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Society in every state is a blessing, but government, even in its best stage, is but a necessary evil; in its worst state an intolerable one.
-Thomas Paine



Excerpt from the memoirs of General Elias Holm, Commandant, Alliance Marine Corps:
 
Persis. It was…it still is…a major Caliphate sector capital
and one of their most important colonies. The system is a choke point, a nexus of half a dozen warp gates leading to almost everywhere worthwhile in Caliphate space. It is a massively valuable piece of interstellar real estate, utterly crucial to the Caliphate, and that’s why we were there. The Second Frontier War had been raging for more than a decade, and the scars of battle were everywhere. Tens of thousands of soldiers – and an uncounted number of civilians – were dead, buried in the sands they’d fought to conquer or defend. Dozens of worlds lay in ruins, the battlefields where the Superpowers fought their seemingly never-ending struggle.
The scale of operations, like the colonial holdings of the Powers, had grown enormously
in the years since the previous war, and ten years of all-out effort had driven the combatants to the brink of economic collapse. The fleets were worn down, damaged vessels backed up at the shipyards and new construction unable to keep pace with combat losses. The ground forces had savaged each other in a hundred battles, the few surviving veterans pushed to the breaking point. There was growing starvation in the slums of Earth and hordes of refugees in the colonies, as more and more resources were poured into keeping exhausted armies and navies in the fight. Something had to give…the war had degenerated into a stalemate, one that was strangling all the participants. The invasion of Persis was designed to break that deadlock.
The operation was General Worthington’s brainchild. It was an audacious undertaking, by far the most ambitious planetary assault ever attempted
up to that time. Persis had been considered one of the “untouchables,” a world sufficiently developed to fight off any mobile assault one of the Powers could launch. But no one had ever called “Viper” Worthington timid. His perfectly planned and executed lightning strikes had brought the Alliance back from the brink of defeat early in the war. At Persis, he would launch the most daring assault of his career, and it would win the war for the Alliance. But that brilliant victory would not be without cost…in blood and treasure, of course…but also in disillusionment and despair.
As a Marine you plan for anything…anything but being abandoned by your own government,
left to die at the hands of your enemy, written off as the price of an advantageous peace. The fighting on Persis was brutal, hard on everyone who served there. But it became a nightmare for the Marines of the 3rd
Battalion…the men and women it was my privilege to lead during those fateful days.
Marines stare into the gates of hell every day; it’s what we do. But on Persis, we went through those gates…and we came out on the other side. At least some of us did…



Chapter 1
 
Serapis Ridge
HQ – Force Hammer
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day One
 
“Alright, 3rd Battalion, let’s get moving.” Captain Elias Holm turned slowly, looking out over the deep valleys on both sides of the position. The ridge was ideal terrain, a long stretch of upland with a narrow depression running right down the center. Perfect cover. If the enemy wanted to move his people off this high ground they were going to have to throw one hell of a lot of force in to do it…that much was certain. Holm knew they didn’t have that much to spare, not without dangerously weakening their main line. His people had landed at a weak point, kilometers behind the enemy’s primary defensive axis.
“You all know what to do.” Holm snapped out his orders over the unitwide com. “Nothing’s changed, so get to work. I want everybody in position now.” There were landers scattered all around the ridge, and some of his platoons were still unloading and shaking out into formation. He had to get the rest of the battalion up onto the high ground and in position. If the enemy hit them while they were still forming up, he’d throw away every advantage gained by the surprise landing.
You’re running the battalion now, he thought, scolding himself, not your company. You should have gone through the company commanders, not direct on the open com. The other captains had almost certainly already ordered their platoons into position – he could only confuse things by micromanaging. You’ve got good people under you, he reminded himself forcefully…let them do their damned jobs.
The battalion had dropped behind enemy lines and seized the high ground south of the capital city of Tamiar, a high risk operation, but one with a huge potential payoff. Persis was a must-hold for the Caliphate…and the planet’s capital was the logistical center of the entire defensive effort. By threatening Tamiar and cutting its supply lines to the Caliphate field forces, the Marines disrupted the planetwide defense network and seized the initiative. But it was a dangerous move, a knife’s edge maneuver that could easily end in disaster. The battalion was deep in enemy territory, cut off far from any support. Holm knew his people were on their own.
The rest of 2nd Brigade was going to drive toward the battalion from the main Alliance positions to the north, hopefully taking advantage of the enemy’s disorder to slice deeply into the defensive lines. If the plan held, the two forces would link up on day fifteen, cutting the enemy army in two and opening the way for a combined advance on the capital.
Nothing had gone according to plan yet, though. The landing had been a surprise, and the enemy response was late and largely ineffective. Only three landers were hit coming in, but one of them was Major Wheeler’s. The battalion lost its CO before the first Marine hit ground.
Captain Jones was next. His company landed first, and they immediately ran into a small enemy strongpoint. They took it out, but not before they suffered half a dozen casualties…including Jones. That put Holm in overall command before his boat even landed, and no Marine considered it a good omen when a mission lost two commanders in less than twenty minutes.
Holm was a veteran captain, but running a battalion was a big jump up in complexity from commanding a company. Especially when that battalion was on its own, the centerpiece of a difficult and dangerous operation deep in enemy territory.
Holm could hear the sound of his heavy breathing echoing loudly in his helmet. The pounding of his heart was forceful too, and it rattled in his ears. He’d known, theoretically at least, that he was third in command. Certainly, the possibility of inheriting the battalion was something he’d considered. Marines took losses, after all, sometimes very heavy ones. But he wasn’t prepared for it to happen less than 15 minutes in. Now he had 700 Marines, an entire reinforced assault battalion, shaken by the command losses they’d suffered and looking to him for leadership.
“Captain Clinton, I want your autocannons up and ready to fire in six-zero seconds.” Holm was trying to focus on his new role, shoving the doubts and uncertainty into the back of his mind. He had no time for them now, no time to wonder if he could handle the job that had landed on his back. He was in command now, and that was all that mattered.
He was getting there…slowly the training, the experience started to take over. His first priority was setting up a strong defense. When the enemy high command realized they had an entire reinforced battalion less than five klicks from Tamiar they were going to throw everything they could scrape up at Holm’s people, even if only to pin them down, prevent them from attacking the capital. “Get your mortar teams and rocket launchers situated in good spots within your coverage area. We had some landers come down in the valley, and we need to cover those teams while they move into position.” Clinton’s company had come down closest to the top of the ridge, and Holm wanted them ready for action ASAP. “You know we need to be careful with supplies, so I want those guns where every shot will count.”
“Yes sir.” Clinton’s commission was just ten days younger than Holms’, but there wasn’t a trace of resentment or doubt in his voice. Tom Clinton had known and respected Elias Holm for years, and he didn’t have the slightest resentment about following the barely-senior captain’s orders. Part of him was even grateful the crushing burden had fallen on Holm and not him. “I’m on it.”
Holm looked up at his visor display. He was about to toggle the small control near his left thumb when he remembered the newest suit upgrade. “Nate, display local tactical map. Radius, 10 klicks from current position.” The suit AIs were something new, installed right before the invasion was launched. Battlegroup Persis was the first major formation to be equipped with the new computer assistants, though only the officers and senior non-coms had them. Like most Marines, Holm tended to be a little reactionary, and he had a modest resistance to change. He hadn’t decided exactly what he thought of the thing yet. He was still uncomfortable with it, but he had to grudgingly admit it was a big convenience.
The officers were encouraged to give the new units names. Holm had always been a history buff, and he tagged his AI after an ancient general, Nathaniel Greene…though he’d almost immediately taken to abbreviating it to Nate. Nathaniel was more of a mouthful than he wanted to deal with in the heat of combat.
The historical Greene had commanded a largely outmatched force that lost every battle it fought…but won the campaign anyway. Holm, never a traditional thinker, always found that to be a particularly compelling example of “out of the box” thinking and true generalship. His admiration only grew after he went to the Academy and replaced the partial and heavily fictionalized official histories with the actual ones.
The tech who installed the device had told Holm it was a “quasi-sentient artificial intelligence.” Holm wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, either in practical or philosophical terms. He supposed it depended on how “quasi” they meant. So far the thing seemed almost human to Holm, not much different than speaking with another person. Except, of course, Nathaniel had access to petabytes of data and could do a lot more things at once than Holm or any of his Marines could.
“Displaying tactical map, captain.” Nathaniel had an unremarkable voice, calm and professional. “I have highlighted enemy force concentrations in red and 3rd Battalion’s positions in blue. There is activity consistent with imminent movement in the two locations flashing red.”
Holm had only asked for the map, but Nate’s analysis was spot on, and the added notations were highly intuitive. Maybe this contraption is a good thing after all, he thought.
“Nate, I want you to store all available tactical data from the satcom transmissions while they’re active. The Alliance navy had launched a surprise attack, seizing total control over the planet’s orbital space, a necessary prerequisite to executing the landing. While Holm’s forces were on their way down, the ships of the fleet deployed a network of intel satellites around the planet and destroyed the enemy’s own surveillance assets. The invasion force would have its eyes, and the enemy would be partially blinded and restricted in long range com…but only as long as the Alliance controlled orbital space.
“Yes, Captain Holm.” The AI’s voice was changing slightly, almost imperceptibly. Holm had heard that the units were designed to develop personalities specifically attuned to the officers they served. Supposedly that had caused some unpredictable results during the test phase, though none of that data had been officially released yet. Persis was the first real deployment of the devices, so there was no feedback from actual field use yet.
Holm wondered if the fleet units could hold until the end of the operation. The entire campaign had been a seesaw affair in space, with the arrival of each fresh squadron tipping the balance one way or another. If the Caliphate navy did return in force and drive the Alliance ships away from the planet, Holm would lose those satellites…and it would be the enemy who had the better intel. He intended to get the most he could out of his com advantage…as long as he had it.
“Captain Holm…” – Clinton again, sounding a little more serious – “…we’ve got bogeys heading our way, sir.”
Holm’s eyes were angled up, watching on his own tactical display. “I see that, captain.” Nate was already filling in details in the readout alongside the display. It was some kind of militia, probably from the Tamiar garrison…third line troops that had no place assaulting an elite Marine battalion. “Looks like militia, captain. I think these people need a quick reminder about who they are facing.”
“Yes, sir.” Clinton’s voice took on a vaguely feral tone. “I agree.”
“You may open fire when ready, captain.” Holm grinned. These part-timers would run as soon as Clinton’s autocannons opened up, he was sure of that. His smile didn’t hold, though. Chasing away militia is one thing, he thought, but there are Janissaries out there too. The Caliphate’s elite slave-soldiers were trained from childhood, raised in a dedicated warrior culture. They had no families, no life outside their corps. They were feared across human space, just as the Alliance Marines were. The two forces were bitter rivals, and a bloodbath was almost inevitable whenever they met…and they were certain to meet on Persis.
Holm stared out across the valley below. He’d faced the Janissaries before, many times, and his Marines had paid a huge price in blood in each encounter. He wouldn’t admit the Janissaries were as good as the Corps; no Marine would. But he knew they were close, very close. And they were out there somewhere, waiting to face his forces.



