonator.” A new window popped up in Guerra’s comm-pad with two options: DETONATE and DISARM. “Your marine, what’s her name, has it too.”
“Benetti.”
“Yeah her. Go. I’ve got this. Oh, and the repeater should let us talk over comm when you’re outside the dome.”
Guerra linked up with Benetti, who had the RB-34 over her right shoulder. “We’ll need to come back for the vests,” she said. “Can you get the ammo, Corporal?”
    “Yeah. I’ve got you, me-ma.”
“Really? Grandma jokes right now?”
Guerra shrugged, then threw the ammunition belts over his shoulder. They moved out to Kim’s position. Benetti set up the RB-34 on a boulder behind and above Kim. Guerra dropped the extra ammunition next to her. Down the mountain, Caliphate soldiers closed to within four hundred meters but still moved in a loose lackadaisical patrol formation. They still don’t see us. “We’ll be right back,” said Guerra to Kim. “Khaos made a bomb.”
“A what?”
“You’ll see,” said Guerra as he and Benetti ran off.
Benetti and Guerra struggled to drag the vests through the gap and to their firing position.
“Get it behind cover. I don’t want it getting hit by a stray round,” said Guerra. “We’ll blow it when we have to fall back from this position.”
“Aye, Corporal.” The two marines shoved the bundle of explosive vests behind a cluster of boulders and took up firing positions, Benetti manning the RB-34 and Guerra ready to let grenades fly from his under-barrel launcher.
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Bright flashes lit up the sky where Guerra’s HUD marked the location of the URS Cincinnatus. Ten cerulean-blue streaks, the telltale sign of a drop pod launch, arced toward the battlefield. Orbital Strike Marines inbound. Thank God.
The Caliphate troops continued up the mountain, seeming in no particular hurry to get anywhere, even taking a long halt to eat chow and adjust their gear. Good. Keep up that pace. Half an hour later, their point man motioned to a mountain path Guerra’s team passed on the way up. His map showed it leading down into the valley rather than toward their position. Yes! Go that way.
Hypersonic booms of Valkyrie starfighters overhead sent the Caliphate troops diving for cover. Maybe we won’t even have to engage. As if to answer Guerra’s thought, some idiot in the Caliphate formation popped a flare, which was probably the dumbest possible thing to do with enemy air overhead, illuminating the marines’ position. In the flickering light of an old parachute flare, Guerra made eye contact with the lead Caliphate trooper, who stood only three hundred meters away.
“Open fire!” screamed Guerra before letting a twenty-millimeter plasma grenade fly.
The Caliphate point man and everyone within eight meters of him disappeared in a blue ball of flame. Staccato bursts of fire erupted from Kim’s SAR and the RB-34 above. Guerra ejected the spent plasma grenade casing and slammed another round home. He squeezed the trigger, launching the grenade into a cluster of Caliphate conscripts behind cover. Kim and Benetti mowed down any soldier still out in the open. The platoon coming up the hill lost half its number in the opening seconds of the fight without returning fire.
Guerra switched to picking off individual conscripts with his rifle. Explosions reverberated off the mountains as Valkyrie starfighters wreaked havoc in the Gates–at least that’s what Guerra hoped the explosions were. Kim and Benetti slackened their fire with remaining Caliphate troops all behind cover, firing short bursts at those brave enough to poke their heads out. A few conscripts got wild shots off, but they were in no position to push uphill on Guerra and his marines.
“Khaos, status?” asked Guerra between well aimed shots from his SA16, each claiming a Caliphate soldier’s life.
“The dome is down, so we don’t need the transmitter anymore, but we need to hold this spot a little longer. Valkyries made their first pass. Everything good out there?”
“Yeah. Got these guys pinned.”
“Roger, keep it up.”
Guerra dropped a man who attempted to run from one covered position to another. These troops didn’t seem to understand the old infantry adage of “Fire without movement is useless. Movement without fire is suicide.” Fine by me. I can do this easy target practice all night. More explosions boomed from over the mountain. More kills by the Valkyrie pilots.
The marines held the line on the mountainside for almost an hour. The dome came back up and went back down during that time, but Guerra paid little attention to it, except when a massive pressure wave washed across the mountain, like a strong wind in the middle of a storm.
“What was that?” asked Guerra.
“Railgun round hit the dome.”
“Oh, is that all?”
Guerra ducked as a burst of fire zipped overhead. Caliphate reinforcements moved up the mountain. A few semi-well-aimed bursts of automatic fire came at the marines, but still posed little threat. Guerra popped back up, aimed, fired, and dropped another target. Kim and Benetti picked up their rates of fire. No Caliphate soldier made it closer than two hundred meters.
“Guerra! Got a Caliphate dropship inbound on my position. Need help,” said Khaos.
“Moving!” Guerra sprinted for the gap in the rock face. “Kim, Benetti, hold the line!”
“Aye, Corporal!” A long stream of outgoing fire punctuated Kim’s words.
A coyote tan, dual-rotary winged troop transport hovered over the mountain. Guerra dove behind cover after dashing through the gap as machine gun fire raked the clearing. Khaos lay under the camouflage blanket, hidden from the transport’s view. Rounds hissed and snapped around Guerra as ropes lowered from the hovering transport. Caliphate troops, regulars, not the pitiful conscripts they’d faced so far, fast roped down.
Guerra linked the feed from his smart scope to his visor. There would only be a split second to line up the shot. He raised the rifle over the boulder he covered behind, aimed, and fired the under-barrel grenade launcher.
Guerra dropped as more incoming fire pelted his position and the twenty-millimeter grenade sailed toward the Caliphate aircraft, which banked left, but the plasma round struck the side of the craft, incinerating the remaining troops on board and ripping off chunks of CeramiSteel. The pilot tried to control the craft, but the banking maneuver plus the blast from the plasma round sent it careening over the side of the mountain.
Smoke plumes swirled around Guerra as he switched to his thermal overlay and popped up. Caliphate troops, slow to react to the changed visual condition, stood stunned. Guerra dropped four of them with well-placed hammer pairs to the face. Other troopers darted for cover. Guerra rolled and flicked his selector to AUTO as two troopers raised their weapons to fire, dropping one with a quick burst.
The other soldier adjusted his aim and hit Guerra’s chest plate with a single round. Guerra, already off balance, fell backward. The shot failed to penetrate his armor, but still felt like a sledgehammer smashing into his ribs. He raised his rifle and let a burst go. Most of his rounds missed, but two found their mark, one ripping into the man’s neck and the other his jaw. Blood sprayed across Guerra. He gasped for breath, willing his legs to stand.
“Corporal, Kim is down!” shouted Benetti over comm.
Guerra tried to respond, but no words came. He took a deep breath and croaked out “Roger–” Guerra coughed. “Can you hold?”
“Affirmative.” The rattle of the RB-34 laying the hate never ceased during her transmission.
Two more Caliphate soldiers left cover and angled to get a shot on Guerra. Guerra, still sucking wind, pushed himself up and shouldered his SA16, sighting in on one soldier and dropping him. The other, only a meter away, fired. Searing hot pain shot through Guerra’s right arm, making him lose the grip on his rifle. The weapon dangled in front of him as he pulled his combat knife from its sheath with his left hand and lunged forward as the Caliphate soldier fired again.
Guerra’s arm burned as more rounds tore through his flesh. That sledgehammer hit him in the chest again, but he dove into the Caliphate soldier, plunging his knife into the man’s neck. Warm blood flowed around Guerra’s hand. The man’s eyes went wide as he tried to scream, but only a sick gurgling sound came out. Guerra pulled the knife out and slammed it back into the man. The world spun. He toppled over, leaving his knife in the dead man’s throat.
Guerra stared up at the sky. The rising sun crept over the mountains, coloring the sky blood red. Gotta get to Benetti. He tried to stand, but he couldn’t. His body felt empty. My arm. Blood flowed freely from the multiple gunshot wounds. Guerra reached for his medfoam injector, but he couldn’t move it. His eyes closed.
Crushing pressure dropped onto his right shoulder, bringing Guerra back to the land of the living. Khaos knelt on his arm. A sweet smell, like burning cotton candy, wafted into Guerra’s nose as the medfoam did its work, sealing the wound and making his stomach roll.
“Hold still,” said Khaos. “This is gonna hurt.”
A sharp pinprick, worse than the bullets hitting his arm, shot into his upper chest. Guerra’s heart rate shot through the roof. His temples pounded with each beat. He leaped to his feet and tried to shoulder his weapon, but his right arm didn’t work. He one-armed the SA16 with his off-hand and sprinted through the gap in the rocks.
Benetti rained fire on the advancing Caliphate troops. Rounds hissed and snapped all around her, but none found their mark. Kim’s body lay slumped over the boulder he’d used as cover. Guerra sprinted to him and checked for a pulse, though he already knew the result from the team status window in his HUD.
“Dust off inbound,” said Khaos over comm.
“Roger,” said Guerra. Not leaving Kim behind. Guerra grabbed the drag handle on Kim’s plate carrier and ran. “Keep me covered, Benetti!”
“Aye, Corporal!”
Guerra darted back through the gap where Khaos waited as a Shrike dropship descended. He pumped his legs hard, but darkness crept in. He slowed. Kim got heavier. Guerra’s legs got heavier, and he tripped, but jumped up and kept moving. Khaos ran over and grabbed Kim’s body. Guerra dropped to a knee and tried to steady himself. The Shrike, unable to land in the gully, lowered a rope. Khaos secured Kim to the rope, and the crew hoisted him up.
Good. Got him out… Benetti… “Benetti, fall—” Guerra spat up blood. “Benetti, fall back.”
“Can’t. There’s too many. Need you to cover me.”
“Rog—” Guerra collapsed.
“Come on, devil nuts. You’re next,” said Khaos.
“N-no. Benetti.”
“Don’t worry. Gonna have the Shrike swing around and hose those bastards with their guns. We’ll get her.”
Khaos held onto Guerra as the flight crew hoisted them into the troop compartment of the Shrike. Guerra fought off the flight medic, staying near the door gunner’s position. He held his rifle, but it swayed wildly. Everything faded in and out.
“Go! Go!” yelled Khaos. “One more to pick up. It’s gonna be hot!”
The Shrike pitched forward. The door gunner opened up on the mass of Caliphate troops down the mountain slope. Guerra rested his rifle against the edge of the Shrike and dumped fire into the swarming Caliphate troops. Below, Benetti continued to dish out the pain, making the attackers pay for every centimeter of ground with blood. Why were conscripts pushing so hard? They should have turned tail and run by now. The Shrike descended. Metallic dings reverberated through the aircraft’s body.
“Ah! Hit!” shouted Benetti over the comm as her fire slackened.
The fire picked back up, but was less controlled than before.
“Hold tight. We’re coming!” said Guerra.
The Shrike darted right, and alarms blared as they barely dodged a rocket. Caliphate troops surged toward Benetti’s position.
“Shit! They’re berserking!” said Khaos. Crazed soldiers sprinted at Benetti, dying in droves, screaming a bloodcurdling war cry every step of the way. Guerra had heard of the Caliphate implanting intracranial drug packets into expendable troops, then pressing the button to send them into a blood rage when a battle turned against them, but he’d never seen it.
A berserking soldier made it to Benetti, riddled with gunshot wounds, but still knocked the marine on her ass, using his rifle as a club before he collapsed dead. Benetti pulled herself back up to the machine gun.
“Down! Down!” shouted Guerra as he dropped a berserker just meters away from Benetti. “Get us down there!”
The Shrike gained elevation.
“What the fuck?” asked Guerra.
“Too hot. Can’t get close,” replied the pilot.
“Fuck you, bitch! That’s my marine down there.”
“Sorry, devil dog, nothing we can do.”
Guerra pushed the door gunner off the heavy machine gun and dumped rounds at the cyclic rate. Caliphate soldiers fell. Benetti got hit again.
“Ah! Fuck. Sorry, Corporal,” groaned Benetti over comm.
Guerra screamed as he sent another stream of fire into the Caliphate troops flooding around Benetti.
“Gonna take some with me,” said Benetti.
The mountainside erupted in a ball of fire as the suicide vests detonated. The Shrike’s machine gun fell silent and retracted into the aircraft. Blast doors sealed with a hiss as the dropship pressurized for space flight. Guerra stared out the porthole as the burning mountain faded into the distance. Valkyrie starfighters streaked past, off to hit targets in the Syrian Gates.
Khaos put his hand on Guerra’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Guerra… but when we win this, it’ll be because of your team, because of her.”
Guerra slumped into a seat without a word.
“Let the medic take care of you,” said Khaos. “That’s an order.”
The medic tended to Guerra’s wounds as Khaos got on the comm. He caught the callsign “Eidolon Bravo” before Khaos shouted at the pilots to descend back into the mountain pass, prompting Guerra to sit up, but the medic pushed him down. With no energy left to fight, Guerra closed his eyes and rested his head against the cold CeramiSteel. Three weeks. We only had three weeks left.




Slaying the Mubarizun
1.
0432, 8 June 2410
Orbital Drop Bay of the URS Cincinnatus
Battlespace above the Syrian Gates
Gunnery Sergeant Maduro winced as the technician overtightened his chest plate. The new ExoFrame armor was badass, increasing speed and strength more than the older model and covering more of an operator’s body with armor plating while still maintaining a smaller profile–only slightly bulkier than standard Marine Combat Armor–and allowing better movement. But it had the massive downside of requiring an armor tech to help a wearer get in and out of it.
“Sorry, Gunny. Still getting used to this new frame,” said the tech, a sailor who barely looked old enough to pilot a hover car.
“It’s fine,” said Maduro with a grunt. “Just loosen it up a little.” The tech ratcheted back the bolt a quarter turn, giving Maduro relief from the crush of the armor plating. Maduro’s slightly below-average height body packed a lot of muscle, requiring several reworks of the current frame to fit him. “Thanks, that’s better.”
“No problem, Gunny.”
Doc Schmidt, a Navy Hospital Corpsman Second Class, fidgeted as the techs tightened down his armor, cursing at them in a mix of German, French, and English. Like most corpsmen assigned to marine units, Schmidt was a little quirky. The sailor PT’ed with the other Marine Raiders and could hold his own but was built more like a marathon runner than the jacked slabs of muscle that were Gunnery Sergeant Maduro and Sergeant Wu Xiaoping, the team comm, and tech sergeant, who already wore his armor and checked the multitude of gadgets he was responsible for.
The last member of the team, the demolition and engineering expert, Staff Sergeant Zella Gadson, grinned as she prepped explosive charges at the ready bench in the drop pod bay. She’d been another who required several refits, but the opposite of Maduro being tall and slim. She kept her long dark hair in small, tight braids to allow for the proper fit of the Raider helmet.
“What about the Shenzhou ships?” asked Wu.
“What about them?” asked Staff Sergeant Gadson, as she tucked a maglock high explosive plasma charge into a pouch.
“They’re only a couple hundred kilometers outside the battlespace. Are they getting in the fight?”
“Only if the Caliphate gets stupid,” said Gadson.
“Or us!” said Wu. “They’re here to enforce the treaty, right? So if we break it, they’ll fire on us too.”
Staff Sergeant Gadson sighed in response and continued packing her gear.
“Don’t worry about the Shenzhou,” said Maduro. “We got the ground game, and their infantry is trash. Navy would have their hands full though.”
“What about when the Shenzhou Navy takes out our air cover and bombs us?”
“Then we die,” said Maduro with a shrug.
Wu’s eyes went wide, and he went back to checking his weapon.
“All done, Gunny,” said the armor tech.
Maduro stepped off the armor platform, walked to the prep table, and grabbed his SA5C, a compact but powerful weapon that fired the latest two-stage ammunition capable of punching through most modern body armor. Ensuring the weapon was clear and the safety on–a habit drilled into him from his first days in the Corps–he maglocked it to his rear armor plate. Gadson, Wu, and Schmidt finished their preparations and looked to Maduro.
“Time to hurry up and wait,” said Maduro with a frown. “Still two hours till drop.”
Alpha team, which mirrored Maduro’s Bravo team in personnel composition, prepped further into the cramped bay. Their team leader, a Master Sergeant, and the senior NCO, non-commissioned officer, for the Raider Strike Team, finished donning his armor with the help of the techs. Maduro liked the Master Sergeant, but couldn’t help feeling like a boot Corporal running his first fire team.
It’d been a rough transition since coming from Long Range Reconnaissance, where he’d been a platoon sergeant, the senior NCO, in a group of forty elite devil dogs. A Raider Strike Team consisted of eight marines and two sailors. Maduro was only the fourth highest ranking. Most guys would kill for a chance at joining the Raiders, but Gunny Maduro couldn’t help but think of it as a demotion in some ways. One day, I’ll be the senior NCO, or maybe I’ll go warrant officer…
Wu made it about twenty minutes before his anxiety spiked again. “That Caliphate ship, the Moobizard?”
“Mubarizun,” corrected Staff Sergeant Gadson, who sat against her drop pod staring at her comm-pad.
“Yeah, whatever,” said Wu. “Where’d it go?”
“What do ya mean?” asked Schmidt. “It’s floating scrap in orbit, just like the rest of the Caliphate fleet.”
“No! It got away! That’s what all the Navy squids are saying.”
Gadson rolled her eyes and scrolled through her comm-pad. Maduro laughed to himself, ready to watch the never-ending source of entertainment the bickering between Wu and Schmidt provided.
“Bullshit,” said Schmidt. “Ships don’t just disappear.”
“Okay, Doc. Just cuz you’re a sailor doesn’t mean you know anything about starships. I’m pretty sure I’ve spent more time on them than you!”
“Yeah, because I’ve been on the ground kicking ass with the Raiders while your pretty Praetorian ass held doors open for politicians.”
“For the last time, that’s not what Praetorians do!” yelled Wu.
“Right…” said Schmidt. “That’s why you’ve never told us any stories about it.”
“I can’t,” muttered Wu.
“Or don’t want to. Because you were just a security guard in pretty armor.”
Maduro knew Wu had a near miss on a mission two years prior with the Varingians, an elite unit within the Praetorian program, that left the marine anxious and excitable. Even with his high security clearance, that portion of Wu’s file was redacted when Maduro read through the team’s personnel records.
Wu’s face flushed red as he ran his hands through his slicked-back hair, a nervous tick Maduro noticed soon after the marine came to the strike team. Schmidt dove into his usual stream of insults and unanswerable questions concerning the Praetorian program and the secretive unit within it that Wu had been a part of. Wu gave as good as he got, hitting Schmidt with insults about being a country bumpkin from Germania and his lack of luck with the ladies.
Maduro’s comm chimed.
“Your teams ready?” asked Chief Rossi, the team’s new warrant officer, and a real asshole if Maduro was being honest.
“Yes, sir,” said Maduro. Alpha team’s leader echoed Maduro’s response.
“Good. Cap and I are heading to the bay. We got a FRAGO.”
Maduro sighed. Of course we do. Every op gets hit with last minute FRAGOs, fragmentary orders. No plan survives contact with the enemy. Two marines assigned to guard duty at the entrance to the drop bay came to attention as the light above them flashed crimson and an electronic ding sounded. The doors whooshed open.
Chief Rossi and the Captain walked through. The Captain wore his helmet, while the Chief kept his clipped to his belt. Maduro thought Rossi looked like a mid-level mafia enforcer from one of those old Pre-Collapse crime movies, not the main character, but a sleazy side character that stabs the hero in the back halfway through the flick.
The Captain split off to talk to the officer in charge of the Long Range Reconnaissance platoon that would follow the Raiders to the ground in dropships once anti-air defenses were neutralized. Raider pods were almost impossible to hit as they zipped toward a planet’s surface, but the Shrike dropships the Recon Marines rode would be sitting ducks for modern anti-air.
Maduro shook his head. He liked being the laser-sharpened tip of the spear, but sometimes he missed Long Range Recon. They were special forces, but organizationally ran just like a standard marine platoon, with the ranks you would expect as team leader, squad leader, and platoon sergeant.
Chief Rossi circled his right arm above his head. The two Raider fire teams formed a horseshoe around Rossi, who frowned at his forearm-mounted comm-pad. “Command is pushing back the drop time. Units on the ground got held up. Shahida suicide units hid among the refugees and detonated inside friendly lines.”
“Shit…” said Staff Sergeant Gadson.
“Any idea on casualties, sir?” asked Maduro.
Rossi paused mid-syllable and glared at Maduro for the interruption. With a dramatic flourish across his comm-pad, Rossi brought up the numbers.
“Estimating over one hundred dead, at least double that wounded.”
Alarm klaxons blared and the bay lights shifted to a deep red. “All Raider strike teams, prepare for immediate drop,” boomed a voice over the loudspeakers.
“What’s going on?” asked Wu as Alpha team rushed past him.
“FRAGO to the FRAGO! Get in your pod, now!” shouted Maduro.
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Maduro settled into his pod as the hatch closed with a hiss. The inside wall of the pod came alive with drop data and systems diagnostics. Most of it could be ignored. The techs in the bay monitored the same feeds and would be the ones to fix anything that went wrong. Green lights flashed across the various systems.
Maduro locked his SA5C into the pod’s weapon rack and braced for the drop. He hated orbital drops, not because of the speed or bumpy ride. Gunnery Sergeant Maduro didn’t get nauseous or scared. He simply didn’t like not being in control. For the duration of the three-minute drop, the Orbital Strike Marines, which was the Raiders’ official designation, were at the mercy of the pod’s AI while it detected and evaded incoming fire.
“Final checks complete. Prepare for drop,” said the voice of a tech over the pod’s comm system. “Three, two, on—”
“Abort! Abort! Abort!” shouted another voice over the comm. Lights once glowing green strobed a bright red.
“What’s going on?” asked Wu over Bravo team’s private comm channel.
“The drop got scrubbed,” said Schmidt.
“But why?”
“I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough,” said Maduro. “Stay in your pod.”
“Adjusting landing zone,” said the tech. “Standby.”
“Where are we dropping now?” asked Wu. “What changed?”
Maduro was about to answer when Chief Rossi came in over the comm. “Strike Team Eidolon, our drop zone changed. We’ll be inserting two kilometers further north. Intel says that fast moving objects can’t penetrate the dome.” A projection of the Syrian Gates, a mountain pass in the southern part of the Anatolian Khanate, appeared on the inner wall of the pod. A glowing blue dome covered the enemy’s position in the narrowest point of the pass. “There’s a scout team, callsign Khaos, inside the dome and transmitting data via repeaters outside the dome.”
Guess we’re not really the tip of the spear…
“They’re sending targeting data,” continued Rossi. “Including a new type of anti-air weapon we’ve never seen before.”
The projection shifted to a schematic of a gargantuan rolling vehicle with a long central railgun designated as a Mammoth. An Aquilae main battle tank, an absolute monster of CeramiSteel and firepower, sat next to it for scale. The Mammoth dwarfed the tank, making it look like a child’s toy.
“This is footage of the guns lining up a shot, presumably on this ship.” The Mammoth’s gun slowly raised toward the sky. “We need to clear the way for the Navy sky jockeys to knock them out. Our target is the dome generator.” A layout of the Caliphate camp filled the screen with red dots over the location of the generators. “We take this out and the Valkyries should have free rein over the gates. Questions, Raiders?”
“No, sir,” said Maduro and the others over the comm. Maduro had several, but knew there was no way to answer them until they had boots on the ground. They’d get it done one way or another. Raiders always did.
“Good thing they stopped us,” said Staff Sergeant Gadson over the private comm channel to Maduro. “The new season of Love in the Asteroid Belt just dropped on Nulu and I ain’t dying until I know if Katie ends up with Jordan.”
“Drop zone adjusted. Prepare for drop,” said the tech. “Three, two, one, drop!”
Maduro’s stomach hovered in his chest as the pod shot out of the URS Cincinnatus’ underside. He closed his eyes and leaned back. No reason to watch the display. Nothing he could do about it. Best to simply be ready when the pod popped open. He waited for the inevitable evasive maneuvers the pod would take once they got in range of enemy anti-air fire.
No control. Nothing I can do right now. Alarms blared as the first evasive thrust pushed Maduro into the straps of his harness. The next sent him to the right, then left, and back into the harness. He opened his eyes and looked at the drop timer. Halfway through the drop.
Maduro laid back and shut his eyes. His heart rate barely increased even as the alarms and evasive maneuvers increased in number and severity. Only the high-pitched whine of an alert he’d only heard in training made him open his eyes again. A message flashed in his HUD: TWO DROP PODS HIT.
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The Captain and one of the Raiders from Alpha team never made it to the drop zone. Chief Rossi opted to take command of Alpha.
“Ten seconds,” said Chief Rossi over comm. “Drop zone is gonna be hot.”
No shit, we just lost two Raiders!
Maduro crushed into his seat as the pod fired a plasma charge, slowing its descent. The plasma erupted into a dense cloud, further slowing the pod to a speed that wouldn’t splatter Maduro across its inside. A high-pitched squeal, like an ancient camera’s flash charging, sounded as the pod cycled power to the hatch charges. Maduro disconnected the harness and pulled his SA5C from the rack. The charges blew with a loud WHUMP, sending the pod’s hatch flying across the field and dissipating the remaining superheated plasma.
Maduro charged out of the pod into the darkness of the early morning as incoming fire zipped and pinged around him. The combat AI in Maduro’s helmet overlaid light intensification and thermal across his visor, turning the darkness into a clear picture of the battlefield.
A dirt road stretched out in a flat, open plain covered in sparse desert scrub toward a main highway that ran through the Syrian Gates. The flat desert-like environment along the highway gave way to rolling hills and a dense forest at the base of the surrounding Nur Mountains.
Caliphate infantry fired from positions on a low ridge to the south. The bushy shrubs surrounding the unimproved road they landed on provided some concealment, but little in the way of cover from the incoming fire. Maduro’s ExoFrame amplified his speed as he dashed toward a destroyed military truck, still burning with blue flames from the plasma bursts. A few steps short of the cover, Maduro stumbled as a round slammed into his chest plate.
The powered ExoFrame absorbed most of the shock, but the impact still felt like a punch to the sternum. He pushed through the pain to the truck. Rounds hissed and snapped overhead as Wu and Gadson slid into cover next to Maduro. Gadson popped around the corner and fired her MR19, a full length designated marksman rifle, unusual for an engineering specialist to carry, but being a Raider has its perks, one being that a Raider can carry whatever weapon they prefer. Three shots rang out.
“That’s three down,” said Gadson as she ducked back behind the truck. A long burst of machine gun fire slammed into the ground where she’d been.
“Where’s Schmidt?” asked Maduro over the fire team comm.
“Still at the pods,” said Schmidt. “Caliphate MG team has me pinned.”
“Eidolon Bravo, get your fire team moving!” said Chief Rossi, using Maduro’s callsign, over the strike team comm.
Machine gun fire raked the truck Bravo used as cover. Gadson popped out again, firing two more shots. Incoming fire slackened but didn’t stop.
“Gadson, Wu,” said Maduro. “Lay down some cover so Schmidt can get to us.” The two marines increased their rate of fire. Each shot from Gadson’s rifle and every burst from Wu’s SA5C dropped a Caliphate trooper. Maduro added his weapon to the mix, opting to fire single precise shots. “Schmidt, go now!”
A group of five Caliphate soldiers picked up and ran to the south. Maduro flicked the selector on his weapon, activating the under-barrel grenade launcher and bringing up its targeting reticle in his HUD. He squeezed the trigger on the launcher, sending a twenty-millimeter plasma round at the fleeing Caliphate troops. The round impacted center mass of the soldier in the middle, engulfing the group in a blue fireball. Schmidt reached the truck and aimed downrange, finding nothing to shoot at.
“Schmidt, Gadson, cover. Wu, with me. Move up!”
Maduro and Wu dashed forward, their ExoFrames pushing them to speeds beyond anything an unaugmented human could ever achieve. A burst of fire whizzed past Maduro’s helmet, setting off alarms in his HUD. A quick bark from Gadson’s MR19 silenced the incoming fire. Maduro and Wu reached a crumbling wall where a hydrogen fueling station once stood, taking cover and scanning for threats.
“Set! Move!” said Maduro over comm.
“Moving,” replied Gadson. She and Schmidt bounded forward as two Caliphate soldiers appeared on top of the hill overlooking the dilapidated highway. Maduro and Wu smoked them before they had a chance to fire.
“Set!” said Gadson as she and Schmidt took cover in the rubble of an adjacent structure.
“Moving.” Maduro and Wu sprinted across an empty street and took cover at the corner of a large PlastiCrete building. Bravo team continued covering and bounding until they reached the top of the large hill, with Maduro and Wu cresting the hill first. A group of Caliphate soldiers ran for the south, following the highway to the looming blue energy dome in the distance. Maduro lined up a shot and dropped one, then another. Wu got two more before Gadson and Schmidt reached the peak.
“Clear on this side,” said Maduro over the strike team comm.
“Roger,” said Chief Rossi. “Scouts report mechs and more infantry heading our way from inside the dome.”
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Two Caliphate scout mechs, five-meter-tall bipedal killing machines with twin chain guns on each arm and a complement of intelligence gathering sensors, trudged along on either side of the highway with small drones hovering to their flanks. The mechs moved with a surprising quietness across the rocky ground. From a distance, they sounded like a small group of donkeys meandering through the valley.
“Engage thermal, EM, and visual counter-measures,” said Chief Rossi.
Their armor plating and undersuit shifted colors, mimicking their surroundings and blending better than the standard green, tans, browns, and grays of the Raider camouflage, leaving them almost invisible from a distance as long as they didn’t move. Thermal dampeners and electromagnetic scramblers came to life, removing any trace of their existence in all but the most high tech of sensors, but only the Shenzhou had those.
“Let the mechs pass, then move to the tree line,” said Rossi.
Doesn’t this dumbass know transmitting over comm negates the EM scrambler? Maduro didn’t reply. Hopefully, those mechs didn’t pick that up. The mechs proceeded down the road without noticing the concealed Raiders. Maduro didn’t like the idea of leaving the mechs and drones at their back, but they didn’t have time to deal with them. Sneaking past was the right move.
Maduro tapped Gadson on the shoulder and waved for the team to follow, his hand shimmering as the active camouflage shifted colors. Gadson passed the signal to the others, and Maduro led the team down the hill, across the low plain, and into the thin tree line. Without stealth systems on, kinetic servos in the armor restored a slight amount of power with each movement, but with them on, Maduro watched the power bars in his HUD drop with each step, dipping into the yellow. The active camouflage didn’t suck much power, but the EM scrambler and thermal dampeners did.
“Hold up,” said Maduro. “Turn off stealth systems. Wu take point.” The young marine led the fire team through thick brush toward the dome. With the systems off, Maduro’s power bar stabilized, then drifted toward the green as they moved.
“Ugh. We probably should’ve knocked out those mechs,” said Wu.
“Quit whining,” said Schmidt.
“Fuck you. I’m not getting shot in the back when those things turn around.”
“Calm down, children,” said Staff Sergeant Gadson. “We’re Raiders. We always end up surrounded. But at least we can shoot in any direction and hit the enemy.” Maduro couldn’t see her face through the visor, but could feel her annoyed scowl.
Wu and Schmidt nodded in response.
“She’s right,” said Maduro. “It’s just part of what we do. You don’t like it, you can go back to the Praetorians, Wu.”
“No thanks,” said Wu, his entire body shuddering at the thought.
“Pick up the pace, Eidolon Bravo,” said Chief Rossi over comm.
Maduro clicked his comm twice in acknowledgment.
“No clicking. Respond, Eidolon Bravo.”
“Roger, moving,” said Maduro through gritted teeth. Really, asshole? Read the strike team’s standard operating procedures. “Faster, Wu.”
Wu sped up as they broke through the thick brush and patrolled through a shallow stream. Rossi again urged them to move faster. There’s no way the Caliphate doesn’t have some nasty surprises waiting for us. He barely finished the thought before Wu went down.
“Ah! Fuck!” shouted Wu, his helmet hiding his voice from the outside world, but it transmitted over the fire team comm. “My leg!”
Maduro dropped to a knee next to Wu and scanned for threats before checking on the young marine. Schmidt pushed past him and assessed Wu’s leg, which had a meter-long ceramic spike striking through it. Wu writhed in pain on the ground but didn’t bleed. The auto-tourniquet in his armor cut off blood flow to the area.
“What happened?” asked Schmidt.
“I don’t know,” said Wu. “I was running down the hill and something just hit me.”
Maduro stepped around Wu and Schmidt while Gadson ensured no Caliphate troops snuck up on them. In a hollowed-out stump, Maduro found a pneumatic device that must have launched the spike when Wu tripped over a wire or pressure plate.
“Eidolon Alpha, Eidolon Bravo, be advised Caliphate has low-tech booby traps in the forest that our sensors won’t pick up.” He sent over an image from his visor. “We have one marine down. Doc is assessing him now.”
“Roger,” said the Master Sergeant from Alpha team. “We’ll hold and call in an evac.”
“Negative!” said Rossi. “Patch him up and get him moving on the double or leave him!”
Maduro keyed the comm, ready to unleash a verbal shit storm at Rossi, but thought better of it. Explosions erupted in the distance, sending shockwaves through the air. The ground trembled beneath their feet.
“Hear that?” asked Rossi. “Those are railguns firing at the Cincinnatus! We need to move now!”
“Fuck,” muttered Maduro, ensuring the comm wasn’t activated. “Can you patch him up?”
“Yeah, give me a minute,” said Doc Schmidt.
“We don’t have a minute.”