Chapter 2
 
Battlegroup Persis HQ
Northern Continent
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day One
 
“The landings appear to have been successful, sir. Force Hammer is on the ground, and losses are well within the most optimistic range of estimates.” Captain Kell stood at attention in front of the general, but there was something in his voice…a hitch, a hesitancy to continue.
“Viper” Worthington sat quietly. He stared out from behind a makeshift desk, nothing more than an old sheet of plasti-steel held up by two plastic shipping crates. He wore a snarled frown on his face, an expression his officers had come to know well. “What is it, captain? Let’s not waste each other’s time, shall we?” Worthington’s tone was sharp, impatient. The general was legendary for going through aides, but Kell had weathered the storm far longer than anyone who’d come before. He was started to get his own reputation…as the aide Viper Worthington couldn’t break.
“Well, general…” - Kell cleared his throat - “…Major Wheeler was killed when his ship was destroyed during the landing.” No aide liked to report that the commander of a vital mission had been killed five minutes into the operation. But Kell wasn’t done. “And Captain Jones was wounded assaulting an enemy strong point.” Kell paused, eyes cast down as he did. “They tried to get evac down to him, but there wasn’t time. He lived for a few minutes, but the wounds were too severe. We just got the report of his death.”
Worthington let out a long breath. Losing two commanders so quickly was damned bad luck. He hoped it wasn’t a sign of things to come. “OK,” he finally muttered. He paused again for a few long seconds. “That puts Captain Holm in command.” He nodded slowly. “Elias is a good man. He can do the job.” Though it’s a lot for a young officer to handle, he thought, especially in a situation like this.
“Status report on Anvil?” He abruptly changed the subject. Worthington wasn’t a man to dwell on things he couldn’t change. The landings were done and Elias Holm was in command, and that was that. There was nothing he could do to help Holm now, so he’d just have to proceed on the assumption that the young captain could handle the burden fate had handed him. In the end, Worthington knew he had to have faith in his people. Besides, there was other work to do...things he could do something about.
“Colonel Samuels reports the first wave is ready to go.” Kell didn’t like Rafael Samuels, and his voice changed as he spoke, a hint of disdain working its way in despite his efforts to hold it back.
“What is it, Jon?” Worthington caught the change. He looked up at Kell, staring at the young aide.
“It’s nothing, sir.” Kell stood at rigid attention, clearly uncomfortable.
“Don’t waste my time, Tom.” Worthington didn’t use first names often, but he was asking his aide to speak freely about a superior officer, always a difficult position for a young captain. Anything that made Kell feel less formal would make that easier. “Do you have doubts about General Samuels?”
Kell felt like his body was melting under Worthington’s withering gaze. “Sir, it is not my place to offer…”
“I’m making it your place,” Worthington snapped, and his tone made it clear he expected an answer. “I want honesty, captain. Speak freely.”
It was nothing Kell could easily put into words. He just didn’t trust Samuels, something he rarely felt about another Marine. It wasn’t his place to criticize Worthington’s command choices, but the sour tone in his voice had given him up, and now the general wanted to know. “Sir…” - Kell was still uncomfortable with the conversation – “…I have nothing specific to report. I just don’t like Colonel Samuels.” He hesitated again. “I don’t trust him, sir. He seems more concerned about his image and reputation than the men and women under his command.”
Worthington sighed quietly, resisting the urge to nod in agreement. He concurred completely with his aide’s assessment, but it wasn’t going to help anyone for him to admit that. Samuels wasn’t his choice for a second-in-command, not by a long shot. Worthington wouldn’t have assigned him to the campaign at all if he’d had the choice. But he’d barely gotten the approval for Hammer and Anvil as it was, and he’d had to make concessions. Rafael Samuels might not be his choice as one of the best and brightest officers in the Corps, but he was a first rate kiss ass when it came to massaging the brass and the political bosses on Earth. There’s more politician than Marine in that one, Worthington thought. Samuels had come along with the approval for the operation, and there was nothing he could do about that. Charles Worthington was generally considered to be the foulest-tempered human being in all of mankind’s domains, but he was a Marine above all. When the Commandant gave him an order he might argue once or twice, but then he followed it…or died trying.
“Well, Captain Kell, the colonel is commanding the Anvil forces, so let’s all make the best of it, shall we?” His tone softened considerably.
“Yes, sir.” Kell cleared his throat. “Of course, sir.”
“Now, would you kindly contact the good colonel and ask him when the rest of Anvil will be ready to move?” Worthington’s started at a normal volume, but it built up with each word until it became a small force of nature blasting its way through headquarters. “And if that answer isn’t less than one hour from now, you tell him I will come up there myself and rip the backside of his armor off…’cause his ass will be mine.”
“Yes, sir.” Kell imagined the turmoil in Worthington’s med unit when his temper went off the rails like that. Heart rate, blood pressure…it all had to zoom off the charts. He wondered how the general’s new AI was handling it…and what world-class profanities had already been hurled its way.
Worthington sat and watched Kell walk swiftly through the portable structure’s narrow doorway. No, he thought, I don’t trust Samuels either, captain…but he should be able to handle Anvil. He shook his head. “It’s Holm who’s got the hard road,” he whispered softly to himself. “He’s the one I’m worried about.” Worthington had extensively briefed Major Wheeler the day before the operation, but it hadn’t been Wheeler’s fate to command on the ground. Now Elias Holm shouldered that burden. Success or failure, the survival of 700 combat Marines…and possibly victory or defeat on Persis, even in the entire war. All on the shoulders of a 27-year old Marine captain.
The op was designed to end the war, but it was nothing more than a well-devised gamble. Maybe Holm’s people would break through and hook up with the Anvil forces in time…or maybe they’d be overwhelmed and destroyed before they got close to Samuel’s relief columns. War was all calculation and planning…until it wasn’t. Then it was guts and determination. And luck.
He stared at the large ‘pad on his desk, full of maps and troop dispositions. In the end, he thought, it all comes down to hoping for the best. Once, he’d been full of cockiness, inside and out, sure he could do anything. That was gone now, lost with the other vestiges of his youth, though the image of Viper Worthington remained the same. The invincible warrior, the Marines’ relentless combat leader. It was theatrics now, mostly, an iron image he portrayed, while inside he was thinking about the men and women living and dying on his decisions. That’s a responsibility men were never intended to endure for so long, he thought grimly. In the end it is caustic, corrosive…it eats a man up from the inside until all he can see are the pale, dead faces staring back at him.
The invincible Viper Worthington. It was an image he’d worked hard to create, one that spread confidence in his Marines…and fear in his enemies. But Charles Everett Worthington didn’t feel invincible. He felt old.