“Going as fast as I can!” Schmidt cut the spike down and hit the edges with medfoam. “You’re not going to like this Wu.” The Corpsman opened a valve under the armpit of Wu’s undersuit and injected a cocktail of drugs into his system.
Wu snapped up and screamed, his head turning side to side rapidly as if scanning for threats. “Ah! What the hell? It hurts so much more!”
“Give it a second.”
Wu’s head dropped, and he sighed. He hopped up, trembling slightly. “Okay. Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.” Wu’s words rattled off much faster than Maduro had ever heard the marine speak.
“He good to go?” asked Maduro.
“Yeah. He’ll be fine. Gave him a mix of painkillers and stimulants. Probably shouldn’t walk point anymore though. He’ll be a bit jumpy for a while.”
Maduro shook his head. Wu’s default state was jumpy. “Gadson, you’ve got point.”
“Moving, Gunny.” Gadson moved out, slower than Wu had been moving, but still fast. Maduro went next, followed by Wu, then Schmidt taking up the rear. Maduro hoped Gadson would have better luck spotting any more traps.
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Gadson did have better luck. The demolition and long range marksmanship expert proved quite adept at noticing minor details out of place as they patrolled through the trees, disarming four traps as they moved closer to the dome. She barely slowed down as she chucked rocks at pressure plates and trip wires, springing traps harmlessly before anyone moved into their kill zones.
Maduro kicked himself for not realizing that she would be so good at the task, but Wu was a rank lower, so he normally walked point. Gadson had her share of that when she’d been a young marine coming up through a line infantry battalion, but she didn’t seem to mind as they closed on the Caliphate lines. She called a halt as they neared the edge of the tree line. Beyond the trees lay a large open field of recently disturbed dirt. On the other side, the cyan glow of the Caliphate’s energy dome shimmered.
“What you got?” asked Maduro.
“Mines. Lot’s of ‘em.”
Maduro scanned the open field ahead with the thermal and EM overlays of his visor. Hundreds of hot spots littered the ground, each showing a potential explosive device. Those didn’t worry Maduro so much. It was the ones he couldn’t see that did. The Caliphate military used a lot of barely literate conscripts with low-tech gear as cannon fodder, but the bulk of their military was well-equipped and professional. They would have taken measures to hide some of the mines from various sensors. “How should we go through?”
“We shouldn’t,” said Gadson. “We should go around.”
“No time for that.”
More explosions reverberated through the valley as massive railgun slugs shot into the sky. They needed a way into the dome fast. We could blow a way through with breaching charges and Javelin drones… or…
A squad of panicked Caliphate soldiers, regulars based on their kit, sprinted toward the minefield from the direction of Alpha team. The man in the rear of the disorganized formation screamed for the rest to stop, but the lead soldier didn’t listen and disappeared in a flash of dust and fire when he tripped a mine.
When the dust settled, nothing was left of the Caliphate trooper. Only a crater and burn marks on the ground gave any suggestion he’d been there. The Caliphate squad leader calmed his troops and led them through a path in the minefield, using a handheld comm-pad as a guide.
Maduro and Gadson tracked the twists and turns of the troopers’ route in their visors, creating an augmented reality overlay to guide Bravo team through the mines. The Caliphate soldiers disappeared into the dome, which rippled like a pond disturbed by a small stone as each trooper moved through.
“At least we know we can just walk right through,” said Gadson.
“Eidolon Alpha, Bravo. You guys hit mines?” asked Maduro on the strike team comm.
“Affirm, Bravo,” said the Master Sergeant. “Working on a way through.”
“We have one over here.” Maduro bumped the AR overlay to Alpha. “We tracked a Caliphate squad moving through the mines.”
“Good work, Bravo. Proceed on mission. We’ll head that way and follow behind.”
“Negative!” shouted Rossi. “You will hold in place and wait for Alpha team.”
Why is he yelling? It’s quiet right now, and even if it wasn’t, the comm filters out background noise. The ground shook and booms reverberated off the valley walls as another volley of railgun rounds shot skyward. “We need to knock out that dome generator now, sir,” said Maduro.
After a long pause on the comm and a dramatic sigh, Rossi agreed. “Carry on, Bravo.”
“I’ll go first,” said Gadson.
“No, we go together,” said Maduro.
“Gunny, that’s an open field. If we get caught out there, we’ll be chewed to pieces. Let me go first, make sure the other side of the dome is clear, then you, Schmidt, and Wu follow behind me.”
Maduro knew she was right, but he didn’t like the idea of leaving her out in the open alone. “Fine. Move fast. We’ll cover you. Get to the dome, poke your head in and wave us forward.”
“Roger. Moving.”
The team covered her, ready to engage any new threat, as Gadson sprinted for the dome. She slowed and raised her weapon, adopting a good combat glide and stepping through the energy field, which sparked and rippled as she disappeared inside.
“Bravo two, status?” asked Maduro over comm. No answer. His heart rate spiked as the seconds dragged by with Gadson out of view. When she stepped back out and waved the team forward, Maduro let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
“Let’s go,” said Maduro as Gadson disappeared back into the dome.
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Maduro’s skin tingled as he stepped through the energy barrier. His visor darkened when a bright flash washed out his helmet’s optical sensors. Warnings flashed in his visor about a sudden energy spike, but subsided once he made it all the way inside the dome. He moved quick and low across a ten-meter-wide open area and into a pocket of dense new growth evergreen trees where Staff Sergeant Gadson waited.
“Gunny, I made contact with the scout team,” said Gadson, “Patching you in now.”
“Eidolon Bravo, this is Khaos. You’re not far from the first generator. Painting its location now.” A waypoint marker appeared in Maduro’s HUD tagged OBJ1. The generator sat a little over two hundred meters away.
“Roger, Khaos. Got it. How many generators are there?” asked Maduro.
“At least two. Tagging the second. Will update if I see more. Khaos out.”
Another marker appeared tagged OBJ2 over a kilometer away. Maduro motioned for Bravo team to follow him as he stepped off toward the first generator. He hoped there were only two generators. Command had expected up to ten. The plan called for placing remote explosives on all generators and blowing them at the same time, then Valkyrie starfighters and Jotun bombers would dive into the valley and lay waste to Caliphate forces ahead of a massive attack by coalition tanks, mechs, and infantry on the ground. Halfway to the generator, Rossi came over comm.
“Eidolon Bravo, we’re inside the dome. Status?”
Maduro sent the Chief a quick update, along with target data.
“Take the second generator, Bravo. We’ll take the first,” said Rossi.
What the fuck? We’re almost there, and the other generator is in the opposite direction. The scout team broke over comm.
“Negative, Eidolon Alpha. Bravo is almost to objective one. Your team will take two.”
“I’m a warrant officer so I’m in command here,” said Rossi, his obvious sneer transmitted through the tone of his voice.
“And I’m a field grade officer,” replied Khaos. “So rock, paper, rank, you’re going to objective two. Get going!”
Rossi didn’t respond, but the location marker for Alpha team moved toward objective two in the mini-map at the bottom of Maduro’s HUD. Bravo team covered the distance to the first generator without issue. The dense vegetation wasn’t patrolled and didn’t have any surveillance measures. It seemed the Caliphate was overly confident about their dome.
The troops guarding the generator weren’t well equipped, carrying older versions of the Caliphate’s preferred battle rifle and none wore armor. However, there were a lot of them, at least forty. The area around the generator, a multistory behemoth on wheels, was open and well-lit.
“Khaos, Eidolon Bravo, you sure there are only two generators?” asked Maduro.
“Sure as I can be. They give off a unique energy signature, and I only see two. If there are any others, they aren’t active.”
“I recommend we use Javelin drones to knock out the generators rather than remote explosives.”
“Good idea, Bravo. Break. Eidolon Alpha you get that?” asked Khaos.
“Affirmative,” said the Master Sergeant. “Prepping Javelin now.”
Maduro checked his map. Alpha was barely inside the Javelin’s range. He turned to Gadson, but she already had the small cylindrical drone out and prepped. “Khaos, Eidolon Bravo is ready, standing by.”
Once Alpha was ready, Khaos gave the order to let the drones fly. Gadson controlled the drone with her comm-pad, ensuring it slammed into a vent on the generator. The black ball of death burrowed deep into the metal monster before detonating, creating a chain reaction that blew the generator to pieces and killed most of the troops guarding the site. A similar explosion followed to the east. The shimmering blue dome overhead faded away, revealing the star-filled early morning sky.
“Fall back,” said Maduro, opting not to engage the remaining troops. No point getting bogged down in a big fight. Bravo team leapfrogged back the way they came. Wu and Maduro covered Schmidt and Gadson as they moved.
“Set,” said Gadson.
Maduro and Wu moved while the other two covered. They repeated this technique until they reached the edge of the valley and the cover of a small cave marked by Khaos in their HUDs. Gadson entered first, clearing the opening and pushing deeper into the cavern with Maduro to check for any nasty surprises. They quickly gave the all-clear and returned to the opening.
The ground shook as the Mammoth railguns fired into the sky. The closest railgun erupted in a ball of fire as the first wave of Valkyrie starfighters poured into the Gates. Time to sit back and watch the show, mused Maduro from the cover of the small cave.
“Strike Team Eidolon, Felix Actual.”
Whoa… that’s the Colonel.
“Go for Eidolon,” said Rossi.
“A Caliphate destroyer just appeared in orbit. The Cincinnatus has taken massive damage from Caliphate railguns. We need you to capture a Mammoth and engage the Caliphate ship!”
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“It’s the Moobizard!” said Wu.
Gadson shook her head, not bothering to correct the young marine, as she led Bravo team through the dense vegetation toward the nearest Mammoth. The mobile gun platform dwarfed the multistory generator truck they’d destroyed. The massive railgun retracted into the body of the metal behemoth as it fired into the sky again. Troops on the ground scurried around, manning anti-air defenses as the Valkyries circled for another pass.
“Go! Go! Go!” shouted Maduro as his team sprinted toward the Mammoth. They had about one hundred meters to go and the Caliphate troops hadn’t noticed them yet. The Mammoth erupted in flames as Valkyries hit it with HadesFire missiles. Caliphate troops around the Mammoth burned in the blue flames of the plasma-based munitions. The shockwave of the blast blew Gadson back into Maduro, sending the two tumbling down into a depression and saving them from the wave of heated plasma that washed by overhead.
“What the fuck?” screamed Gadson. She hopped to her feet and focused on Wu. “I thought you marked that target with the sky jockeys?”
“I-I did,” said Wu. “Oh… no… No. No. No.”
“No, what?” asked Maduro.
“I marked the wrong one,” said Wu.
“Which one did you mark?” asked Gadson.
“Uh… I’m not sure.” Wu’s body trembled. His wounded leg hung limp and his speech began to slur. “I thought I… uh…”
“Doc!” said Maduro.
The corpsman helped Wu to a seated position and assessed him. “He’s going into shock,” said Schmidt.
“Can you get him stable?” asked Maduro.
“Yeah.” Schmidt jabbed Wu with another cocktail of drugs, causing the young marine to jolt upright. “I can’t do that many more times.”
“Noted. We need to finish this quick then,” said Maduro.
“Felix Actual, Eidolon Actual,” said Rossi. “We’ve taken a railgun and are moving to engage the Mubarizun.”
“Good copy, Eidolon Actual. Sending you target data now.”
“Received, firing first sho—” Static hissed over the comm as the ground shook and a hypersonic boom thundered through the gates. “Shot out!”
“Good hit, Eidolon Actual! Keep firing!”
“Is Wu okay to move?” asked Maduro.
“Yeah. He should be fine.”
“Good to go, Gunny,” said Wu.
“Fall in behind me,” said Maduro, then turned to Staff Sergeant Gadson. “Don’t even think about arguing.”
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As the first rays of sunlight crept over the mountains, Valkyrie starfighters zipped by overhead, hitting more targets, some too close for comfort for Maduro and his fire team. At least they kept the Caliphate troops’ attention off Bravo team as they exited the dense forest and moved into the flatter rocky terrain with only scraggly bushes and boulders to offer any concealment. They sprinted toward the Mammoth occupied by Alpha, only bothering to engage Caliphate soldiers in their direct path.
“Eidolon Bravo, Eidolon Actual,” said Rossi. “We need you on our POS ASAP!”
“Moving,” said Maduro. “Two mikes out.”
“Move faster!” Rossi’s voice strained on the verge of panic.
How did this guy become a Raider warrant officer?
Maduro double tapped a Caliphate soldier who ran out in front of his team. The man carried no weapon and wore no armor, but he’d been heading toward a quad-barrel, anti-air turret. Less lead in the air is good for the sky jockeys.
Bravo team circled a burning pile of slag that minutes earlier had been a Mammoth railgun. The distance to Alpha’s position ticked away in Maduro’s HUD, less than five hundred meters to go. Shadows danced around him as light from the rising sun and burning Caliphate equipment intermingled.
As they closed on Alpha’s position, the incoming sunlight faded and then all but disappeared. Above, the energy dome rematerialized, though this time slightly translucent. Two Valkyries slammed into the dome, disappearing in bright orange balls of fire. The ground shook as Alpha’s Mammoth fired. A concussive pressure wave washed across the valley, sending debris and bodies flying as the metal slug traveling at a tiny fraction of the speed of light imparted all of its kinetic energy to the dome.
Bravo team dove into a ditch as Caliphate soldiers, equipment, and even small vehicles blew by overhead. Maduro’s visor blared with warnings about heat, pressure, and the hurricane-force wind sweeping through the valley. Once it passed, Maduro popped up. The resulting heat flash had cooked a wide radius on the ground under the site of the railgun hit, leaving it charred and smoking.
“Eidolon elements, Khaos, everyone okay down there?”
“Alpha’s good,” said the Master Sergeant from Alpha.             
“Yeah, so’s Bravo,” huffed Maduro. “What just happened?”
“Energy dome is back up. Lucky for us, it absorbed most of the energy from that shot or we’d all be dead.”
“Prepping next shot,” said Rossi.
“What? No!” said Khaos. “Are you fucking stupid?”
“Maintain comm etiquette!” said Rossi.
“Fuck you. Don’t fire until that dome is down. That’s an order.”
The comm went silent.
“Eidolon Alpha, did you copy my last?” asked Khaos.
“Affirmative, Khaos,” said the Master Sergeant. “Gun’s going silent until you give the word.”
“Good. Eidolon Bravo, sending you the location of the backup generator. Looks like just one. Hurry and knock it out.”
“Roger,” said Maduro. A path appeared in his HUD that led them past Alpha’s Mammoth. “We’re going to drop a wounded marine at Alpha’s position en route.”
“Fine, whatever,” said Khaos. “Just get it done. The ground attack starts soon, and the Cincinnatus is taking a pounding in orbit.”
“Roger, Khaos. We’re moving.” Maduro hopped out of the ditch and weaved through the mess of twisted metal and broken bodies littering the ground. Not for the first time, he appreciated the hardiness of the ExoFrame and Raider armor. Troops with basic plate carriers and helmets or no armor at all hadn’t stood a chance when that pressure wave rushed through the valley.
When they reached the Mammoth, Alpha’s corpsman met Wu at the mobile railgun’s base and helped him aboard. Doc Schmidt gave his Alpha team counterpart a quick run-down on Wu’s condition and Bravo team was off again.
Bravo met no resistance most of the way to the generator. Only when they crested the last low hill before the objective did they run into any Caliphate troops still on their feet. Maduro placed the reticle of his SA5C’s optic over the head of a Caliphate soldier in black, powered armor, similar to the Raider’s ExoFrame, but bulkier. Two quick trigger squeezes sent two rounds through the visor of the full-face helmet worn by the elite Caliphate trooper. Gadson and Schmidt each dropped another soldier, before the rest of the squad-sized element regrouped and returned fire, forcing Maduro and his team into cover.
“Gadson, crawl around the hill and try to get an angle on these guys!”
“Moving, Gunny.” Gadson scurried across the ground, disappearing around the corner of the hill. A few seconds later, the distinctive crack of her marksman rifle preceded another Caliphate soldier toppling to the ground.
Maduro and Schmidt popped up and engaged. Maduro nailed another soldier in the visor, but Doc’s shots glanced harmlessly off another trooper’s shoulder plate. He fired again, landing a hit between armor plates. The trooper fell but wasn’t out of the fight, one-arming his rifle and sending a surprisingly well-aimed burst at Schmidt’s position, forcing the sailor to duck. The incoming fire kept up until another crack from Gadson’s rifle put the wounded Caliphate trooper down for good.
“Thanks, Zella,” said Doc Schmidt, panting.
“No first names on the net,” replied Gadson as another round from her rifle found its mark. The remaining Caliphate soldiers retreated to the generator, which looked to be a smaller version of the one they’d taken out before. They all took a knee in front of the generator truck, not bothering to get behind cover.
They’re just out in the open now. What the hell? Fine by me. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. “Gadson, deploy Javelin.”
“Already on it.” The little drone darted toward the generator, covering the two-hundred-meter distance in a fraction of a second, and detonated in a blue fireball five meters short of the generator. The Caliphate troops didn’t flinch and knelt unhurt by the explosion. An orange wave rippled around the generator.
Shit.
“Looks like some sort of miniature energy dome,” said Khaos over comm. “You’re going to have to walk through and place a device inside.”
Nothing can ever be easy.
“Keep ‘em busy,” said Gadson. Before Maduro could protest, the Staff Sergeant booked it toward the generator.
Maduro and Schmidt laid down ineffective fire at the Caliphate troops behind the energy barrier, phasing the transparent wall into view with each ripple of kinetic energy across it. Though they couldn’t hit the soldiers inside, they did keep the Caliphate troopers’ attention, even coaxing some to step outside the barrier and fire back. Maduro missed the first to do it, but made the second pay, leaving him a broken pile of meat and metal at the edge of the barrier.
“How’s it going, Gadson?” asked Maduro.
“Covering behind a truck. A fire team has me pinned.”
“Schmidt, cover me!”
“What?” asked the corpsman, not ready for his team leader’s next action. Maduro slammed in a fresh magazine, came out from behind cover, and sprinted toward the generator, prompting a Caliphate trooper to step out of the barrier and take aim. Doc Schmidt engaged the trooper, failing to get a kill, but forcing him back inside the protective energy field. Maduro slid into cover behind one of the many boulders covering the landscape and opened fire.
“Set! Move!”
Maduro’s steady stream of fire kept the Caliphate troopers, now less than sixty meters away, huddled inside the energy barrier as Schmidt reached the boulder and took up a position on the opposite side. Two soldiers holding security on either side of the generator moved to the middle, joining the remaining four there to prepare for a counterassault against Maduro and Schmidt.
“Gadson, they’re about to charge out and hit us. Should only be one between you and the generator.” He sent her a ping of the trooper’s location. “This is your chance. Get ready.”
“Aye, Gunny. Ready to move.”
Maduro poked his head out but didn’t fire. Instead, he waved the bottom of his boot at the troopers, an immense sign of disrespect in their culture. For good measure, he also flipped them the bird before ducking back behind cover. A torrent of incoming fire confirmed that the troopers saw Maduro’s insulting gestures. “Gadson, go now!”
“Moving, Gunny!”
Withering automatic fire chipped away at the boulder Schmidt and Maduro covered behind. Maduro tried to turn out and engage, but pulled back immediately as rounds ricocheted off his right shoulder plate.
“Need you to hurry, Zella!” shouted Schmidt. “Running low on cover out here!”
“No first names on the net!” shouted Gadson before a loud boom and the return of the morning sunlight. “Generator is down!”
Incoming fire slackened as Gadson’s rifle barked out rapid fire. Taking advantage of the opportunity, Schmidt and Maduro popped out to engage the confused Caliphate troops. Gadson had already thinned the herd, leaving only three to die in the resulting crossfire.
“Good job, Bravo,” said Khaos. “Alpha, re-engage the Mubarizun! Now!”
The ground trembled as the Mammoth let loose another round.
“Good hit, fire for effect!” said Khaos, his excitement evident in his tone. Another shot rang out, and another. “Bravo, get to Alpha’s position. You’ve got a mech inbound on your current pos, heavy anti-armor variant.”
“Got anything for that, Gadson?” asked Maduro as the team sprinted back toward Alpha’s position.
“Two more Javs, but unless I get lucky with the placement, they won’t do much against a heavy mech.”
Staccato bursts of gunfire rang out from Alpha’s position as Maduro and his team closed in. They dropped prone in a group of boulders to get a view of the Mammoth before moving in. Two members of Alpha team fired from an observation landing on the Mammoth at a group of Caliphate troops in light-powered armor. Their armor was green and tan rather than the black of the elite heavy troops. A platoon of them returned fire from behind wrecked vehicles and boulders surrounding the Mammoth. The two Raiders from Alpha team ducked before the railgun sent another round into space. A concussive wave from the round leaving the barrel set off alarms in Maduro’s visor. The weapon’s raw power was truly a spectacle to witness.
A flight of Valkyries shot overhead, hitting targets in the direction Bravo team had come from. “Khaos, Eidolon Bravo. Any chance you can get the Valkyries to hit that mech that’s chasing us?”
Gunfire erupted in the background of the incoming transmission. “Wait one…” Static. “Wait one, Bravo. Got our hands full up here.”
The ground rumbled as the heavy anti-armor mech stomped closer.
“Shit,” said Maduro. “You feeling lucky, Gadson?”
Gadson tossed a Javelin drone up and down in her hand. Gunfire picked up near the Mammoth as the anti-armor mech came into view through the billowing smoke of burning Caliphate vehicles.
The Javelin rocketed toward the mech. Staff Sergeant Gadson guided the little drone with her comm-pad toward the common weak point on most mechs, the knee joint. Defensive auto turrets on the mech dumped rounds at the drone. Gadson dodged the fire easily at first, but as the Javelin got closer, her time to react decreased. The mech’s turrets landed a hit, detonating the Javelin harmlessly fifty meters out.
“Shit!” shouted Gadson. As if to punctuate her frustration, the mech launched a salvo of missiles that arced up into the air over the heads of Maduro’s team toward Alpha’s Mammoth.
“Alpha! Get out of the Mammoth! Missiles inbound!” screamed Maduro.
A Raider jumped from the Mammoth, tearing away as fast as the ExoFrame would move. Two others appeared on the platform carrying Wu over their shoulders while a fourth engaged the remaining Caliphate troops.
Fuck. They’re not going to make it.
The mech’s missiles took a hard downward turn over the Mammoth, slamming straight into it, ripping the enormous vehicle to pieces as the armor-piercing missiles dug through the metal and detonated in a bright flash. A heated pressure wave shot across the valley floor, forcing Bravo team down.
As the blast’s energy dispersed, Maduro popped his head up. Fuck… A burning pile of slag was all that remained of the Mammoth.
“Wu…” said Schmidt. “Alpha…”
“Yeah,” said Maduro. “They’re gone.”
“That mech’s still coming!” said Gadson. “Let’s move!”
“Wait for me!” shouted a panicked Rossi over comm.
Of course it was him that got away…
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Maduro tried to reach Khaos, Felix Actual, anyone as they sprinted back toward the cave in the valley wall they’d taken cover in earlier, but comm was either down or everyone was dead.
“Rossi, you getting anything on comm?” asked Maduro.
“How ‘bout you use my rank, knuckle dragger?”
Are you fucking kidding me? “Sorry, Chief. Can you reach anyone?”
“Yeah, I’ve got comms,” said Rossi, huffing as the blistering pace took its toll even with the aid of the ExoFrames.
“And?” asked Maduro.
“And I’ll tell you what you need to know.”
Whatever, dickhead. Maduro hoped the Caliphate heavy mech pilots were students of the Kalmarian school of thought when it came to battlefield deployment of the walking metal monsters. Bjorn “Ironsides” Halverson, a legendary general of the Kalmar Confederation’s last war with the United Republic almost a century ago, stated that mechs should never chase infantry without their own infantry support.
No infantry joined the mech, and it abandoned its pursuit, moving toward the Caliphate’s exposed front line instead, giving the Raiders time to reach the cave. Schmidt ripped his helmet off and gasped for air once they were safely inside. Staff Sergeant Gadson, ever the quiet professional, posted herself at the cave’s mouth behind an outcropping of rock. Maduro popped his helmet off and ran his fingers through his short, graying hair. This is not how I wanted to become the senior NCO.
“What do we do now?” asked Schmidt. “Where is everyone on comm? Why aren’t the Valkyries in the valley hitting targets? What the fuck is going on?”
Maduro didn’t respond. He didn’t know the answers to any of Schmidt’s questions. All he knew was that they were well and truly fucked. Shit had gone sideways in a big way, but the mission was complete. The dome was down. They could sit tight and wait for the main thrust by UR, Anatolian, and Persian forces to steamroll the valley. Chief Rossi tucked himself away in a corner and scrolled through his comm-pad.
“Gunny, look,” said Gadson, gesturing into the valley.
Caliphate hunter killer drones swept across the valley. They resembled miniature fighter aircraft with forward-swept wings and vertical take-off and landing thrusters. A single drone alone didn’t pose much threat, but when one found a target, the rest swarmed, at which point there was no getting enough rounds in the air to stop them. The only defense was an EMP blast. EM and thermal stealth systems would hide them but suck power too fast with all the other systems on.
“Shut down your armor’s strength assist,” said Maduro. “Only leave comm, stealth systems, and kinetic chargers on.”
That drew a look from Gadson. She was smaller and physically weaker than the rest of the team. Her skill with a rifle and explosives was unmatched in combat. Maduro had never seen anyone better, but she couldn’t carry the weight of the one hundred and twenty kilogram powered-down armor well.
Her dark skin glistened with sweat as she pulled her helmet off. She let out an audible “humpf” as the ExoFrame powered down and her joints took the full weight of the armor. Maduro barely noticed when he did the same. The short, stocky marine regularly deadlifted loads more than double the weight of the armor and during mandatory “no power” training sessions, he always outperformed the rest of the strike team while Gadson barely kept up.
“Eidolon Actual, Khaos. What’s your status?”
Rossi didn’t answer.
“Chief,” said Maduro. “Khaos is calling.”
Rossi barely looked up from his comm-pad. “Yeah, you handle it,” he said over his helmet’s external speakers.
“This is Eidolon Bravo,” said Maduro. “Alpha is KIA.”
Muffled curses and gunfire came across the comm. “Roger, Bravo. What’s your team’s status?”
“One KIA. Yellow on ammo. Holed up in a cave with Eidolon Actual.”
“I hate to do this, but I have another task for you,” said Khaos.
The back and forth drew Rossi out of whatever he’d been doing. “Khaos, Eidolon Actual. Our mission is complete. We don’t take orders from you.”
“Actually, you do. This is my op. And who were you talking to just now?”
“What do you mean?” asked Rossi.
“Don’t play dumb with me. I’m tracking encrypted comm on a UR Navy net that I don’t have the crypto to listen in on. So, who were you talking to?”
“Above your pay grade, Khaos.”
“That’s funny, considering my pay grade is way above yours.”
Something in the back of Maduro’s mind, a sixth sense he’d developed for danger across his long and violent career, told him to pull his helmet back on, so he did and gripped his SA5C tighter, ready to pop up and engage. Fuck this asshole. Should frag him now before… before what?
After a long, awkward silence on the net, Felix Actual, the Colonel, came back on the air. “Eidolon Actual, Felix Actual. Upon recommendation from Khaos, you are relieved of command. Eidolon Bravo is now in command of the strike team.”
Rossi didn’t answer, instead storming off across the cave.
“Felix Actual, Eidolon Bravo, copy that I’m now in command.”
“Follow Khaos’ orders and get this mission done. We’ve got a long way to go before this battle is won.”
“Roger, sir.”
“So, yeah, about that thing that needs doing,” said Khaos.
“What you got for us?” asked Maduro.
“It’s a big ask, but I need you to assault the Caliphate command tent. Valkyries got diverted to the space battle, but the Mubarizun is chewing them up. We need the remaining Mammoths to fire all at once on the target.”
Schmidt’s face dropped, but an expression of resolve crossed Gadson’s. Maduro realized he hadn’t heard the railguns fire in some time. “Why aren’t they firing now? Is the Cincinnatus gone?”
“Negative, Caliphate troops boarded the Cincinnatus. The Mubarizun has picked off every relief force we’ve tried to send. We need that destroyer out of the fight now.”
Schmidt looked away but gave a thumbs up. Gadson nodded.
“Roger, Khaos. But we’ve got hunter killer drones in the valley. Anything you can do about that?”
“Won’t have to in second,” said Khaos.
What’s that supposed to mean?
Explosions and machine gun fire raged in the distance. The coalition attack had started and the drones sped off toward the new threat. Good. That’ll spread some chaos in the Caliphate line. Hopefully, our troops are ready to deal with those drones.
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Maduro ordered his team to keep the ExoFrames powered down, much to both Schmidt’s and Gadson’s dismay, knowing they’d need the EM and thermal systems to prevent detection by any lingering hunter killers. The powered-down armor slowed their movement through the valley.
Maduro knew his Raiders were hurting, probably more than him, but they didn’t complain. Well, Schmidt probably complained to himself inside the helmet, but at least he wasn’t broadcasting it over comm. Rossi trailed behind, refusing to say a word, but holding his sector as they trudged along.
They didn’t make it very far before running into a squad of Caliphate conscripts running away from the coming battle. Gadson, who walked point, called them out well before the troops had a chance to react.
Maduro ordered a hasty ambush from behind a group of boulders surrounded by dense vegetation, catching the conscripts off guard. The amateur troops walked into a clearing bunched up and barely paying attention to their surroundings. It couldn’t have been any easier for Bravo. Twelve shots and twelve dead Caliphate troops later, they were back on the move.
Maduro moved across the valley by memory, having disabled most of the systems in his helmet, including the augmented reality navigation system. Raiders trained regularly on all the low-tech skills most troops took for granted. Once they made it through the rolling hills and heavy vegetation along the valley’s perimeter, the command tent came into view. It was hard to miss with its over-the-top purple, gold, and red colors.
Officers waved their arms and barked orders at troops surging toward the front line. Troops of all types: conscripts, regulars, and even the elite black armored soldiers scurried about, seemingly caught off guard by the coming assault. Several soldiers in the black power armor formed a solid perimeter around the command tent. That has to mean it’s still a functioning command post.
“Eidolon Bravo, sitrep?” asked Khaos over the sound of dropship engines in the background.
“Moving toward the command tent, but not sure how we’ll get any closer. A lot of troops around it. Any advice?”
“A platoon of Caliphate armor abandoned a tank half a click from you. Maybe it still works.”
“Uh… Roger, Khaos. We’ll take that under advisement.” The plan had some merit. It would certainly take the load off their tired joints and in the chaos of the battle, Caliphate troops probably wouldn’t try to stop them until they were right up on the command tent.
But the idea was also completely batshit insane. When they finally popped out of the vehicle, they’d be surrounded. And then what? It was the kind of idea that either got you killed or moved up to senior team NCO. Maduro felt a pang of guilt in his stomach as soon as he finished the thought. They were all that was left. He was the senior NCO and the acting strike team commander. Not that we’re a strike team anymore.
“I think we should go for it,” said Gadson. “We need to get there fast, and some extra firepower would be good.”
“Yeah,” said Maduro. “I don’t see any other options.”
“Sending you the location. Should be easy peasy,” said Khaos.
Maduro turned his helmet’s higher-level functions back on. The augmented reality navigation system sprung to life, outlining a path to the armored vehicle.
“Turn your Frames back on.” Servos in the armor whirred to life and Maduro’s joints breathed a sigh of relief at having the crushing pressure of the armor’s weight pulled off of them. “Let’s get going.”
Maduro sprinted along the path outlined in his HUD. Caliphate troops shifted toward the coming attack, opening up a clear lane to the tank. They covered the five hundred meters fast, letting the ExoFrames do most of the work.
The tank, a full-sized Rashidun main battle tank, was in good shape, completely unscathed from the attack runs by the Valkyries, but there was no mystery about why it had been abandoned. The driver, in a fit of panic, had run the vehicle onto a rock, lifting the right tracks off the ground and leaving the left tracks in a pit of boggy mud. Schmidt hopped into the driver’s hole and fired up the engine. The tracks turned but did little more than cause the vehicle to wobble on top of the rock.
Schmidt hopped out. “We can’t use this one, Gunny.”
“I have an idea,” said Gadson, as she pulled a breaching charge out of her kit and shook it a little too nonchalantly for Maduro’s liking. She crawled underneath the elevated tank tracks and planted the charge at the base of the jagged rock. “Here goes nothing,” said Gadson, running back toward Maduro and Schmidt. They ducked behind a large boulder, and she detonated the charge. A loud boom echoed through the valley followed by an almost equally loud crash of eighty tons of CeramiSteel hitting the ground. The team stepped out from behind cover. Gadson’s placement of the charge had been perfect. Both tracks touched the ground.
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Maduro sat in the tank’s turret, Schmidt next to him in the gunner’s seat while Rossi took the loader’s position in the back of the turret, and Gadson drove.
When the Caliphate troops abandoned their vehicle, they had the presence of mind to lock out the turret controls. Only the pintle-mounted machine gun on top of the turret offered any offensive capability for the marines, but Maduro kept his head down in the turret. A UR Marine Raider riding popped up would attract unwanted attention.
The team progressed slowly across the valley floor toward the command tent, careful to avoid hitting Caliphate troops in the tightly packed dirt paths that spider-webbed through the dense bushes and saplings. Gadson had wanted to floor it and rush the tent, but Maduro opted for a stealthy approach, trying to look like a crippled vehicle rolling back for repairs.