Chapter 3
 
Yellow Sand Valley
Northern Continent
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day Three
 
“What a shithole this place is.” Sergeant Rancik was looking down at his boots, caked with the bilious mustard-colored mud they’d been trudging through for a second straight day. “This fucking dirt is like paste or something.”
“It’s sand, sergeant.”
“What?” Rancik hadn’t really expected a response, especially not from the newest snot-nosed puppy recruit in the platoon.
Danny Burke was marching just behind Rancik, exactly where the veteran squad leader had told his brand new cherry private to stay. “It’s sand, sergeant.” Burke’s voice was irritatingly cheerful, as usual. “Sand is finely ground rock, but dirt also…”
“Private Burke, why would you think I’d give a fuck about any of this babbling bullshit?” Rancik stopped and turned abruptly.
Burke had been following too close…he almost walked into Rancik before he caught himself. “Sorry, sergeant.” Most rookie privates would have practically lost their voices under the intense attention of their squad leader, their vocabularies reduced to barely audible versions of “yes sergeant” and “no sergeant.” But not Danny Burke. The eager private had a strange sort of confidence the rawest of the raw occasionally possessed, a wide-eyed eagerness that overrode the human instinct to flinch from something as imposing as a Marine sergeant. “It’s just that this stuff has some impurities that make it almost like concr…”
“Private Burke!” The sound of Rancik’s voice hit like a tidal wave, rattling the speakers in Burke’s armor. “What are you, a fucking geologist? You will shut the fuck up now and take five steps back. It’s bad enough on this miserable fucking shithole of a planet without you humping my fucking armor.” Burke couldn’t see the withering glare through Rancik’s visor, but he could almost feel it. “Do we understand each other, private?”
“Yes, sergeant.” Even Burke’s nearly unquenchable enthusiasm met its match in one of the Corps veteran squad leaders.
“Now follow me and keep your piehole shut. Maybe you’ll even learn to be useful someday.”
“Yes, sergeant.”
Rancik turned and started forward again. The squad was on point, checking out an intermittent scanner contact about 5 klicks ahead of the main force. They were behind schedule – mostly thanks to having to trudge through the gluey mud – and Rancik was in a foul mood. They’d gone about another half klick when all hell broke loose.
Rancik heard it immediately. “Everybody down!” He flopped to the ground, but too late. The first slug hit him in the leg, just below the knee. His body twisted, the force of the impact pushing the stricken leg out behind his body. Then more pain, his shoulder this time. He crashed to the ground, feeling the air forced from his lungs by the impact.
“Motherfucker,” he screamed, his volume impressive despite his wounds. He flipped up his tactical display. It was staticky, hard to read. It looked like the whole squad was pinned down. It was difficult to get a read, but Rancik figured they had two KIA and another two wounded besides himself. That was half the squad down.
He could feel the suit’s trauma control system working. The pain was already gone, at least most of it. He knew juicing him with painkillers was the easy part of his suit’s medical efforts, but he was still grateful. He needed his mind clear now…he had to get his squad out of this mess. And he had to report back to HQ. Now.
“Goddammit,” he muttered, poking at the com controls, trying to contact HQ. Nothing. He tried the unitwide com, but all he got was static. Fuck, he thought…they’re jamming us hard. He angled his head as far as he could without getting it blown off, taking as good a look across the valley as he could. The fire was still coming in heavy. He had fallen down behind a small berm, and he was mostly protected where he lay. The tactical display was still a jumbled mess. He wasn’t sure where the jamming was coming from, but there was a hell of a lot of power behind it to shut them down cold like this.
“Hammer HQ, this is recon force Beta.” He screamed into the com, hoping some portion of his message would get through. “We are under heavy attack. There are hidden strongpoints all over this valley. Request immediate combat support.” He slammed his fist down in frustration, the vibrations sending a wave of pain up his arm that momentarily overwhelmed the narcotics the suit had given him. “Fuck,” he screamed angrily.
What am I going to do, he thought…how am I going to get this report back to HQ? The suit was still working, trying to stabilize his wounds. He felt a cold, mushy feeling, first on his shoulder and, a few seconds later, on his knee. He winced in pain, despite the heavy dose of drugs in his system. The trauma control system was forcing sterile foam into his wounds, stopping the bleeding and protecting the injured areas. It was a surprisingly effective stopgap measure, but it hurt like hell going in, even with the drugs. The stuff was formed on the spot from a chemical reaction, and it expanded as it was being injected, squeezing and working its way into every corner of the wound.
His mind was racing, trying to figure a way out. They had no com, and they were pinned hard. He felt a shove…then a harder one. What the fuck? Then he realized. Burke!
“Danny…” He instinctively tried the com, but it was completely blocked. He fumbled around, fishing for his visor control. He winced…the switch was controlled by the injured arm, and it hurt like hell fishing around for the lever. Finally, he got his finger in place and pulled. There was a clicking sound and then a small hiss. His visor snapped up, and he was looking at the dark gray image of Burke’s armored form hovering above in the corner of his vision.
Burke was leaning over, looking at the med readouts on the sergeant’s armor. “Burke,” Rancik yelled as loud as his stricken body could manage. “Danny! C’mon, Danny, pop your fucking visor kid.” He swung around, trying to lift his good arm, slapping Burke’s armor with his gloved hand.
Burke turned and looked down at Rancik. He paused, just staring for a few seconds. Great, Rancik thought…I must look just great.
Burke’s visor snapped and retracted with the same hiss. “Sergeant, how bad are you hit?”
“Never mind that, Burke.” Rancik was having trouble getting out the words. “Forget about me, kid. I need to you to go find headquarters and report to Captain Holm.”
“I can’t leave you like this, serg…”
“Do what I tell you, kid. Are you gonna argue with me every time I give you an order?”
“No sergeant.” Burke still sounded uncertain.
“Just do what I tell you and stop thinking, OK?”
Burke nodded silently.
“Get your ass outta here and go find Captain Holm. Tell him the enemy has hidden positions all through this valley.” He shifted uncomfortably, gritting his teeth. “Tell him they have some kind of heavy jammer around here. They’ve got all our com completely blocked.”
Burke was looking down at Rancik, his face a mask of concern. “Sergeant…”
“Just go, private.” Rancik looked up at the young Marine. “Go now. I’ll be fine.”
“Yes, sergeant.” Burke looked around, trying to figure a way out of the depression that didn’t expose him to enemy fire. There was a small gully extending back, down the slight slope behind the position. He crawled a step and stopped, turning back toward Rancik.
“Go private! Now!” Rancik waved his good arm.
Burke paused for another few seconds then turned and crawled down the ditch, quickly disappearing from Rancik’s view. The veteran sergeant lay back, exhausted. He coughed, a fluid, loose sound in his chest, and he could feel the metallic taste of blood in his mouth. “I’m fucked up worse than I thought,” he muttered, laying his head back and letting out a long, painful breath. Then: “C’mon kid…keep your head down and make it back there in one piece.”



Chapter 4
 
Caliphate Outer System Command Station
Orbiting Iota Persi IX
Day Three
 
“Mr. Dutton, I appreciate your meeting with me on such short notice.” Ali Hassan was a tall man, over two meters. He was wearing a tailored silk outfit typical of formal attire in the Caliphate. His beard was neatly trimmed, and he wore jeweled rings on several of his fingers. He was the picture of a Caliphate lord of the highest rank. “I realize that we have been longtime adversaries, but on this occasion, I believe we may be able to work together to end this costly and destructive war.”
“It is my honor, Lord Hassan.” Jack Dutton bowed slightly to his companion, his eyes remaining fixed on the taller man’s. There was wary respect between the two, but no trust. In the Alliance, Dutton would have extended a hand, but Hassan had made the invitation, so he adopted the customs of his host. Dutton was a ruthless spy who had put more men in their graves than the Marines’ best sniper, but no one ever said his manners were less than impeccable. “I must confess to a bit of curiosity as to the purpose of this meeting.” Dutton was initially concerned Hassan was planning to assassinate him, but then he decided that didn’t make sense. They were enemies, yes, but there was nothing to be gained by a pointless killing. Alliance Intelligence would just retaliate in kind. No, there was no advantage in random murder, not for either side. Ali Hassan was ruthless, but he was also capable and coldly rational. Dutton didn’t see how a war of assassination between the agencies would help either Power’s war effort, and the Caliphate’s top spy was only too aware that Alliance Intelligence had the best covert killers of all the Superpowers. Any treachery by Hassan would only seal the Caliphate lord’s own fate.
“I will do us both the courtesy of skipping over pointless niceties and, as your people say, get right to the point.” Hassan spoke in perfect English, with only the slightest accent. Though not relevant to the matter at hand, he also spoke Mandarin, Russian, and French. “I am authorized to offer peace terms to your government.”
Dutton was a master at masking his emotions, but it took all he had to hide his surprise. The war had been trending in the Alliance’s favor, but the matter on Persis was far from decided. A peace overture was the last thing he’d expected. “Are you referring to a cessation of hostilities on Persis or a termination of the overall conflict?”
“I am proposing a comprehensive settlement to end this long and destructive war.” Hassan paused and sucked in a deep breath. “Again, I will spare us both pointless posturing that can do nothing to benefit either of our nations’ interests. The Caliphate’s economy is nearing total collapse.” He looked up and stared directly into Dutton’s eyes. “And the Alliance’s as well.”
Dutton felt an urge to deny the allegation about the status of the Alliance, but he caught himself. It would be a pointless gesture. There was no way to hide the strain the war had placed on his government and little to be gained in light of his adversary’s surprising honesty. The Alliance needed peace, as much as their enemies did. If the offer was sincere – and good enough – it could be a great opportunity. “If I return the favor and withhold my own pointless lies and posturing, perhaps we can expedite our business. What are the details of your proposal?” He knew he had the upper hand. It was weakness that compelled Hassan to call for the meeting. The Caliphate was on the defensive, and if they lost the battle for Persis, their position would be downright dire.
Hassan looked down at the floor for an instant before catching himself and darting his eyes back toward Dutton. He was well aware he had the weaker hand, and he hated being in that position. But he knew what he had to do. “Your General Worthington is a capable adversary. He has brought your nation back from the brink of defeat.” He paused again, as if not wanting to say what he knew he had to. “The invasion of Persis was a masterstroke, and his insertion of forces behind our lines to threaten Tamiar was utterly brilliant. He caught Lord Atta entirely unawares.” Atta was the commander of the Caliphate defenses on Persis. “Indeed, the fool has already been sent to make his petition to a higher authority. He was executed this morning.”
Dutton didn’t react. He wasn’t at all surprised that a scapegoat had been selected after Worthington’s daring operation. And, knowing the Caliphate, he wasn’t shocked it had happened swiftly. The landing had been only three days before, and Earth was nearly a full day’s transmission from Persis along the Caliphate’s Hypernet system. So the Caliph hadn’t thought long before handing out the death sentence. If he’d even been told of the situation. Unlike his brilliant father, the current Caliph was dangerously unstable and prone to fits of extreme rage. It was just as likely Atta had been condemned by the Caliphate high command, desperate to retrieve the situation before they were compelled to come clean with their unpredictable ruler. Indeed, after considering the facts briefly, Dutton would have ventured a guess that Hassan himself had ordered the deed done.
Dutton remained silent, looking expectantly at Hassan. The Caliphate spymaster had promised a peace offer, and he was anxious to hear it. “Perhaps, Lord Hassan, we should discuss the specifics of your proposal.” Dutton’s tone was coolly polite. He wasn’t about to show any surprise at the news of Atta’s execution.
“Certainly, Mr. Dutton.” Hassan walked over to a small table, picking up a ‘pad. “We propose that hostilities on Persis cease at once…and on all other contested worlds as soon as orders can be transmitted to our respective forces.” He was looking right at Dutton as he spoke. “And we would like your forces to withdraw from Persis immediately.”
“Yes, Lord Hassan, I am certain those actions would be most agreeable to the Caliphate.” He allowed a trace of impatience to creep into his voice. “May I ask what you are willing to offer in return?”
“If the Alliance accepts this peace agreement without delay, I am authorized to offer the terms set forth in this document.” He handed the ‘pad to Dutton. “You may read it in its entirety, but allow me to summarize for our immediate purposes.” His voice was firm, but Dutton could tell this was difficult for the Caliphate lord. He was accustomed to almost unlimited power, and asking for peace on unfavorable terms was a bitter pill. “The Caliphate will cede the planets Giza, Membara, and Zanzibar to the Alliance.”
Dutton had been glancing at the ‘pad, but his head snapped up as his host spoke. The Caliphate was offering three prime resource worlds, far better terms than he’d expected. Admittedly, they were on the periphery of the Caliphate. Their loss would hurt in material terms, but ceding them would simplify the Caliphate’s defensive obligations in any future conflict. Nevertheless, it was still a strong offer, one Dutton couldn’t imagine Alliance Gov rejecting, especially considering how strained the economy and military had become.
“What of the Central Asian Combine?” Dutton was coy, trying to get a feel for the status of the CAC-Caliphate alliance. “Are you negotiating for them as well, or would this peace agreement terminate hostilities only between our two respective powers?”
“I am authorized to make peace on behalf of the Combine as well as the Caliphate. The CAC is prepared to cede the Epsilon Tau system and pay an indemnity of 1.5 trillion credits over a 20 year period.”
Dutton felt a small letdown. It wasn’t the details of the proposal; the terms were highly attractive. But he’d allowed himself to hope the alliance between the Caliphate and Combine was fractured, that the Alliance could make a favorable peace with the Caliphate and continue the fight against an isolated CAC. Now it appeared the two Superpowers remained allies. They were offering peace, but they were doing it together. Still, he thought, the offer is a very good one…far too attractive to refuse. The Alliance economy was on the verge of collapse and, despite a few recent victories, it wasn’t going to be able to prosecute the war much longer.
Dutton sat silently, looking down at the ‘pad but not really reading. Finally, he looked over at Hassan and nodded. “I think we may have the makings of peace here, Lord Hassan.” His eyes dropped back to the small screen in his hands.
“There is one more thing, Mr. Dutton.” There was concern in Hassan’s voice.
Dutton’s head snapped back to face his host. “Yes, Lord Hassan?”
“I must have a concession that allows the Caliph to save face.”
Dutton’s expression twisted into a concerned frown. “And what would that be?” He’d figured the agreement was made. Now he wondered if Hassan was going to spring a dealbreaker on him.”
“The forces that have dropped behind our battle lines…” - Hassan took a deep breath - “…you must leave them to us.”
Dutton’s expression was quizzical. “Leave them to you?”
“You must withdraw the balance of your forces from the planet and leave them behind.” Hassan’s eyes gazed right into Dutton’s. “You must cease all communications with them and withdraw all logistical support.”
The Alliance spy took a deep breath, exhaling as realization slowly dawned. “You wish to attack and destroy them? To parade their shattered equipment before the cameras of your media?” His tone was calm, calculating, but without a trace of moral outrage at the suggestion.
“Yes.” Hassan didn’t even try to offer an alternate explanation. “Mr. Dutton, you know enough about reality in the Caliphate to understand that we – the lords and commanders who are supporting this peace proposal – must have something face-saving, a part of this settlement we can present to the Caliph as a victory.” He stared silently at his guest, finally adding, “We must have those Marines. There can be no peace without this concession.”
Dutton was surprised at Hassan’s straightforward honesty. He must be desperate, he thought. But the peace proposal was a great offer…far better than the prospects offered by continued hostilities. Dutton didn’t know if Hassan was bluffing about the Marines, but he quickly decided he didn’t care. Seven hundred leathernecks was a small price to pay, he figured, for the worlds to be gained.
“Very well, Lord Hassan.” Dutton extended his hand. “Subject to my complete review of the terms set forth in this document…and, of course, the approval of Alliance Gov…” – he held up the ‘pad – “…we have a deal.”
Hassan clasped Dutton’s hand. “And the Marines?”
“They are yours, Lord Hassan.” Dutton smiled broadly. “You may do with them as you please.”
“Thank you for your understanding, Mr. Dutton.” Hassan smiled, the decrease in tension obvious in his expression. May I offer you a drink?” Alcohol was banned in the Caliphate, but the prohibition was widely ignored, at least among the high command and the nobility. “I have an excellent Scotch. I get it through a source in the CAC.”
And your source gets it from someone in the Alliance, Dutton thought. He was amused at how those in positions of political power always managed to get their luxuries…even when they came from nations they were fighting desperately. For all the death and destruction, sometimes it all felt like a game to him. “Yes, Lord Hassan. That would be most enjoyable.” He followed Hassan toward the small table. “And Lord Hassan, I must ask one more thing from you.”
Hassan turned and looked expectantly at the Alliance spy. “Yes, Mr. Dutton? What is it?”
“You may have those Marines you feel you need.” Dutton’s voice was calm, unemotional. “But you must promise me that none of them will survive. No prisoners, nothing. I don’t want to deal with the blowback of live Marines screaming they were abandoned.”
Hassan picked up a small decanter and filled two crystal glasses, handing one to his companion. “That will not be a problem, Mr. Dutton.” He smiled, and clinked his glass against Dutton’s. “You have my word.”