“What’s the plan?” asked Gadson.
“Roll up and ask nicely to use their toys.”

“Really, Gunny?” asked Schmidt. “Now you decide to get a sense of humor?”

Maduro didn’t answer. Instead, he depolarized his helmet’s visor so that the mouthy sailor could see his annoyed glare.
“Eidolon Bravo, Khaos. Status?”
“Almost to the command tent,” replied Maduro.
“Hurry up. Clock’s ticking and we’re losing the space battle right now.”
“Roger,” said Maduro through gritted teeth. “Going as fast as we can.”
No one questioned who they were or where they were going until they were within one hundred meters of the command tent.
The comm software in Maduro’s helmet translated from Arabic. “Stop! Regroup with the rest of your unit over there!” screamed an officer as he waved his hands at the tank and pointed near a cluster of tanks undergoing repairs and refits in an open grassy area turned field motor pool.
“Want me to run him over, Gunny?” asked Gadson.
“Do what he says, but be ready to punch us right into that tent on my order.”
They veered left toward the motor pool.
Maduro continued, “Gadson, once we get in there, you’re with me. Schmidt, get in the driver’s hole and be ready to book it out of here once we’re back.”
“Why do I have to stay behind?” whined Schmidt.
“Would you rather pop out into the Caliphate command tent that’s probably full of elite heavy armored shock troops?”
“On second thought, yeah, I’d rather stay here.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Rossi.
Maduro hesitated. An extra gun is always good. “Okay, Chief, but this is still my op.”
“I understand.”
“Caliphate troops in the valley are falling back!” said Khaos. “Oh… No. No. No. Button up your turret!”
A bright light flashed in the distance. Maduro pulled the turret hatch closed as the sonic boom of an explosion and dust cloud rushed across the valley.
“What just happened?” screamed Schmidt.
The comm buzzed in and out, then Khaos’ voice came back. “You okay, Bravo?”
“Yeah!” said Maduro. “What was that?”
“The Caliphate fired a railgun from orbit. The lead battalion of our attack is gone.”
Maduro opened the hatch and risked popping his head out. Caliphate troops were in complete disarray. All but the power armored troops lay motionless on the ground, but even they stumbled around disoriented.
“Now’s our chance,” said Gadson.
“Go now!” said Maduro.
The tank turned hard right and accelerated, mowing down several regular troops and a couple of the black armored elites as Maduro popped up and went cyclic with the pintle-mounted machine gun, boring a hole through the phalanx created by the remaining shock troops in front of the command tent.
The tank ripped through the outer lining of the tent, crushing two more elite troops under its tracks. Maduro pulled himself out of the turret and Gadson climbed from the driver’s hole, sprinting past Maduro and leaping into a lone shock trooper.
Maduro followed close behind with his gun up through a tent flap into a lavish compartment lined with exotic foods, reclining seats, and paintings of Caliphate military victories, giving him a front-row seat to Gadson’s knife piercing the small, weak point below the base of the helmet on the shock trooper’s helmet. She thrust the knife in, sending bright red blood spraying. Gadson hopped up and moved through the compartment to the next tent flap. Maduro grabbed her shoulder, stopping Gadson short of the fatal funnel.
“Let’s do this one right.”
Gadson nodded. Maduro stacked on the opposite side of the flap with Rossi behind him and gave the go signal. Gadson rushed in. Her marksman rifle belted out three quick shots as she hooked left. Maduro entered hot on her heels and went right, dropping two targets as Gadson continued to fire, each shot dropping an unsuspecting command staff soldier. Rossi moved into the middle, double tapping another soldier.
“Khaos, Eidolon Bravo. We’re in. What now?”
“Send me your helmet feed and look around.”
Maduro sent the link to Khaos and scanned the room. This compartment lacked the extravagance of the previous one. High-tech display screens and hologram projectors filled the space, along with tables, chairs, weapon racks, and several control stations. “There! That one!” said Khaos as Maduro’s gaze fell onto a large holoscreen at the front of the compartment. “It’s the general’s command station. He bugged out a while back, but hopefully he left it running.”
Maduro moved to plug his comm-pad into the station, but Rossi grabbed his hand.
“Wait! The timing has to be right!” shouted Rossi over his external speaker.
“What?” Maduro pulled his hand away. “Get out of my way.”
Rossi shoved Maduro back and raised his weapon. “I have my orders. There are bigger things going on.”
“The fuck are you talking about?” said Maduro.
Keeping his weapon up with one arm, Rossi glanced at his comm-pad.
Maduro hopped up and stepped toward Rossi. “Get out of my way, Chief.”
Rossi put a round in the dirt in front of Maduro. “We have to wait.”
Maduro jumped back. “What the hell? Wait for what?”
Rossi tensed his stance as a metallic gray ball mag locked to his armor. His rifle hung by its sling as he lost control of it and his body convulsed before going limp and collapsing to the ground.
Gadson stepped over Rossi’s body.
“What’d you do, Gadson?”
“Calm down, Gunny. He’s not dead, just unconscious. New toy from the last course I went to. Haven’t had time to do a class on it for you guys,” she said, plugging her comm-pad into the console and giving Khaos control.
“Okay, should take just a second…” said Khaos. “Got it. Guns should be firing… now.” The ground shook as the last remaining Mammoths fired. “Now would be a good time to get out of there. I’ll have Valkyries and Keres gunships clear a path. Go!”
“Contact!” shouted Gadson as she fired her rifle, dropping two Caliphate regulars who’d entered the room. Rossi still lay on the ground, motionless. Should leave the prick here. Maduro moved to follow Gadson but cursed under his breath as he hoisted the Warrant Officer onto his shoulders.
“Schmidt, be ready to go!” said Maduro as he rushed back to the tank, jumping onto the turret and dumping Rossi back into the loader’s compartment.
“Ready, Gunny!”
Valkyries struck targets indiscriminately in the valley as they made another pass, sowing chaos all through the crumbling Caliphate lines. Keres gunships came in behind the starfighters, spraying with their chain guns and launching volleys of missiles at everything to the north of Bravo’s position.
“Go! Go! Go!” yelled Maduro.
“Hang on!” said Schmidt as the tank lurched forward. Maduro manned the machine gun, lighting up any troops who got too interested while Gadson rapid-fired her rifle, racking up her already substantial body count. Schmidt rolled the tank over anyone unlucky enough to be in the direct path of the speeding hulk of CeramiSteel.
Valkyrie starfighters and Keres gunships circled for another pass, drawing most of the Caliphate’s attention. It seemed like smooth sailing until Schmidt fishtailed around a large boulder and came face to face with a scout mech.
“Get down!” shouted Schmidt as the engine roared and the tank picked up speed.
Maduro and Gadson ducked into the turret before the tank rammed the light mech’s legs, sending it tumbling. Above them, a Shrike dropship sped toward them, guns blaring.
“Keep going!” said Khaos. “We’ll pick you up at your drop zone!”
Thanks to Schmidt’s psychotic driving, that was only a kilometer away. Maduro and Gadson kept firing. A rocket zipped by overhead, sounding alarms in Maduro’s helmet. “That was too close! Khaos, get these guys off us.”
“Hold on, circling back around.” A few seconds later, the roar of the Shrike’s chain guns preceded a series of explosions along a low ridge where an anti-armor team had been stationed.
“Thanks!” said Maduro. Five hundred meters. “Can this thing go any faster?”
“The engine’s already redlining!” said Schmidt.
“Check your fire,” said Khaos. “Friendlies moving into the Gates. Tagging them and you now.”
Maduro zoomed with his visor and saw UR Marine Corps light reconnaissance vehicles and tanks barreling down the highway. Keres gunships flanked them to either side and heavy assault mechs stomped along behind them. To Bravo team’s back, any Caliphate troops who’d been pursuing turned and ran. The main attack was barely beginning, and the Caliphate army was already routing! Schmidt slowed the tank as they approached the coalition line. Maduro flashed a beacon, visually marking them as friendlies.
The tanks and LRVs sped past. Infantry marines in the back of the LRVs waved at Maduro and Gadson as they went by. Bravo’s tank veered off the highway to the drop zone and rolled to a stop. Rossi stirred in the back. Maduro pulled the warrant officer’s rifle, sidearm, and knife off his armor.
A Shrike dropship, side panels already open, touched down fifty meters ahead, kicking up dust and debris. A man in standard, non-powered marine combat armor leaned out and waved them forward.
“Get on the dropship!”
Gadson helped Maduro pull Rossi out of the turret. After getting the squirming Rossi settled on Maduro’s shoulders, they sprinted for the dropship, tossing Rossi in, then hopping on. The Raiders strapped in and the dropship lifted off.
Maduro pulled off his helmet and chugged a bottle of water that one of the flight crew handed to him. In the corner lay a motionless marine soaked in blood. Maduro couldn’t tell if it was that marine’s blood or someone else’s. Probably a bit of both. A flight medic worked feverishly over him. “Hey, Schmidt, lend a hand if you can.”
“He’s stable,” said the man in marine combat armor, holding out his hand to Maduro. “Gunnery Sergeant Christopher Maduro, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Commander John Coleman, callsign Khaos. What’s with him?” Coleman gestured to Rossi, who twitched on the deck of the dropship.
“We had to knock him out. He wouldn’t let us plug into the gun control. Said there was something bigger going on and we needed to wait.”
Coleman rubbed his chin at that news. “We’ll deal with that later. We’ve got more work to do. This battle isn’t won yet. Refill ammo and get some chow.” Coleman pointed to a box of field rations. “Eat fast, though. It’s a short flight to the Cincinnatus. We need to kick out some unwanted guests.”




Friendly Fire
0542, 8 June 2410
Aboard the Caliphate Destroyer Mubarizun
Battlespace above the Syrian Gates
Ensign Julia Labelle’s first mission with SSG, the Strategic Services Group, was going about as well as could be expected. The elite Navy special forces team boarded the Mubarizun and cleared their way to the bridge almost effortlessly, even when they faced the Caliphate’s elite shock troops, their real elite troops, not the pretenders in the black armor fighting the ground battle in the Syrian Gates. These troopers wore armor with reactive camouflage, which changed colors as the wearer moved through different environments. Their training was on par with the Marine Raiders or Army Rangers, but they hadn’t stood a chance in tight quarters against the eight-person SSG kill team.
The bridge of the Mubarizun looked pristine if you ignored all the dead bodies on the ground. Each occupant went down with a single shot to the head, either in the initial breach or in the subsequent executions once the survivors surrendered. SSG rarely took prisoners.
All that was left to do now was hold and wait for the tech geeks on the Cincinnatus to shuttle over and start picking apart the enemy’s systems. With their lone remaining home fleet starship out of commission, the battle and the war were lost for the Caliphate, and it was because of her kill team. She took pride in that, in doing the hard things that no one else could do.
The team leader, Lieutenant Commander Priscus, leaned over the command console once occupied by a Caliphate Admiral. The team tech specialist worked to hard-wire a comm-pad into the ship’s systems. After a few moments of fiddling, he succeeded, bringing up a hologram of Vice Admiral Garrett Marius, commander of the Naval Special Warfare Program, which oversaw all Navy and Marine Corps special operations units except those assigned to the Praetorian program. The older, but still strong, man wore his dress whites.
“Lieutenant Commander Priscus, good work on securing the Mubarizun so fast. Do you have control of the Mubarizun’s railgun?”
“Yes, sir. It’s still operational.”
“Good. I’m sending you some coordinates to fire on.”
Priscus scrolled through the screen on the console in front of him. “Uh, sir? You sure about these?”
“Quite so, Lieutenant Commander.”
“So just to be clear, sir, you want us to fire an orbital bombardment at our Anatolian allies and our own forces?”
Labelle took a step toward the command console. Satellite images of the targets and coordinates covered the screen. They were friendly positions.
“Yes, Priscus,” said Vice Admiral Marius, spitting the kill team leader’s name like an insult. “Now do as you’re told.”
“Aye, sir.” Priscus tapped commands on the console.
He’s going to do it, thought Labelle. Without thinking, she reached out and grabbed the kill team leader’s hand. “No! We can’t fire on friendlies!”
Priscus swatted her hand away. “Watch yourself, Pleb!”
Labelle jumped back. It had been a while since anyone called her that, at least to her face. She knew the rest of the team, all part of the Patrician and Equestrian classes, the political and financial elite who controlled the United Republic, thought of her that way, but none had said it out loud so far during her time with the team.
“Sir,” said Labelle. “We can’t kill our own.”
“Sometimes, we must sacrifice thousands for millions,” said Vice Admiral Marius. “This will shorten the war and save lives.”
“How will killing our own troops shorten the war?” shouted Labelle.
“It’s not your place to question orders, Ensign.”
An awkward quiet fell over the bridge.
Marius sighed. “How many times during training did your instructors tell you that SSG does the hard things that need doing? The things no one else can do? How often?”
“Every day,” said Labelle.
“Yes. Every day, because it’s true, except maybe they should say that SSG does the things no one else will do. The things no one else is strong enough to do. The morally gray things that no one can ever know about. Being SSG is about the greater good. We have to see the big picture. An orbital strike by the Caliphate would break the Space Demilitarization Treaty and force the Shenzhou Empire into the war on our side. With them, we’ll defeat the incoming Caliphate outer planets fleet in a single battle. Without them… Well, this will be a very long war.”
Labelle gazed down at the deck. Is this really what we do? Boil people down to cold, hard numbers?
“Please look at me, Ensign,” said Marius in a caring, grandfatherly tone. Labelle met the hologram’s gaze. “If you would like to resign as an SSG operative after this mission, there is no shame in that. It’s not for everyone.”
Labelle shrunk back from the hologram. “I’m sorry, sir.”
“Go help with security,” said Priscus, his voice full of venom.
Labelle walked away.
Marius gave further instruction. “Now Lieutenant Commander, if you please.”
The ship shook as a massive metal slug sped away from the Mubarizun, toward the ground at mind-bending speeds.
“And the next target,” said Marius.
Labelle stopped. She couldn’t take it, couldn’t stand by and let this happen. She had to speak up. Labelle turned, but before she could open her mouth, Lieutenant Commander Priscus spoke. “Sir, the guns need time to spin up. The reactor took damage, and the gun isn’t getting enough power.”
“Very well. Fire when ready, then.”
Labelle’s chest tightened. What should I do? I can’t let them take out any more friendlies. Her battle board showed that the strike wiped out an entire Anatolian mechanized battalion and at least two companies of United Republic Marines. Fifteen hundred souls gone in the blink of an eye.
“Power cycle at eighty percent,” said Priscus.
Labelle’s hands trembled as she fidgeted with the fire selector on her weapon, a bad habit from her enlisted days that she never quite shook. The room seemed to close in on her as her heart pounded in her temples. How many more have to die today?
“Get moving, Labelle!” shouted Priscus.
Labelle spun and put two rounds into the console. Sparks showered Priscus as he jumped back. Labelle froze in place, as did everyone else on the bridge.
“What the fuck?” screamed Priscus. “Detain her!”
Several SSG operators stepped forward. Labelle lowered her weapon and set her visor to blackout. Seven more have to die. Right now… Maybe eight. She ripped a flashbang out of its pouch, pulled the pin, and tossed it in the air, going prone as gunfire rattled off around her.
The immense WHOMP of the flashbang’s detonation cued Labelle to pop back up and set her visor view back to normal. She double tapped Priscus in the visor, shattering it and killing the prick, before turning her weapon on the rest of the team.
If any survive, they’ll find a way to fire that gun again. She dropped two more before anyone regained their vision. As she took down her fourth target, a burning pain ripped through her abdomen, then her knee. She collapsed to the deck and crawled toward the console she destroyed. Labelle struggled to raise her weapon. Alarms blared in her helmet. An SSG operator came around the console and she fired a burst into his torso, below the chest plate, and head. He crumpled in a heap. Labelle pulled a frag grenade and tossed it toward the bridge entrance.
“Grenade!” shouted one SSG operative. It detonated. The team status bar in Labelle’s HUD showed only one other operative was still alive, but he was wounded too. By the look of his vitals, even worse than Labelle.
“Ensign Labelle,” said the voice of Vice Admiral Marius over her helmet’s comm system. “This is why we don’t usually accept your kind into SSG. Too emotional. Too weak. Can’t do the hard things that need doing.”
 Labelle started recording her helmet audio. “Fuck you,” rasped Labelle, spitting blood on the inside of her helmet. “I did the hard thing, and I stopped you.”
“The outcome is the same. The Shenzhou fleet is mobilizing to engage Caliphate ground, air, and space assets.”
Labelle tried to respond, but only a pained wheeze came out. She tapped a message into her comm-pad.
“I was never going to let any of you off that ship, anyway. Too many loose ends. Goodbye, Ensign.”