Chapter
5
 
Anvil Force HQ
The Lines of Medillina
Northern Continent
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day Four
 
“Colonel Samuels, 2nd Battalion has broken through in two places. Major Zander is requesting reserves to push through the valley.” Lieutenant Grasso’s voice was higher pitched than normal. The young officer couldn’t hide his excitement. The entire Hammer-Anvil operation was a high-risk proposition, and everyone involved had been on edge for days. Grasso had been edgy when the Anvil force marched out, but now it was obvious the battle was going well, much better than expected. At least it was for the Anvil units; it was still too early to judge the success of the Hammer force. The fight wasn’t over, not by a long shot. But the news was all good so far.
The fighting had been heavy for a while, but it was becoming apparent the enemy forces didn’t have the strength to counter the heavy assault units under Samuels’ command. Their reserves appeared well below projected levels, and most of their strength consisted of second line units. The Marines had expected to run into Janissaries by now, but there hadn’t been a sign of the elite enemy infantry…at least not yet. If things were as successful with Force Hammer, Grasso thought, the operation might end way ahead of plan. The two forces were scheduled to link up on day 15, but the Anvil units were running well in advance of that timetable.
“By all means, lieutenant, let us further our advantage.” Rafael Samuels towered over Grasso by a good 15 centimeters, his bulk so enormous it almost filled the lieutenant’s field of vision. Samuels was a giant of a man, a huge mass of solid muscle who towered over most of those around him. There were rumors the armorers had to construct a custom fighting suit for him because none of the standard sizes could be adjusted enough. No one seemed to know if that was true or just another one of those shadowy legends in the Corps, but it just took one look at Samuels to realize it was a possibility. He’d been called “the bull” as an enlisted man and a young officer, but his pride had grown with his rank, and he eventually cracked down hard on what he’d come to consider a disrespectful practice. He managed to fairly effectively banish the use of the old nickname, at least in his presence…and, in the process, create a whole series of new ones muttered behind his back in private conversations, far more disrespectful ones. The Marines honored Samuels’ rank – discipline, after all, ran through the very heart of the Corps. But they didn’t really respect the man. He was too arrogant; there were too many stories of him disregarding the well-being of the forces under his command. The Marines assigned to him would obey his commands, but he would never draw the kind of unquestioning loyalty a Viper Worthington could. He was too petty, too greedy and self-centered.
“Order 6th Battalion forward and through the breaches.” There was smug satisfaction in his deep voice. Samuels was extremely ambitious, and a notable success with Force Anvil would probably earn him his stars. Finally…they should have been mine already, he thought bitterly, but it’s hard to get noticed with the great Viper Worthington stealing the spotlight.
“Yes sir.” Grasso snapped back a sharp response and turned to execute the order personally.
Samuels stood and looked out in the direction of the fighting. The front line was about 3 klicks to the north. The enemy had been dug in on a nasty-looking ridge. It was a strong defensive position, and Samuels had expected to have a much harder time pushing through. If the enemy had their front line troops there, it would have been a bloodbath assaulting up that hillside. But there had only been a smattering of veteran regulars among the defenders…and no Janissaries at all.
He walked a few meters, glancing down at the large ‘pad set up in the middle of the HQ quad. It displayed a map of the area. His forces were marked by small blue icons, the enemy by red. The positions were updating, and all along the ridgeline, red marks were being replaced by blue ones.
They’re giving up the ridge without a real fight, he thought. It didn’t make a lot of sense…this was the best defensive position between his forces and Hammer. He’d expected the enemy to make a major stand, but they’d mounted a weak effort and then quickly bailed. Why?
Samuels wasn’t half the tactician he thought he was, but he wasn’t a fool either. Something was wrong, or at least not going as expected. Could the intel be incomplete, he wondered…was it possible the enemy was weaker on Persis than the scouting reports indicated? Or was there another answer? Had the invincible Viper Worthington missed something?
He reached down and touched the ‘pad gently, sliding his gloved finger across, zooming in on a section of the map. Where, he thought…where could they be hiding the Janissaries? Samuels wasn’t timid, but he had no intention of running into a shitstorm of enemy elite troops where he didn’t expect it. He intended to come out of this operation as a hero and a general…he had no intention of letting Worthington steal all the credit again. And even less of ending up the goat when the great general’s plans went to hell.
He hit his com button, reopening the line to his aide. “Grasso, I want scouting parties pushed out from the main line. Platoon-sized.” He was thinking as he spoke. “I want them five klicks out. The main force is to hold position until the scouts are at the designated distance.” Five kilometers was pretty far out for an unsupported reconnaissance…but Samuels didn’t really care if a platoon got caught out too far and wiped out, as long as he got the intel he needed. He damned sure wasn’t going to take any chances with his main force. He wasn’t going to end up facing the music if Worthington’s intel was for shit.
“Yes, colonel.” Grasso’s voice was tentative. Clearly, he was thinking 5 klicks was far out too, but he was more concerned about the Marines who’d be sticking their necks out.
“Now, lieutenant.” Samuel’s tone was sharp, demanding. “Now.”
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“Still no contact with Recon Beta, sir.” Lieutenant Masur had been at the com board for two hours, but he hadn’t been able to penetrate the interference and reach the lost patrol. “Whoever’s jamming them is putting out a hell of a lot of wattage.”
Shit, Holm thought bitterly. He didn’t like any of this. If they were jamming, they were doing it for a reason. And that reason was a hell of a lot more than just picking off a patrol. Was it a trap? Or were they planning to hit the Anvil Force hard and this was just an attempt to distract him? It could be anything, but one thing he was sure of…it was something. They weren’t wasting a whole fusion plant’s worth of power generation just to inconvenience his people or to take out ten of his Marines.
One thing was certain. They’d stopped his forces cold. He couldn’t lead his troops through that valley, not without knowing what was waiting for them there. The approach might be heavily fortified, and the risk of moving forward blind was just too high. But every hour they stayed put, the timetable fell further behind. His forces couldn’t move forward, but they couldn’t stand where they were either. The enemy had hit them hard late on day one, and again throughout day two, but they’d been quiet ever since. Still, it was only a matter of time until the next attack came…and his people were still vulnerable, deep in enemy territory and surrounded by enemies.
Holm’s mind raced, trying to consider every fact at his disposal. He’d had an aching pit in his stomach for days now, ever since he’d gotten the word that Captain Jones had been hit and the attack force was his to command. His…the meaning of that had quickly become apparent. He was responsible for the success of the op, for the lives of 700 Marines, every one of them looking to him to get them home. One of the most crucial ops of the war was under his command, and he was cut off…from the fleet, from HQ. He was totally on his own. I’m not ready for this, he thought when he’d first been told…but he realized it didn’t matter. Ready or not, the obligation was his. He was scared to death, but Elias Holm didn’t shrink from his duty, not while there was still breath in his body. If these Marines could look to him for leadership, he owed them nothing less than every shred of strength and wits he had to give them.
They needed his caution too, he thought…his careful analysis. It was much easier to wave the sword and charge forward gloriously into the fight, far tougher to exercise care, to truly think about each step. The mission was a difficult one to start, fraught with risk. But the enemy wasn’t behaving the way he expected…or the way the mission planning had projected. And that scared the hell out of him.
There was an explosion in the distance, followed by two more. They could hear the muffled sounds of combat from the patrol’s position but, with their scanners and com blocked in that direction, they had no idea what was going on up there.
Holm turned toward Masur. “I want another patrol pushed out there.” He’d been hesitating. He didn’t like sending more of this Marines into the unknown, but he realized he didn’t have any choice. Staying put wasn’t an option. Plunging forward blind with the whole battalion wasn’t either. “Send a whole section…and I want them to leave a chain of pickets every 500 meters. They are to report at once when they lose contact with the lead sentry.” At least, that way we’ll be able to keep track of the patrol.
“Yes, sir.” Masur snapped his response as he leaned over to work his com, relaying the order.
“And I want another flight of drones sent out.” The last two had been shot down by enemy fire before they’d gotten a good look at things in the target zone. There was definitely heavy resistance there - that much was certain - but he needed a lot more intel, and he needed it fast. “Send them 1 klick north and south of the prior flight. Let’s see if we can sneak around their main defenses and get a look in from the sides.”
“Yes, captain.” Masur turned then snapped his head back toward Holm. “Sir!” His voice was shrill, excited. “I’m getting a report, captain. We’ve got one of the privates from Recon Beta, sir. He’s on the com. Says he’s a little over one klick from here. His signal’s weak, but we’re definitely getting it.”
Holm’s head whipped around. “I want an escort sent down there to get him.” He leapt up to his feet. “Immediately.”
 
“Relax, private. I know you’ve been through an ordeal.” Holm was speaking through the com, but then he popped his visor. “Open your helmet, son. Let’s talk face to face.” The kid was almost hysterical, and Holm wanted to try to calm him down.
Private Burke stood in front of Holm. “Yes sir,” he replied nervously. A few seconds went by and then there was a soft cracking sound. The opaque visor slipped up and over the helmet, revealing the private’s pale, wide-eyed faced. Burke didn’t say anything else. He just tried to keep his eyes focused on Holm’s.
“I know you’ve been through a lot, private…Danny.” My God, Holm thought, how old is this kid? He tried to keep his voice steady, reassuring. He’d always had a gift for comforting less experienced Marines, especially in times of distress. It was a combination of factors – patience, calm, quiet courage. General Worthington could rally a force of Marines, and get them excited to charge into hell itself. Holm’s command style was only starting to develop, but it was clearly different. He had an empathy, a connection with the troops he led…a calmness he could impart to Marines facing the worst kind of danger. Even now, when he was under enormous strain himself, his mind stayed focused, steady…his tone calm, soothing. “You’ve done your duty well, private. Now I just need you to stay calm, and tell me what is going on up there.”
“Yes sir.” Burke was trying to control his nerves, but his voice was still shaky.
“OK, son, give me a status report. Take your time…just tell me everything.” Holm looked into the young private’s wild eyes, feeling old by comparison. Though he can’t be more than five or six years younger than me, he thought, even if he got to camp at 15. Holm had spent those extra years on the front lines, however, surrounded by blood and fire and death. He hadn’t become what he was overnight, certainly…but had he ever been so green, such a raw cherry thrown into the firestorm of war?
“Yes sir.” Burke was struggling, slowly getting a grip on himself. “We were pushing forward…” – he gestured toward the ‘pad, pointing to an area on the tactical map – “…here. We’d just moved out into the desert…the yellow sand…”
Holm was staring at the ‘pad as he listened. “Continue, private.” His voice was soft, encouraging.
“Yes sir.” Burke cleared his throat. He was still nervous, but he was getting steadier, more sure of himself. He reached out and pointed at a spot on the map. “Here, sir.” His eyes bored into the ‘pad. “This is where we were attacked.”
“Lieutenant Masur.” Holm barked out the command. “I want a patrol to head to this location.” He pointed to the spot Burke had identified. “Coordinates 089-7416.” He glanced back at the ‘pad for another second. “Send a full platoon.” A pause, just a second or two. “And position another in support.” He wasn’t about to send his people in there to get picked apart piecemeal.
“Yes, captain.” A few seconds later: “Sergeant Farner acknowledges, sir.” A short pause. “They should be there in a few minutes, sir.”
“Very well.” Holm started to turn back toward Burke, but he paused and stared at Masur again. “Farner is to exercise extreme caution, lieutenant. Is that understood? I want information, not dead scouts.” Mack Farner was a blood and guts type, and Holm knew that well. But right now he wanted careful Marines…not dead ones.
“Yes sir. I will instruct the sergeant to exert all possible caution.”
“Very well, lieutenant.” Holm moved his head back toward Burke. “Continue, private.”
“Yes sir.” Burke’s voice was firmer, more focused. There was help on the way to his comrades, and he felt a wave of relief. He pointed to the map again. “That’s where we ran into the jamming. At first, it was heavy, but we could still get some readings….but then it blanketed out everything. No com, no scanners, no sat relays. Nothing.”
Holm nodded slowly. “Go on, private.”
“Then the fire started. It came out of nowhere…from directly ahead. From the flanks too.” Burke’s voice was getting shakier as he recounted the firefight. “We had people down right away, but that’s when the jamming really amped up, and the sergeant couldn’t even get readings from the medical transponders.”
“How were you able to communicate with Sergeant Rancik?” Holm’s voice was even, steady…a lifeline for Burke to grab onto while he recounted the battle that had savaged his squad.
“I was right behind him, sir. A meter, maybe two.” Burke was struggling to maintain Holm’s gaze as he spoke. “He got hit, captain.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “He was hit twice, sir.” He just stopped and looked back at Holm, his eyes wide and glistening.
“Then what happened?” Holm gave the young Marine a few seconds. “Was Sergeant Rancik killed, private?”
“No sir.” Burke’s eyes flashed back to Holm’s. “He was hurt bad, though. I was trying to check his med scanners, but he popped his visor and started yelling and waving for me to do the same.” Burke cleared his throat and paused.
“What did he say, private?”
“He told me to get back to HQ and report.” Burke’s voice was quivering. “He told me to leave them there, sir…and to run.” Burke was getting upset again; the memory of leaving his squadmates behind was tearing him apart.
“You did the right thing, private….Danny.” Holm nodded slowly. He was beginning to like Danny Burke. The young private was raw, but the kid’s heart was strong. He must have been terrified, but his biggest concern was leaving his squad behind. “It’s the hardest thing we have to do, son…leave friends in trouble. But the mission is always first. There’s more than one Marine on the line, more than a squad. You need to remember that. Always. Sergeant Rancik was right sending you here to report. He did his duty. And so did you.”
Burke looked back at Holm, clearly struggling to maintain his composure. “Thank you, sir.” He paused then added, “I had to do what the sergeant said, sir. I didn’t want to leave…”
“Captain, we have a report back from Sergeant Farner’s patrol.” It was Masur, speaking on Holm’s com even though he was standing only five meters away.
Holm waved off Burke and turned away from the private. “Go ahead, lieutenant,” he said, keeping his back turned so Burke wouldn’t hear Masur through the open visor. Holm listened impassively as the lieutenant relayed the update. “Very well, lieutenant. Advise Sergeant Farner to find a strong position and dig in. Lieutenant Clinton is to advance and support Farner’s people.”
“Yes sir.” Masur nodded and turned to trot to the com tent.
“Sir?” It was Burke. “I need to get back, sir.” The private’s eyes wandered, darting from Holm to the rear…roughly the way back toward his squad. “They’re pinned down, captain…in big trouble. They need every gun. I have to get back and help them. I can’t leave them.”
Holm sighed gently. “I’m sorry, son.” He reached out and put his arm on Burke’s shoulder, a gesture more symbolic than anything else while wearing armor. He paused, looking sadly into the young Marine’s eyes. “I’m afraid your squadmates are all dead.”