Labelle broadcast a message on every channel her comm system could: encrypted, unencrypted, civilian, military. Someone has to see this. She closed her eyes as the ship trembled. Her helmet voiced warnings about rising ambient temperatures as a fireball swept through the bridge and the Mubarizun broke apart in orbit.




Prepare to Repel Boarders
1.
0455, 8 June 2410
Private crew quarters of the URS Cincinnatus
Battlespace above the Syrian Gates
On the surface of Terra, the biggest battle and possibly the last of the whole damn war raged, but we sat on the URS Cincinnatus with our thumbs up our asses. I leaned back in the surprisingly comfortable bunk in the small private room.
We’d been dead asleep until the ship’s PA blared all hands to battle stations two hours prior. All hands except us. Not that we’d be any help on a starship. We were just dumb grunts.
Specialist Keller snored away on the other side of the dark room. He’d had no problem zonking right back out after the ship-wide announcement. Fucking army…
Keller and I were most of the way through the INDOC process for the Varingians. All we had left was Low G Warfare School on Luna, and then we’d be assigned to a team. But all traffic to and from Luna was on hold due to the big battle preparations. I hoped we wouldn’t miss the check-in date for the class, otherwise, we’d go from being stuck on this ship to being stuck on Luna until the next class started.
Keller and I went through selection together, then stayed together throughout the follow-on training, splitting up for a few months when we went to our specialty schools. Keller was a weapons specialist. If it fired a bullet, laser, plasma beam, or magnetized metal slug, he was the subject matter expert on it. My specialty was scouting and reconnaissance in every imaginable setting, everything from collecting intel through casual conversation at a high-end bar in an underground Martian megacity to tracking insurgents through the backwater shitholes of North America.
I unlocked my comm-pad. A new message notification popped up. It was from my little sister, Ava. She’d met a boy and gushed about how much she liked him and how much she thought I would like him. I sighed.
Ava’s first boyfriend, and I’m not there to put the fear of God in him. She went on about how much she missed me and couldn’t wait for me to get home. I sent a message back: Tell your new boyfriend that if he hurts you, I’ll hurt him worse. It was cheesy, but she’d get a good chuckle out of it. A new message popped up almost instantly.
Ha! Okay, big bad marine. You’d have to come home sometime to do that!
Since she was clearly awake, I hit the call button. A hologram of Ava projected up from the comm-pad. Her long brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore makeup, something I’d never seen on her.
“Whoa! Getting ready for clown school?” I asked.
“You’re an ass, James!”
I laughed, probably too loud. I checked to see if I’d woken Keller, but he still snored away. Turning my attention back to Ava, I continued, “Look at you being all girly. I leave for a few months and all of a sudden you’re all grown up or something.”
She giggled, then stopped abruptly, her face dropping into a frown. “I really do miss you. It’s been hard the last three years without you.”
“I know. I miss you too. I’ll be getting a couple weeks of leave once I’m done with this school on Luna.”
“And you’ll come home?” asked Ava excitedly.
“Ah, I don’t know. I might spend a week, maybe more, at a nice resort. Get a little me time, ya know.”
“Can you not be a dick for like two seconds?”
“Yes, sis. I’ll come straight home.”
“Yay!”
My eyes slammed shut as the bunkroom’s light snapped on to full brightness. I blinked several times as my eyes adjusted.
“What the fuck, Aurelius?” asked a groggy and annoyed Keller.
“Not me, man. And you really should call me Corporal. I am an NCO, ya know.” We were the same pay grade, E-4, but in the Marine Corps E-4, Corporal, is considered a non-commissioned officer, whereas in the Army E-4, Specialist, isn’t. It’d been a running joke since I got promoted right after selection.
“Fuck you, Corporal. Respectfully. Your NCOness.”
We sat up and laughed.
“Hi, Patrick!” said Ava.
“Oh, hey!” said Keller, waving at the holo. “Damn, Aurelius. Your sister is looking pretty hot!”
Ava giggled and blushed.
“I swear I will murder you in your sleep, Keller,” I said, while making an obscene hand gesture. “And she’s fourteen, you sick fuck.”
“Okay. Fine,” said Keller, holding up his hands.
The lights dimmed, then brightened again.
“What’s going on?” asked Ava. “Is everything alright? You guys aren’t in the war, are you?”
“No. We’re just stuck on this ship, doing nothing.”
“Good,” said Ava with a relieved exhale. “I don’t want you getting hurt. Which ship are you on?”
“The Cincinnatus,” interjected Keller.
Raising my arms and rolling my eyes, I turned and mouthed, “You dumb motherfucker,” at Keller.
“Oh… sorry.”
“Hold on,” said Ava.
“Great, jackass,” I spat at Keller. “She’s looking it up now.”
“Be nice to your friend, James!”
“Yeah, James!” said Keller, laughing.
“So… says here that the URS Cincinnatus is supporting the Anatolian Campaign! James! Are you sure you’re not in the war?” Ava’s voice reached a fever pitch.
“Everything’s fine, I promise.” I rotated the comm-pad around, giving her a view of the entire room. “See. Nothing going on here. The fight is on the ground and we’re way up in space. The lights in our room are just acting weird. Since you’re so good at research, why don’t you search what happened to the Caliphate’s home fleet?”
“It was destroyed.”
“Exactly, so no one’s going to be shooting at us up here.”
“You sure?”
“Painfully so!” grumbled Keller.
“Yeah. We’re on the sidelines until we finish our training.”
“Good. You need to stay on the sidelines, then come home.”
“Don’t you wish that evil on us!” said Keller.
I shook my head. “Don’t worry about us, Ava. The only thing we’ll be fighting anytime soon is boredom. I’ll talk to you soon.”
“You better,” huffed Ava. We said our goodbyes and cut the transmission. The lights flickered again.
“But really,” continued Keller. “What gives with the lights?”
“No idea.” I walked to the door and palmed the controls. The door slid open, revealing an empty, brightly lit passageway. We were probably the only ones in the crew quarters compartment. I sighed and closed the door. “This is such bullshit.”
“I don’t know, man. It’s kind of nice to have a break. The last bit of weapons specialist training was rough. I could use the rest. Need to catch up on my beauty sleep.”
I laughed. Keller was jacked and had a way with the ladies, and men for that matter. He could walk into any bar or club and walk out with whoever he wanted. Meanwhile, I’d been striking out left and right since breaking things off for good with my on-again, off-again girlfriend, Ashley.
The ship rattled, knocking me on my ass. Keller laughed hysterically until the ship shook again, but more violently. The sound of metal rending reverberated through the walls.
“What the hell was that?” I asked.
As if to answer my question, the ship’s PA squawked. “All hands be advised, the ship has sustained damage from surface to orbit guns. Damage control teams report to decks eleven through eighteen on the port side.” The ship shook again. “Another hit!” shouted the sailor on the comm. He quickly regained his composure. “Prepare for evasive maneuvers.”
A different voice took over the PA. “This is Admiral Lucullus. All personnel don EVA suits. Atmosphere is venting on multiple decks.”
We drug our Praetorian armor, the standard issue black armor with its purple and gold flourishes, out from under our racks. We were stuck with it until we got assigned to a team and got the newer, upgraded model. I hated the ridiculous armor, but it was hardened against vacuum and had an integrated ExoFrame.
The armor was relatively slim and non-cumbersome, unlike even older models, but it was damn near impossible to put on by yourself. We both pulled on our insulated undersuits. I helped Keller get into his ExoFrame and attach the armor panels as the ship continued to shake and rattle. The lights faded in and out.
With the armor on, Keller pulled his helmet over his head and sealed the latches, then helped me into my ExoFrame. I was almost completely in when my feet levitated off the ground. We both drifted into the air as another violent rattle reverberated through the ship and the lights flickered.
“Dammit,” I said. “Grav decking is out.”
“Too bad we haven’t already been to Low G Warfare School,” said Keller with a huff as he clamped down the last strap on my Frame. “These plates are going to be a pain in the ass to get on, though.” Armor panels floated all around us.
Keller lunged for a thigh panel, and I went for a shoulder plate. We both aimed poorly and sailed past our targets. Moving in zero-G was harder than I expected. I guess that’s why there was a three-month school dedicated to it.
We crashed to the deck as the grav plating powered back up. I raised my arms to block any armor plates or other falling objects getting reacquainted with gravity.
“Ouch!” said Keller.
“What are you complaining about? You’ve got armor on. Help me get the rest of mine on before we lose gravity again!”
Within a couple of minutes, I stood fully suited up. “Let’s go.”
“Where?” asked Keller.
“Port side of the ship.”




2.
Getting to the damaged section of the ship wasn’t easy. Every compartment was locked down tight for fear of more hull breaches. With the way everything shook and the metallic grinding and tearing coming from all parts of the ship, more breaches seemed likely. At least the grav plating still worked.
We sprinted down a passageway toward our best guess at where we might be useful. We didn’t know the ship and our helmet software didn’t have access to the ship’s systems. After several minutes of searching, we turned a corner and saw a group of sailors in bright orange vacuum-rated hardsuits running in what I figured was the right direction. I shouted after them.
“Hey! We’re here to help!” Keller and I pushed the ExoFrames, squeezing every bit of speed out of them we could, and caught up to the team. They turned around. I couldn’t see their faces due to their reflective visors. “What can we do to help?”
One of the suited sailors stepped forward and looked us up and down. “Those suits powered?” asked a gruff male voice.
“Yes, sir.”
“Don’t suppose you’re trained in ship repair?”
“Negative,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.
“That’s a shame, but we can probably find a use for you two and your fancy armor.” He waved for us to follow.
Keller and I took off down the passageway after them. So far, the parts of the ship we’d moved through appeared fine, no damage, no fires, nothing. But the further we ran, the worse the tremors and sounds of metal rending got. The sailors took a hard right down another passageway and stopped short of a set of heavy blast doors.
An alarm sounded, followed by three long beeps. The PA screeched, like someone was blowing into it, then went silent for a few seconds. “All hands! Prepare to repel boarders.” A red line appeared on the deck with arrows pointing back the way we’d come. “Follow the illuminated path to the nearest armory if you are not already armed.”
Keller and I looked at each other and then back to the sailors. They all had sidearms. We didn’t have anything.
“You two should go,” said the gruff sailor. “You’ll probably do a lot more good against the Caliphate than helping us.”
“You’re probably right. We don’t have comm with the ship’s command team. Can you help us out with that?”
“Let me see your comm-pad.”
I detached the device from my gauntlet and handed it to the sailor.
He input a few commands and tapped it to his own. “There, now you have comm access across all ship channels. Primary command comm is channel one. Ship security is channel three.”
“Got it. Thanks.” I secured the comm-pad back to my armor. Keller and I took off, following the illuminated path, listening to the ship’s comm chatter. The primary channel was getting bombarded with traffic, so I switched to the security net. Only one calm female voice spoke over it. She coordinated Navy security forces and the few marines still on ship as they prepared to push back any boarders that made it through the ship’s point defense turrets.
We twisted and turned through the ship, but dead-ended at another set of heavy blast doors. I took an opportunity to speak during a lull in the comm traffic. “Any station on this net, we’re two Praetorians in ExoFrames. Currently heading to the armory. Please advise where we’d be best utilized.”
“Praetorians, this is Cincinnatus security. I see your pings near the crew quarters. Continue to the nearest armory and await further orders.”
“Roger, ma’am.”
We hooked a hard left around the next corner. A glowing sign for the armory hung from the ceiling in front of us. Something hit the ship hard, sending Keller and me flying across the passageway and into a bulkhead. The horrible sound of metal twisting and tearing ramped in volume. A crack formed in the deck beneath our feet and spread down the passageway. The section to our front crumpled and twisted.
“Mag lock your boots!” I shouted.
We both engaged the magnetic soles, locking our ExoFrames to the deck. Air rushed past us toward the crumpling section of the ship.
“Oh, fuck!” said Keller as metal ripped away and indistinguishable items zipped past us out into the vacuum of space. Alarms blared and blast doors behind us started to shut.
“We’ve got to go back!” I said, pointing at the doors.
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
I released the mag lock on my right boot, then re-engaged it after placing it back on the deck. Keller did the same. We moved slowly for the first couple of steps but picked up the pace as we got the rhythm.
“We’re not gonna make it!” said Keller.
“Go faster!” I risked a jump forward, barely maglocking one of my boots and narrowly avoiding being sucked into space. I reached back for Keller. He grabbed my hand. “Release both maglocks.”
“Are you fucking crazy?”
The blast doors were almost closed. “Just do it!” I diverted as much power to the upper body strength enhancers as possible and flung Keller at the blast doors!
“Shit!” Keller slammed into the left door and grabbed on with one hand.
“Maglock and get ready to catch me!” I took a few more steps forward as he positioned himself. I jumped. About midway through the jump, my momentum shifted backward as the rushing air overcame the force of my jump. Keller leaned forward and grabbed my arm, pulling me into him. I scrambled through the closing blast doors and pulled Keller through as they hissed closed. We leaned against the bulkhead, trying to catch our breath.
“Guess we can’t go that way,” said Keller.
We laughed as our heart rates dropped back to normal and we got control of our breath. Our comm-pads dinged. A holo of the ship appeared with several red dots along the hull.
“Security teams be advised, these are locations of Caliphate boarding craft. Sending assignments now.”
“We’re assigned to this one,” said Keller, zooming on one that highlighted green and labeled Praetorians.
“Fuck,” I said.
“What?”
I zoomed out on the display. “It’s between us and the armory.”
Keller shrugged. “Caliphate sends expendable conscripts in first to soften up a target for the real soldiers. We can take ‘em with knives.”
Keller got pulled into the pipeline after being assigned to a protection detail for a Praetor early in the Anatolian War. A group of Shahida zealots attacked the United Republic embassy in Istanbul when the Khanate was on the back foot. He held off fifty of them by himself while the Praetor escaped. When a Raider team dropped in to extract him and the rest of the embassy personnel, they didn’t have much mopping up to do, so he had a lot more experience fighting the Caliphate than I did.
He waved his laser-sharpened blade at me. Even though I couldn’t see his face, I knew he was smiling. Keller lived for this shit.
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I hoped Keller was right. He had more experience fighting the Caliphate than me, so we went with his plan: sprint to the breach point and hope there weren’t too many of them when we tried to catch them off guard.
As we closed on the breach point, ship security fed us camera footage of the Caliphate team, ten in all. They carried basic kit and low-powered submachine guns. Most wore trousers and a jacket underneath their vests. None had EVA suits on. Wow. These guys really are expendable to the Caliphate. Poor bastards. I felt bad for them. I was still going to kill them, but it felt like watching lambs be put in a lion’s cage. They split into two groups at a T-intersection. Five went away from us and five moved in our direction. I punched through the flimsy door to a supply closet, and we ducked inside.
A few moments later, the Caliphate team rolled past us. Keller and I sprang out behind them. No one was watching the rear of their formation. Too easy. Keller plowed into one of them, cutting his throat and pushing the body to the side before jumping on another. I rammed my blade into the ribcage of the closest conscript. He wailed in pain as I grabbed the neck of the next one and squeezed with all the power the ExoFrame gloves had, collapsing his windpipe and breaking multiple vertebrae.
By then, the last conscript turned around and fired wildly from the hip. I used the dead man as a shield and charged forward. The body twisted and contorted as rounds tore through flesh, making gut-wrenching, wet tearing sounds. He was so focused on me that he didn’t have time to react when Keller tackled him, driving his knife into the man’s chest. I let the bullet-riddled corpse fall to the ground. Blood splattered across Keller’s armor as he kept stabbing.
“I think you got him, man,” I said. Keller stuck his knife into the man one more time, then shook his head and stood up. We took submachine guns and ammo before moving on. The subguns were old and worn. How many rounds past their service lives are these things?
We caught the other group of Caliphate conscripts and mowed them down with the submachine guns. Keller laughed as our rounds tore through the unsuspecting Caliphate conscripts. The engagement lasted all of five seconds. As we stepped over the corpses, a high hit me like I hadn’t felt since Venus.
The armory was around the next bend. We turned the corner to find the doors locked down tight. I buzzed the intercom. “Anyone in there? We need weapons.” I stepped back so the camera could see me. The doors slid open.
Keller and I rushed inside. Sailors of all rates in EVA suits, some armored, some not, stuffed magazines into pouches and pockets while others filled empty magazines at workbenches in the middle of the wide room. A nervous young sailor bit her nails inside the window to the arms room.
“We need better weapons,” I said to her, waving the Caliphate submachine next to my head.
“O-okay. I just need you to fill out these forms.” She reached for a comm-pad.
“Are you fucking kidding me? The ship’s been boarded! Look how much blood is on his armor! That’s not his. We killed ten people to get here.” I pointed to Keller who did a showy pose for the terrified sailor, flashing bloody armor panels from multiple angles. “Give me a weapon now!”