Chapter 7
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“The terms are agreed, Lord Hassan. I have just received word from Alliance Gov.” Dutton’s face wore a broad smile, a change from his usual unreadable expression.
“All of the terms, Mr. Dutton?” Hassan was looking right into his counterpart’s eyes. “As set forth in our proposal?”
Dutton nodded and walked toward a small credenza. “Yes, Lord Hassan. All of your terms.” He turned and glanced back at his guest. “You may have your Marine battalion…your face-saving victory.” His tone was businesslike, emotionless…to a random listener, he could have been trading away an outpost or 100 shipments of heavy elements instead of the lives of 700 Marines.
Hassan’s eyes darted to the wall behind Dutton. A tall man stood there, silently watching.
“You may speak freely.” Dutton had caught Hassan’s hesitation. “Please allow me to introduce my associate, Gavin Stark.” He paused while Stark stepped forward and extended a hand to the Caliphate lord. It was a presumptuous gesture for an underling, especially by the standards of highly structured Caliphate society. But Hassan held his anger. The deal was made, and he wasn’t going to risk it over a minor affront. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Stark.” He simply nodded, ignoring Stark’s hand but excusing the insult as ignorance. He’d have been rather more offended if he’d known that Gavin Stark was an expert in Caliphate customs and culture. Stark had played a role in most of Alliance Intelligence’s recent ops, but he’d managed – at great effort - to maintain a low profile.
“The pleasure is mine Lord Hassan.” Stark offered his response in perfect Arabic.
Hassan nodded again, a bit deeper this time. “Your associate is to be commended, Mr. Dutton. His Arabic is flawless.” One wonders where he acquired such an accentless dialect. I suspect I would find his exploits…how shall I say, enlightening?
“No doubt you would,” Dutton said pleasantly, filling two crystal glasses with amber liquid as he did. “But surely, today is a day to celebrate peace, not seek to dig up old grievances? We have been adversaries for many years, my Lord, but today we are friends.”
Hassan glanced at Stark uncomfortably for a few more seconds, but then he turned to Dutton and smiled. “Of course you are right, Mr. Dutton.”
“Shall we drink to peace?” Dutton walked toward Hassan, holding out one of the glasses. “I know it is normally forbidden…” - He smiled at the nearly toothless nature of the Caliphate’s prohibition against alcohol, especially among the elite – “…but this is a very special drink for a momentous occasion.” He held his glass up to the light. “A pre-blight brandy.”
Hassan nodded as he took the glass. “Impressive.” He smiled at Dutton. “One hesitates to even guess at its value.” He swirled the snifter, holding it to his nose and inhaling. “So…to peace?”
“Indeed, Lord Hassan.” Dutton nodded as he held his glass aloft. “To peace.”
Dutton took a large swallow and gestured toward a small table with two chairs. “Please, Lord Hassan. Sit. Let us discuss a few minor details.”
Hassan looked back suspiciously. “What details? I thought the terms were agreed.”
“Indeed, they are.” Dutton gestured again and smiled as Hassan lowered himself into the proffered chair. It was buttery leather, overstuffed and extremely comfortable. “We just have some minor requests in how you deal with the Marines…and some assistance we’d like to offer.” He sat down softly.
“I must have those Marines, Mr. Dutton.” Hassan’s voice was guarded, a touch of concern creeping into his otherwise cheerful tone. “We must have something to satisfy the Caliph’s honor.” Or he is liable to start lopping off noble heads like mine, he thought but didn’t say.
“Indeed, Lord Hassan, you shall have them, as we agreed. It is a small price for the joys of peace.”
“Then what are these…details?”
Dutton exhaled softly. “We would like to help you.”
“Help us? How?” Hassan stared back, confused.
“We would like to assist you in defeating…in destroying…that force of Marines.”
Hassan just sat silently, a shocked look on his face and his eyes focused on Dutton’s.
“You must understand, Lord Hassan. We are willing to sacrifice these men and women to you, but such a course is not without…ah…difficulties on our end, as I am sure you can understand.” He paused, seeing comprehension begin to spark in Hassan’s eyes. “Our Marines tend to be somewhat more of a…hmmm, how shall I put it…discipline problem than your Janissaries. Unfortunately, it is frequently necessary to do more than simply give them orders. They often expect explanations as well.” There was distaste in Dutton’s voice, resentment from past adventures with the Marines. “And General Worthington is even more difficult to handle. If he knew we were sacrificing 700 of his Marines to you…”
“Yes, Mr. Dutton.” Hassan nodded. “I begin to understand.”
“Good.” Dutton turned toward Stark. “Gavin, perhaps you could provide Lord Hassan with the materials we prepared.”
“Certainly, Number Three.” Stark referred to Dutton by his Directorate designation, the closest thing to a rank system in the upper levels of Alliance Intelligence. He turned toward the Caliphate lord. “This data chip contains a complete order of battle, equipment manifest, and real time status reports as of two hours ago.” He slid the small, flat crystal across the table. “It also includes all of the tactical maps and plans we were able to obtain from General Worthington’s headquarters as well as the most recent intel from our satcom network around the planet.” Stark’s voice was emotionless, his expression utterly non-committal. “Those satcom assets will be deactivated in…” – he glanced at the chronometer on his wrist – “…exactly one hour and forty-seven minutes.”
“Well, Mr. Dutton…” – Hassan glanced over toward the frozen figure standing next to him – “…and Mr. Stark, I am impressed to say the least.” He reached out and took the chip in his hand. “This will all prove very useful, I am sure. Thank you, gentlemen.” He suppressed a small shiver. The data that Dutton’s protégé had provided would be extremely useful…but something about the man troubled him. There was a coldness there, almost a lack of humanity. Hassan had spent a lifetime plying his trade ruthlessly, but something about Gavin Stark was unsettling, even to his hardened sensibilities. Don’t be a fool, he thought, pushing back the strange thoughts…he’s just one of Dutton’s goons. But he still felt a coldness in his gut.
“No thanks are required.” Dutton responded. “Just use the information and rid us both of these troublesome Marines. I fear if the matter drags on too long, we all risk unpleasant blowback.” He raised his glass to his lips, draining the last of the precious liquid.
“I assure you, Mr. Dutton, we shall complete the operation as quickly as possible.” Hassan drank the last of his brandy and rose to leave.
“And, Lord Hassan?”
“Yes, Mr. Dutton?”
“As we discussed previously…” – Dutton’s face wore the same satisfied smile – “…no survivors please.”
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“General Worthington, we’re getting a Priority One transmission notification from fleet command.” Captain Kell couldn’t hide the surprise in his voice. The fleet used Priority One communiques with great care. Whatever it was about, something big was up.
Worthington had been staring at the tactical map, his face contorted into a concerned frown. The Anvil units were well ahead of target, but contact with the Hammer force had been intermittent. The enemy was jamming them hard, and it looked like they were stopped in place by heavy enemy resistance, unable to move forward. They weren’t very far behind schedule – at least not yet - but Worthington was still worried. It took a lot of power to jam so effectively. Why would the enemy waste so many resources blocking routine communications? Especially when they were putting up such a weak fight against the Anvil forces. Colonel Samuels was trying to portray Anvil’s rapid advance as a brilliant assault by his troops, but Worthington could recognize a token defense when he saw it.
His head snapped around at Kell’s words. “Pipe it through as soon as it comes in, captain.”
What the hell, he thought…what could this be? Maybe fleet command had some intel on Hammer. Something had been eating at Worthington ever since Samuels reported his rapid advance. The Janissaries. Where were the Janissaries? He knew the elite Caliphate troops were somewhere on the planet, but he had no idea where. They were dodging the satellite surveillance, hidden in some wood or underground bunkers…somewhere they couldn’t be seen. Anvil hadn’t reported any contact with the enemy’s front line troops, and Worthington was sure they hadn’t encountered any. If they’d been up against Janissaries Samuels’ people would be fighting for every centimeter right now, not advancing 3 klicks a day. So where the hell were they?
Kell sat quietly, staring at the screen, waiting for the transmission to commence. A minute passed, maybe 90 seconds, then the board lit up. He hit a switch and nodded to Worthington. “On your line, sir.”
“Worthington here.”
“General Worthington, Admiral Clement here. I have news.” Clement was the fleet commander…and marginally Worthington’s superior. “Let me get right to the point. The war is over.”
Worthington rarely allowed himself to be surprised, but this time he sat silently, struggling for words.
“Yes, you heard me, Charles.” Clement had a reputation for being nearly as irascible as Worthington, but now he couldn’t keep the cheer from his voice. “It’s over, my friend. It’s over.”
“I can’t believe it.” Not a very military thing to say, he thought, but it was all he had. The news was so overwhelming, so sudden…it just didn’t seem right. He couldn’t get his mind wrapped around the idea. “I didn’t know there were even negotiations going on.” It was all he could think to add.
“Neither did I. Not until this morning. Apparently, the whole thing was very hush hush. They just signed the treaty yesterday. We got word from Commnet a few minutes ago. But it’s over.”