An older man, with a lot more rank on his collar, stepped to the window and grunted. “Give them whatever they need. Screw the paperwork,” he said before disappearing again.
My comm-pad buzzed as we waited for the tech. A message from Ava popped up with an attached news story with the headline URS Cincinnatus engaged with Caliphate forces. “Shit,” I mumbled.
“What?” asked Keller. I showed him my comm-pad’s screen. “Yeah, so?”
“So, Ava’s probably panicking.”

“I mean, shit is kind of bad up here.”

“Okay, so you’re not allowed to talk if she calls.”

“If she calls? Turn off those notifications, Aurelius! Your system should be in operations mode!”
Keller was right, and I made a show of tapping commands on the device, which satisfied him, but I didn’t silence the notifications, instead pulling up Ava’s full message. Are you okay? Is how it began before going off into a panicked ramble.
Everything is fine. The situation is being handled. That was the closest I could come to the truth of the situation. A response popped up immediately: Can I call?
Switching to voice to text and making sure Keller couldn’t hear me, I replied, “No. It’s too noisy here.” Which was true. “I’m fine. I promise.”
If you say so… can you check in with me so that I know you’re okay? I’m scared, James.
That was a punch to the gut. “Yeah, I can do that. They’ve got me helping the Navy guys.” Also, technically true, but holy shit, did leaving out some key details make me feel like a real piece of crap. A splatter of blood across my armor caught my attention. Thinking about Ava, the most innocent, sweet person in my life and what I’d just done to those people on the way to armory fucked with me hard. “I’ll do my best to keep in touch. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”
Please be careful, James.
The weapons tech brought us SA5Ks, short-barreled versions of the Navy and Marine Corps next-gen service rifle along with ten magazines of frangible two-stage ammo each. We dialed the projectile velocity modulators, or PVMs, just past supersonic, which combined with the frangible ammo, would prevent us from shooting through the hull.
As we tucked magazines into our pouches, I noticed a familiar face at one of the workbenches across the room. A black-haired woman with icy blue eyes and a determined scowl on her face used a speed loader to ram rounds into magazines for her MP12. She wore the olive-drab dress uniform of a Persian Army officer. I stomped over to her, pushing sailors out of my way in the cramped walkways. “What the fuck are you doing here, Nahid?”
She looked up, startled at first, but regained her composure. “And who might you be, Praetorian?”
I pulled my helmet off.
Nahid scoffed and smirked. “Aurelius. Been a while. I see you’ve been promoted since Venus. Congratulations, but still just a regular Praetorian? Figured you’d be a shoo-in for the Varinigians.”
I ignored the jab since I had been selected. “I said, what the fuck are you doing here?”
“I’m the intelligence liaison for the Persian Army down on the ground. We are part of the coalition pushing Caliphate troops out of the Anatolian Khanate, so we’re allies.”
“There a problem here?” asked a UR Navy officer in blue fatigues.
“Why is a Persian spy on this ship, sir?” I asked, not breaking eye contact with the still-smirking Nahid.
“Colonel Lashghari is a guest on this ship, Corporal. You will treat her with respect due to her rank and as an ally of the United Free Republics of Terra. Hey! Eyes on me, Marine!” I snapped my attention to the officer. He glared daggers at me. His name tape read: FABIUS. A fucking Patrician… Bet he plans on staying locked up tight in this armory. “You understand me, Marine?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” He turned to Nahid. “I’m sorry, Colonel. Sometimes these jarheads get a little rowdy.”
“No apologies needed, Lieutenant. Actually, I could use their help if you don’t mind,” said Nahid, flashing her perfect teeth as she smiled and cocked her head slightly to the side. “I could use an escort to the bridge. I believe I would be more useful there.”
No. Nope. Fuck no. Not again.
“Of course, ma’am,” said the Lieutenant. “Just let me inform the command team.” He stepped away, raising his comm-pad to his ear.
I stared at Nahid. She gave me a crooked smile back. I could see the wheels turning in her eyes. She was up to something. But what?
“You’re all clear, ma’am. These two have been officially assigned as your escorts.”
I pulled my helmet on to hide the coming eye roll and stream of profanity.
Nothing could ever be easy.
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Nahid donned a standard-issue navy blue EVA suit before leaving the armory. I argued against that, as it would let her blend into the ship’s crew if we lost her. But Nahid flashed her chilling blue eyes at that officer and the argument was lost. It drove me crazy how weak-willed some men could be in the presence of a beautiful woman.
Keller took point as we moved through the ship. Nahid moved behind him and I took up the rear, not wanting to let that snake out of my sight.
Our HUDs showed us the way toward the bridge. Gunfire echoed throughout the ship, but Nahid steered us away from it, frustrating Keller and me. Part of me thought she was intentionally running us around rather than letting us help the crew fend off the boarders so that the Caliphate troops could get a foothold. Very few marines were on board and the navy crew wasn’t trained for close-quarters combat like we were. No. The Caliphate and Persia hate each other. But I didn’t trust her. Whatever she was doing, it wouldn’t be good for us.
“Turn right up here,” said Nahid.
“Right?” asked Keller. “That’s not the way to the bridge.”
“We’re not going to the bridge.”
“Okay. That’s it,” I said. “What’s going on, Nahid?”
I could feel the smug smile directed at me from behind her reflective visor. “You want to know the truth?”
“Yeah. That’d be nice, but it’s you, so I’m guessing that’s not really an option.”
She pulled up a video feed on her comm-pad. A Caliphate black ops team, like one we’d run into on Venus, moved through the ship. “We’re chasing them. They’re heading for engineering. The Caliphate wants the new engines your government developed.”
“Wait… Are they… Does this have anything to do with the Venus mission?”
“No. It’s not a faster-than-light drive, but it’s damn fast. Faster than anything else out there. So are you going to help me kill them or let them steal your navy’s new toy?”
“How are they going to steal an engine?” asked Keller.
Nahid and I turned to Keller. “Is he serious?” asked Nahid.
“He’s not the brightest. Still just a Specialist,” I replied.
“Fuck you both!”
“They’re not stealing the engine,” said Nahid. “They’re stealing the specs for it.”
“Can’t they just plug in anywhere on the ship and steal the data?” asked Keller.
“It’s not that simple. And I don’t have time to explain. Are you two helping me or not?”
Keller looked at me and shrugged. “Your call, Corporal.”
“What a time to finally respect my rank.” I watched the Caliphate team on Nahid’s comm-pad gun down a group of sailors. “Yeah. Let’s go get these assholes, but we need to let command know.”
“They already know,” said Nahid.
“Right,” I said, then keyed my comm. “Cincinnatus security, Praetorian team. We’re with Colonel Lashghari. We’ve found a Caliphate strike team moving toward engineering. Please advise.”
“Praetorians, all security forces are tied up. Eliminate that team before they get to engineering!”
“Roger, ma’am. Praetorians out.”
“Let’s go, boys,” said Nahid as she charged off toward engineering.
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We tracked the black ops team through the ship, winding through side corridors and narrow passageways. Keller and I wanted to jump into every firefight we bypassed, but Nahid was quick to remind us that the clock was ticking, and the black ops team was moving toward engineering almost unopposed.
“So is Nahid single? Married? What’s going on there?” asked Keller over a private comm channel.
“Are you fucking serious right now? We’re neck deep in the shit, and you’re worried about getting laid?”
“Come on, man. Can you blame me? She’s fucking gorgeous!”
“You’re not my type,” said Nahid dryly.
I guess our private channel isn’t so private…
Keller, who was totally unacquainted with the feelings of rejection or shame, responded. “You haven’t even seen me. Wait till I get this armor off. I’m everyone’s type.”
“Men aren’t my type. Now shut up and focus.”
We slowed to a combat glide as we rolled into the last passageway before engineering. I stepped past Nahid so I could pop the next corner right on Keller’s heels. The camera feed showed nine men in the Caliphate squad, and they had armor at least as good as ours. We’d need to establish fire superiority in the opening split second of the engagement or we’d be toast.
Keller stopped short of the corner, weapon in his left shoulder, muzzle up but not sticking past. I stacked on him and waited for Nahid. She squeezed my shoulder. I passed the signal to Keller, and he popped the corner swinging wide to his left to allow room for Nahid and me. His SA5K went cyclic as he dumped rounds into the group of Caliphate soldiers setting a breaching charge on the blast doors to engineering twenty meters away.
The charge blew and two soldiers rushed in. I added my weapon to the cacophony of outgoing fire a split second later, sidestepping to my left as Nahid rolled the corner and started blasting. We stayed online in a slow smooth combat glide toward the Caliphate operators. One more got inside the door, but the rest were pinned by our fire.
“Loading!” shouted Keller as he dumped his expended forty-round magazine, smoothly inserted another, and slammed the bolt home. He picked up the fire just as my weapon ran dry.
“Loading!” I shouted. By then, over half the Caliphate team had fallen. The others stumbled backward, caught off guard by the overwhelming attack. I got my carbine back in the fight, switching to controlled bursts rather than the cyclic hosing we’d given them on the first mag.
A Caliphate operator got a shot off before a burst from my carbine smashed into the notch of his neck and walked up his face, the final round cracking his visor but not penetrating. He fell, clutching his neck. Nahid finished him off before reloading her own weapon. A round slammed into my chest plate, knocking me back and pushing all the air out of my chest.
Keller and Nahid picked up their fire to compensate until I caught up and unloaded on the offending Caliphate soldier. We were within five meters and only two soldiers were left. One lay on the ground trying to push a dead comrade off him and the other struggled to raise his weapon with a wounded arm. My carbine ran dry again.
I jumped forward at the wounded soldier and took him to the deck. I heard his scream through his helmet as his wounded arm bent unnaturally under the weight of my armor with a sickening crack. Either Nahid or Keller put down the other man, then both ran into the room while I finished off the guy I had pinned by ripping his helmet off and slamming his face into the deck, shattering his skull and turning his head into a mushy mess. A few seconds and a blistering amount of outgoing firing later, Keller stepped back out and offered a hand.
“Nice kill, bro!” said Keller.
I tried to blink away the image in front of me, suddenly fully conscious of what I’d just done. The man’s head plopped onto the deck when I let go of the broken bag of meat and bone. I shook my arm like a scared child trying to fling a spider off. Wiping the blood off my comm-pad showed a new message from Ava. My stomach churned and an intense pain shot through my eye and into my head as I considered what she would think of what I just did.
Still okay?
“Yeah. All good here.”
“What?” asked Keller.
I’d forgotten to shut off my comm when I replied to Ava. “Nothing. I’m good, man. You two good?”
“Yeah. Good thing Caliphate special forces are no better than your regular troops,” said Nahid.
I ignored her. “Cincinnatus security, Praetorian. We’ve stopped the team trying to breach engineering. Orders?”
“Stay put and hold that position.” Gunfire rattled in the background of her transmission. “More Caliphate troops heading your way.”
“Roger. Moving inside.” Keller and I stepped into what was basically a big locker room with high-tech showers. Three dead Caliphate troopers lay in the center of the room. In the far corner, thirty meters away, a group of sailors in yellow EVA suits lay in a pool of blood and broken tech. We’d been too late to save them, but at least the Caliphate didn’t have time to dig around in the ship’s systems.
“What’s the status of the engineering techs?” asked Cincinnatus security.
“KIA,” I replied.
A long pause came over the comm. “Any chance either of you are trained on starship engines?”
“Negative, ma’am. Weapons and recon are our specializations.”
“I am,” said Nahid.
“Colonel Lashghari?” asked the security officer.
“Yes.”
“Wait one.” Another long pause. “Colonel, command has given authorization for you to scrub the systems down there in the event we’re about to be overrun. Can you do that, ma’am?”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Sending you authorization codes, Colonel. Corporal Aurelius, you are to watch over the Colonel and verify she completes only the task assigned.”
“Don’t trust me?” asked Nahid.
“Sorry, ma’am. Standard protocol when letting a non-authorized user into the system. Get ready. Boarding teams are closing in fast. Hold them off from the warm room.”
“Is this the warm room?” asked Keller.
I shrugged.
Nahid sighed. “Yes, idiots. Beyond those doors.” She gestured to a set of heavy blast doors painted with a black and yellow hazard warning. “Is the hot zone. You go in there without a radiation suit, and you die. Out here is where the techs suit up and decon. So hot.” She pointed to the blast doors again, then waved her arms in circles at the room we stood in. “Warm. Get it?”
“Yeah, got it,” I said. “Now, let’s try to fortify this death trap a little.” The room was large; my HUD measured the dimensions as roughly fifty meters by thirty meters. Piles of hardened crates sat on pallets along the aft wall. “Think those will stop a bullet?”
Keller walked over and opened one, slapping the shell. “They’re hardened against vacuum and small space debris strikes, so probably.”
Nahid held security on the door while Keller and I pushed the pallets across the deck, making an ear-splitting screech that our integrated hearing protection muffled. I didn’t think Nahid’s helmet had the same capability based on the way she twitched every time we gave a pallet a shove. That made me smile.
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The first wave of Caliphate troops lasted all of thirty seconds against us. They hit our position moments after Keller and I finished pushing the last pallet into place. Nahid’s MP12 barked the first warning of their arrival. Keller and I stepped behind cover and raised our weapons to engage. Only two targets remained, Caliphate marines in standard non-powered combat armor. We took one each with clean headshots. Nahid had dropped three before we had a chance to turn around. I didn’t trust the woman, but she was damn good in a fight.
An explosion rocked the Cincinnatus, worse than the others so far, sending Nahid flying into a bulkhead. Keller and I stumbled, but the sheer mass of our ExoFrames kept us in place. The compartment went dark. Our visors adjusted, switching to night vision. Nahid groaned and pulled herself up. With a series of unsteady steps, she set up behind our improvised cover.
“What was that?” I asked.
Nahid shrugged, clearly still disoriented from her tumble. The command net buzzed to life, overriding our private comm line.
“All units be advised, our last engine is down. Standby for further orders.”
“Shit. That’s not good,” said Keller.
Nahid shook her head.
“Praetorian, security. Wipe the drives and slag the hot room.”
“Moving,” said Nahid. She slung her weapon and logged onto the engineering computer system.
Nahid input commands fast, and I had no idea what I was seeing on the screen. “What are you doing? Slow down.”
“What your command told me.” I could hear the smug smile on her face. “We’re clearly about to get overrun, so I have to go fast.”
“Contact!” shouted Keller. His SA5K dumped rounds at incoming Caliphate troops. I took a step but looked back at Nahid and the station she furiously tapped commands into.
“Might want to help him. I need some time, and you don’t know what you’re looking at.”
Her comment burned me up, but it was true. I rushed back to the pallets as Keller smoked two Caliphate marines who’d just rushed into the room. Another pair came in. Keller and I each put one down before they could get a shot.
“How you doing back there, Nahid?” I asked. She tapped away at the console, completely absorbed with her task. A round cracked past my head.
We engaged another team entering the warm room. Keller was already firing short, controlled bursts, each one killing an attacking marine. The next group was more of the conscripts we’d dealt with earlier. They kept coming, and we kept mowing them down. The Caliphate’s strategy seemed to be to keep throwing expendable troops at us until we ran out of ammo. Eventually, it would work.
“Done!” shouted Nahid. She ran back to our position and joined the fight. She fired two bursts, helping us finish off the latest push. “We’ve gotta get out of here. The reactor is about to meltdown.”
“Won’t that destroy the ship?” I shouted.
“Probably not. Should just turn everything in there to molten junk, but we don’t want to be here when it happens.”
“Fair enough. Let’s go!”
Keller and I charged forward, running and gunning. Our sudden counterattack threw the Caliphate troops into a panic. They ran. By the time we reached the door, they were bolting down the passageway. We shot them in the back until the survivors were out of sight.
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The Caliphate troops must have thought we’d given up and retreated because they didn’t try to pursue. Instead, they rushed toward engineering as soon as we were clear. We moved into a maintenance passage, with Nahid being last in. She lingered at the door.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“I want to watch this.”
“Watch what?”
A bright flash and wave of fire spewed out of engineering, burning the Caliphate troops running through the door. Their screams sent a chill down my spine. Nahid cackled and closed the door before the heat wave hit us and took off down the narrow corridor. Lights went out, and we levitated in place. A few moments later, dim red emergency lighting filled the corridor, and we drifted back to the deck. Everything felt lighter. I tried a small hop, launching myself into the low ceiling.
“Guess we’re operating less than 1G now?” I asked.
“We’re on backup power,” said Nahid. “Systems will still work, just less well.”
“All personnel be advised, the Mubarizun has been destroyed!” shouted a male voice over the command net, breaking with comm etiquette and allowing emotion to show in his voice. The ship rocked and alarms blared. Static buzzed over the comm.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Oh, shit,” said Nahid, staring at her comm-pad. “The ship took too much damage. The core meltdown cracked the ship’s spine, and more decks are venting atmosphere. Just a matter of time before the ship breaks apart.”
“All personnel,” continued the voice over the command net. “Move to escape pods. We are abandoning ship. Say again: move to escape pods. Abandon ship.”
“Now what?” asked Keller.
“Praetorian, Security. Good job with engineering. We need you on the bridge ASAP. The Caliphate is hitting it hard and command staff is trapped.”
“Roger. We’ll head that way. Praetorian out.” Sounds of gunfire echoed in the passageways outside.
“Let’s go!” shouted Keller, holding out his fist. I bumped it and he hopped, hitting the ceiling just as I had. We looked at Nahid.
“Count me in,” she said, her voice excited, amped up.
Maybe I was wrong about her? She’d stacked bodies and gotten the mission done right next to us so far, with multiple chances to run off or stab us in the back, but hadn’t.
We snaked through the tight quarters, making our way toward the bridge. The sound of gunfire intensified as we approached. We burst out into a wide passageway behind a group of Caliphate marines huddled behind a tipped-over hover lift. We made short work of them and used the lift as cover to engage another group of Caliphate soldiers.
A squad outfitted in black armor with powered exoskeletons traded fire with unseen UR forces. I may as well have walked up and taken a piss on their boots for all the good my first burst did against them. Rounds glanced harmlessly off the closest trooper’s shoulder armor and helmet. All I did was piss him off. He returned fire. I ducked, pulling Nahid down as rounds whizzed over our heads.
“Crank up your PVMs!” I said, ratcheting my own up to full strength.
“What about punching holes in the ship?” asked Keller. Rounds ricocheted off the lift.
“It already has holes in it!” I popped around the corner, staying as low to the deck as I could. The black armored shock troops bounded forward. Two hung back, laying down covering fire while two others charged. I placed my carbine’s reticle over the gap between the chest plate and helmet, then let a three-round burst go. Two caught him in the throat and the last impacted the bottom of the helmet. I don’t know if the last round penetrated, but it didn’t matter. He tumbled head over heels, dead.
The other charging trooper spotted me, but I fired before he got his weapon up. Two bursts ended him as well. I rolled back behind cover as the other two troopers shifted their fire toward me. Rounds tore up the deck where I’d just been, but their change in target gave Keller and Nahid a chance to pop up and engage, putting an end to them as well.
I stood but got knocked forward as something slammed into my back. Something else hit me as I tried to pull myself up. Keller’s SA5K went cyclic. My vision faded in and out as I tried to drag myself up again.
Caliphate conscripts charged out of the maintenance passage we’d come from. I brought my carbine up and fired. Two dropped from my single three-round burst, but they were right on top of us. One grabbed my carbine. I squeezed the trigger, killing the man next to him, and pulled hard with my right hand while swinging with my left, breaking his skull and sending his body flying into another conscript. I chicken-winged my carbine and fired it in short bursts while swatting those who got too close with my free hand.
My SA5K bolt locked. I let it hang and pulled my knife, grabbing the closest conscript and plunging my blade into his abdomen, right below his plate carrier. I pushed his lifeless body away and grabbed another, jamming my knife through the bottom of his jaw and into the roof of his mouth. I pulled the knife out and threw him forward, creating enough space to get my carbine back up, dumping the empty mag and inserting another. With a long burst, I ripped apart a tightly packed group who’d just come through the maintenance exit.
Others still inside turned and ran. Keller finished off the stragglers still in the main passageway with us. To my left, Nahid struggled with two conscripts on the ground, holding her own against two bigger opponents, but just barely. I shot one in the head, toppling him over, but the other was too entwined with Nahid for me to fire. Grabbing the conscript by his long hair, I pulled him up and stuck the barrel of my carbine in his mouth. I pulled the trigger. His brains exploded out the back of his head and his body fell to the ground, leaving me holding just his scalp. I tossed it to the side and helped Nahid up.
“Thanks,” she said.
“No problem. Let’s move.” Around the next corner, the battle still raged. We passed Navy security forces who’d been trading blows with the black armored troops tending to their wounded. They cheered and shouted their thanks as we passed.
Nahid moved out front as we rounded the corner. Her MP12 belted out rounds as we dove into the fight for the main entrance to the bridge. Keller and I took up positions on either side of her and fired single shot, dropping a mix of Caliphate marines and elite shock troops. We moved to a pop-up security barrier, and kept up a steady stream of fire, chewing up the flank of the Caliphate attack on the bridge. They adjusted and returned fire, keeping us from moving any further. We sat at a stalemate with the Caliphate, getting a kill here and there and ducking behind cover more than I’d like. After several minutes of this, the command net buzzed.
“Cincinnatus Actual, Khaos,” said a very familiar voice.
“Go for Cincinnatus Actual.”
“I’ve touched down in your hangar bay with a fire team of Raiders. Where do you need us?”
“Get to the bridge, Khaos. We need all the help we can get.”
“Woo!” shouted Keller as he let loose a long burst of fire. “Raiders inbound!”
“We should try to flank these guys,” said Nahid. “They’re getting the upper hand on NavSec.”
She was right. In the time we’d been stuck behind this barrier, Caliphate troops had pushed on the bridge twice and almost made it inside on the second attempt. Only a lucky flashbang from inside the bridge and a nasty crossfire from us and Navy security forces stopped the Caliphate push. “Okay. What’s your plan, ma’am?”
“Ma’am? Corporal Aurelius, did you just show me some respect?”
“Do you have a plan or not?”
“Yeah. Keller lays down cover while you and I charge the marines shooting from that compartment.” Colonel Lashghari pointed to a doorway with a muzzle sticking out of it, firing toward the bridge.
I fired a single shot at the weapon, knocking it out of its owner’s hands. “Let’s go. Keller, lay down some cover!”
Keller laid the hate while Nahid and I sprinted along the edge of the passageway toward our target. I got there first and popped the corner, dropping two marines with well-placed hammer pairs. Nahid followed close behind me, killing another. Her MP12 ran dry. Rather than reloading, she swung it like a club, knocking another enemy on his back. She leaped on top of him, bringing the butt of her SMG down on his face with a loud crunch. Nahid kept pounding the marine’s face with the SMG, though he was already dead. I put two rounds in the chest of the last man in the room, my hypersonic rounds easily piercing his standard-issue body armor.
A panel opened in the wall that we hadn’t noticed. A soldier in black, powered armor ran through. He raised his rifle, ready to engage Nahid. I pushed her out of the way, stepping between her and the black armored trooper. We both fired. His tight hammer pair smashed into my chest plate, knocking me backward as I fired back. The rounds walked across his torso, knocking him down too.
I lay on the deck trying to catch my breath, but wasn’t getting any air. My left arm burned. Nahid hopped up and mag dumped into the wounded Caliphate soldier. Warnings blared in my helmet about decreasing blood pressure and rapid heart rate. An auto-tourniquet in my undersuit clamped down on my left arm. Nahid appeared over me.
“Shit. Hold on, Aurelius.” She reached into my outdated individual first aid kit and pulled a long syringe. It was a hemostatic agent, but lacked the regenerative nanobots in medfoam. “This’ll have to do.” She jammed the needle into my arm. I screamed as the wound burned closed.
A bright white light flooded my visor and my helmet’s audio system tried and failed to muffle a loud bang. Nahid’s MP12 went cyclic. An intense, high-pitched whine rang in my ears. Everything spun. I couldn’t get up. A few seconds later, it went quiet, except for the damn ringing. Blinking several times, spots appeared where there had been only bright white. A hand grabbed my chest and shook it. “Nahid?” I asked.
“Who’s Nahid?” asked a voice I didn’t recognize. Gunfire echoed all around me. I still couldn’t see.
“Get him stable! We’ll need every gun we’ve got to push on the bridge.” That sounded like… Coleman? What was he doing here? Something jabbed me in the arm. It burned worse than the syringe Nahid hit me with.
“Hey! Hey!” said the first voice. “Snap out of it, marine!”
I blinked, bringing the faint outline of someone in a newer ExoFrame into view. A few more blinks and I could make out the grays and blacks of the armor. “I’m good,” I said. “I’m good.” I moved my arm. It still hurt like hell, but it felt usable. I stood, a little shaky, but stable enough. Commander John Coleman, who I hadn’t seen since the trip to Venus, stood behind the Raider corpsman who’d helped me, while two more Raiders and Keller sprayed rounds down the corridor.
“Nahid was here?” asked Coleman.
“Yeah. She was. Where is she?”
“Gone by the time we got here. Did she shoot you?”
“No. She saved me,” I said, searching the room for any sign of her.
“Let’s push!” shouted one of the Raiders.
“Time to get back in the fight, Aurelius,” said Coleman.
We took cover and laid down suppressive fire with Keller as the Raiders bounded forward, firing as they went and dropping targets. They got set, and it was our turn to bound up. We didn’t fire as we went. None of us were good enough to pull off precision shots while in a dead sprint. We pushed to the bridge entrance, slid into cover, and hammered the enemy with well-aimed fire. The Caliphate troops couldn’t take the beating anymore. Once the last elite black armored trooper fell, the rest retreated.
One of the Raiders took charge. His nameplate read MADURO with a Gunnery Sergeant insignia next to it. “Gadson, Schmidt, escort the bridge crew to escape pods. Take one of the Praetorians with you.”
“Aye, Gunny!” replied Gadson. She rounded up the sailors and moved out. Keller went with them while I sat against a bridge console, fading in and out. My HUD told me my blood pressure was low.
“Stay with me, kid,” said Coleman, as he bent down to check on me. “I’m gonna get you out of this. Already lost too many good people today. I’m not losing anymore. Just gotta do one thing first.” He plugged his comm-pad into the console I leaned against while darkness crept in around my peripheral vision. “Got it. Let’s go.”
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I faded in and out as I struggled after Coleman and Gunny Maduro to the hangar bay. Luckily, we didn’t run into any more Caliphate troops. A Shrike dropship waited for us. Coleman helped me aboard and a corpsman laid me down next to a marine, who I thought must be dead given how still he was, but after a few seconds, I noticed his chest rise and fall. He was a regular, wearing standard combat armor. Blood covered his whole left side. Coleman and Maduro scrolled through a comm-pad.
“Fuck. They got it,” said Coleman. He pointed to the screen. “Look here.”
I closed my eyes and started to drift off as the corpsman did his work. Not long passed before someone shook me awake. Coleman stood over me with his helmet off.
“Aurelius, did the Caliphate troops access the computers in engineering?”
I tried to answer, but only managed a grunt.
“This is important, Aurelius. Did the Caliphate get the engine data?”
I shook my head no.
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. Coleman paced back-and-forth mumbling to himself as the Shrike lifted off. He stopped suddenly. “Nahid, what did you do?” My comm pinged. I unlocked it, expecting a message from Ava, of which there were several, along with missed calls. Fuck. But that hadn’t been the message that caused the ping. A text message from an unknown sender with an attached file sat at the top of my inbox:
GET THIS TO COLEMAN. WE’RE EVEN NOW.
-NL
The attached file name read: ENSIGN-LABELLE-HELMET-MIC. My finger hovered over it, but I didn’t open it. “Hey, Coleman.”
He grunted but didn’t look up. “Coleman, I got a message from Nahid.” That got his attention. “Does the name Ensign Labelle mean anything to you?”
“No. Let me see.” Coleman snatched my comm-pad. His eyes went wide as inspected the message and opened the file. A pained female voice came from the comm-pad.
“Fuck you. I did the hard thing, and I stopped you.”
“The outcome is the same,” replied an older male voice that I swear I’d heard before. “The Shenzhou fleet is mobilizing to engage Caliphate ground, air, and space assets.”
A raspy groan was the only reply, then the male voice spoke again.
“I was never going to let any of you off that ship, anyway. Too many loose ends. Goodbye, Ensign.”
“Oh no. No. No. No. This can’t be!” said Coleman, his pitch and volume rising with each word.
“What?” I asked, but Coleman didn’t respond. “Coleman! What is it? What did Nahid do? And what do the Shenzhou have to do with anything?”
“She stole the engine data, but she gave us something in return…” His voice trailed off.
“What is it?” I asked, my vision fading. A Raider corpsman rushed over to me.
“Shit! You’re bleeding again!”
He injected me with something. It made me woozy. The corpsman worked frantically over me. I craned my head around, trying to see Coleman. “What… did she give us?” I slurred.
Coleman hesitated, still in shock over the information he took in, then his head slowly rose. “A much bigger war if we don’t play this right.”
I wanted to ask a million follow-up questions, but whatever the corpsman gave me took full effect and my lights went out.
***
When I woke up, my head throbbed and my whole body ached, like someone had used me as a punching bag while I’d been out. Rather than the padded interior of my ExoFrame, coarse linens rubbed against my bare skin. The room came into focus as I blinked away the gunk in my eyes. Beds lined the walls of the dimly lit infirmary, every one of them occupied or with curtains drawn around. It was quiet, except for the low-pitched beeps and pneumatic puffs made by various medical devices throughout the room. Keller, wearing a plain navy blue jumpsuit, snored, slumped over in a chair next to my bed.
To my left sat a cart with a device pushing fluids into me via a series of tubes going into my arm. On a lower shelf sat a comm-pad, my comm-pad. Ava. How long have I been out? Without thinking, I reached for the comm-pad using the arm with all the tubes in it. Big mistake. White hot fire shot through the bruised-up limb and I laid back down, stifling a scream. I tried again with my good arm and grabbed the comm-pad.
Dozens of messages and missed calls from Ava filled my screen. Shit. The time in the upper corner of the screen read 2136, 8 June 2410. I started typing out a message to let her know I was okay when she called.
“James!” Tears streamed down her face in the holo projection, every one of them feeling like a knife to my chest as I watched, helpless, from the infirmary bed. “I thought you were dead. T-the news. It said the Cinicinnatus was destroyed!” she shrieked.
“Is that James?” called a voice from the background, my dad’s.
“Yes!” said Ava.
I groaned as both my parents appeared in the holo on either side of Ava. My mom rubbed her face with a tissue and seemed to be barely holding it together. My dad stroked his beard, a nervous tick of his I’d noticed even as a kid.
“Hey, guys,” I croaked, my voice dry and hoarse. After a couple of coughs, I tried again. “Just got a little banged up. Docs are taking care of me.”
“Glad to hear it, buddy!” said my dad, emotionally turning on a dime and launching into a monologue about work and the sports teams he followed. My mom joined in, updating me on family gossip that I didn’t give two shits about, but I lay in the infirmary bed and listened patiently.
Ava sat quietly throughout, alternating between clutching the front of her shirt and wiping tears away from her face. Eventually, my parents wandered off, back to whatever they’d been doing before. Ava choked as she tried to speak.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“You lied to me!” Tears rolled freely down her eyes again as she spat the words at me.
I balled my fists, shooting another shock of pain up my injured arm. “The Caliphate boarded the ship. Things got bad, but I’m okay. And so is Patrick.” I panned my comm-pad around to show the sleeping soldier.
“Did you guys have to…” her voice trailed off, and she looked away, rubbing her eyes. She turned back toward the camera and tried to speak again, but choked back tears.
It was my turn to look away.
“Oh, James.” Ava’s voice softened. “I’m sorry. That must have been so terrible to have to hurt someone like that. I can’t even imagine.”
My insides tied themselves in knots and some unseen force pressed against my head. I couldn’t tell her the truth, that I liked fighting, liked killing the enemy, that it was the highest high I’d ever felt in my life. She wouldn’t understand, no one back home would.
Closing my eyes and taking a few deep breaths, my stomach settled and the pressure in my head lessened. “It is terrible.” And, when I said that, I meant it, but not in the sense that she thought. The thought of my sister viewing me as a monster who enjoyed killing was terrible, the most terrible thing I could imagine.
We talked a bit longer, both of us attempting to lighten the mood, eventually crying our eyes out and ending with Ava making me promise to never lie to her again. We ended the call, and I laid back in the bed, closing my eyes.
“She okay?” asked Keller. He sat on the edge of his chair, elbows on knees and head in hands.
“No, but she will be, eventually.” After a long pause, I asked, “Where are we?”
“Luna shipyards. Docs said you should be good to start the low-G warfare course next week.”
“Good.” I’d honestly completely forgotten about that. It seemed like such a little thing to worry about after the conversation with Ava. “Is Coleman gone?”
“Who?”
“The guy in the regular Marine Combat Armor who showed up with the Raiders.”
“Probably. They ran off to do whatever it was they needed to do when the docs rushed you into surgery.” Keller stretched and patted his stomach. “I’m going to run to the galley. Want anything?”
“No. I’m good.”
Keller nodded and walked off.
I lay there and thought about the message from Nahid and the audio file attached to it. I didn’t have any idea who the female voice had been, but I’d heard the man’s before. But where? With no way to get in touch with Coleman, I’d probably never know. I tried to let go of the thought and go back to sleep, but it buzzed around my head like a fly on a hot summer day. And… what did Coleman mean about a bigger war?
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