Worthington just stared out across the HQ quad. “My God…” He just sat silently for another few seconds, his mouth wide open, trying to think of something to say. Finally: “So, do you have orders for me?”
“I do. The communique had directives for both of us.” The cheerfulness in Clement’s tone continued, but Worthington thought he heard something else…a passing doubt of some kind, perhaps. He’d known Clement for decades, and he was sure there was something uncomfortable in his friend’s voice. “All forces are to stand down immediately and hold position pending further instructions.”
Worthington smiled. “That’s an order I will carry out with great pleasure.” He paused, feeling a sudden wave of discomfort, despite his joy. It all seemed too sudden…too good to be true. “Assuming, of course, our adversaries have received their corresponding orders,” he added. He damned well wasn’t going to order his people to stop shooting until the enemy did. Worthington had a reputation for aggression, but in truth, he was thrilled at the prospect of peace. As long as everything was on the up and up.
“They have.” Clement’s voice was back to its cheerful tone, whatever doubts that had momentarily surfaced re-submerged. “I have confirmed it with Admiral Sulieman.”
Worthington let out a long sigh. Ten years of war. A decade of non-stop fighting that saw the Alliance driven to the brink of total defeat only to claw its way back, one bloody campaign at a time, to victory. At least he assumed it was a victory. He hadn’t seen the documents yet. For all he knew, the politicians had bargained away the advantage his men and women had fought and died to attain. But that wasn’t likely. The politicians cared less for the suffering of their soldiers than they should, but they were greedy for the gains their warriors could obtain for them. He was sure Alliance Gov had wrung every advantage to be gotten from the enemy.
“There’s more, Charles.” There was a hitch in Clement’s voice, the discomfort returning to his tone again despite his best efforts to suppress it. “We’ll be commencing the evac of all ground forces on the planet within 24 hours…and that means you need to get your people ready ASAP.” Another uncomfortable pause then: “We are to be completely off-world in 72 hours.”
Worthington felt a renewed jolt of concern. “Complete evac in three days? What the hell is the rush?” There was a flash of inquisitive anger in his tone, though it wasn’t directed at Clement. The admiral was a good man, one who had Worthington’s complete respect. Clement was just a messenger, one who sounded like he had his own concerns about the whole thing. But Worthington was still getting angry. He and Clement were in joint command of the whole operation, and it was starting to sound like they were getting incomplete information. He paused, running his mind over his entire OB. Three days was a very short period to withdraw a force the size of Battlegroup Persis. It was almost unprecedented. He was as excited as anyone at the prospect of peace, but the urgency of the withdrawal worried him. It didn’t make sense. There had to be something he didn’t know.
“I know it’s fast, Charles.” Clement ignored Worthington’s angry tone…he knew it hadn’t been intended for him. “But those are our orders, and they are explicit.” He paused then added, “There’s no point in us second-guessing. Both of us have full plates getting your people offworld in three days.”
Worthington snorted loudly. “Full plate doesn’t describe it. I’m not even sure it can be done.” The anger slipped away as his mind focused on the practical concerns of moving almost 8,000 fully armored Marines and their equipment off planet in less than three days. Even in the best case scenario, he’d be destroying most of his equipment so he could focus on just embarking his people. “How soon can you get a wave of boats down here?”
It was Clement’s turn to let out a long sigh. “Can you be ready in three hours?” he blurted out suddenly. “I think I can get a partial wave down by then.”
“Sure, three hours is good.” A tiny smile crossed Worthington’s lips. Three hours was a damned short time to have anything ready, but he wasn’t about to let the navy show him up. If Clement could get boats down in five minutes, he’d have Marines ready to embark in four. “I’ll send up the wounded first.”
“Then let’s get to it.” Clement’s tone was businesslike, but the concern was there too, creeping back in. The admiral was as uneasy as Worthington. “Let’s do this right, Charles. Meticulous. By the book. And let’s keep our eyes open.”
“I’m with you, Tom. All the way. Worthington out.”
He turned to face Kell. “Start working on an evac plan, lieutenant, beginning with the field hospitals. I want the wounded ready to evac in 2 hours 45 minutes.” He hesitated for a few seconds. “But first, get me a line to Lord Samash.” Samash was the enemy ground forces commander, Worthington’s Caliphate counterpart. “We have a ceasefire to declare, and it’s going to take two of us to make it work.” He wanted to be happy when he said it, but the worry was still there, eating away at him.
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“All ground troops are off the surface now, sir.” Kell was reading reports on his ‘pad as he followed Worthington through the hatch of the shuttle and onto the gray plasti-steel of Belleau Wood’s landing deck. “That is with the exception of Force Hammer, of course.” He glanced down and read for a few seconds before continuing. “The first wave of transports is scheduled to depart in 30 minutes to begin their evac, sir.”
Worthington stepped through the hatch and walked across the landing bay toward the armory, his heavy steel boots clanging loudly on the deck. His initial euphoria at the prospect of peace had faded, overwhelmed first by unfocused concern…and later by a growing anger. “This is the most fucked up evacuation plan I’ve ever seen.” He’d been stonewalled ever since he heard about the peace treaty, and he was fed up with it. “Who the hell planned this clusterfuck, anyway? Force Hammer should have been the first troops evac’d…not the last. Why the hell is Alliance Gov telling me how I can withdraw my Marines?” He turned and looked back toward Kell, the aide instinctively backing away from Worthington’s withering glare.
Kell took a deep breath. He knew Worthington was close to one of his rages. The general was a virtual force of nature, especially when his almost uncontrollable temper kicked in. Kell had won the respect of the entire Corps by lasting so long as Worthington’s aide, and he’d done it largely by knowing when to stand aside and let a storm blow itself out. The Marines loved their fiery general, but preferably from a safe distance. Charles Worthington could tear down a veteran sergeant in half a minute, without taking his attention away from whatever other tasks occupied him. He’d done it many times, though fewer than the stories would suggest. It was the legend as much as the reality that inspired his warriors and intimidated his enemies. It served his purposes, and he did what he could to feed the legend. His men and women would follow him into places they wouldn’t dare tread if they’d known he was a mere mortal.
“Well, sir, I can’t speak to the prioritizations, but at least most of the force has been evac’d.” Kell agreed with Worthington to an extent…he didn’t see why the embarkation was such a rush job, and he couldn’t understand the high command’s interference in routine details. But they had successfully pulled most of their forces off the planet, and they’d done it in just over two days. In a few more hours, when the Hammer troops were back aboard their transports, it would be finished. The fight for Persis would be done…the war would be over. “The Hammer forces are much closer to the Caliphate capital. Perhaps that has something to do with the specified embarkation plan.” He realized it didn’t make much sense as he listened to it come out of his mouth, but it was all he had to offer. He really had no idea why Alliance Gov had provided such detailed orders for the withdrawal, but then it wasn’t the first time he’d been at a loss to explain the dictates of the Alliance’s political masters.
The heavy steel doors of the armory slid open as they approached, revealing long rows of harnesses. Most of them held suits of armor, blackened and pitted from recent action. Worthington had come up in the last wave, and most of the Marines from the Anvil and HQ forces had already embarked. The armorers would face weeks of work repairing and re-arming the fighting suits, though with the declaration of peace, it didn’t seem likely they would be needed any time soon.
“I’ll feel better when everyone is off-planet.” Worthington backed into one of the harnesses, expertly guiding his suit into the locking bolts. “This whole thing still stinks to me, and I don’t like leaving any of my people behind.” Worthington had wanted to shuttle over to Hammer’s location and come up with Holm and his people, but he’d been expressly ordered to remain with the HQ group. “There’s another shoe to drop…I can feel it.” There was a loud cracking sound as Worthington popped his suit and stepped out, buck naked and covered in almost two weeks of sweat and grime. A fighting suit kept you fed, medicated, and tended to your normal bodily functions…but they hadn’t developed armor yet that offered a hot shower. “Something’s wrong.” He was shaking his head in disgust as he opened a small locker and pulled out a gray jumpsuit.
Kell popped his suit and jumped out next to Worthington. He leaned down, reaching into one of the lockers and grabbing his own set of the zip-up fatigues. “It was sudden, sir, but we can’t know everything involved. There must be a reason the evac was so rushed.” He climbed into the suit and zipped it. Then he pulled out a pair of soft rubber-soled shoes and slipped them on.
“I hope you’re right, captain.” Worthington slid on his second shoe and stood up. He turned and looked over toward Kell. There was a long, hot shower in his future, but it was going to wait until all his people were back on their ships. “Let’s get to the command center. I want to monitor Hammer’s evac.” He took a small comlink from the locker and slipped it into his ear before turning and walking across the armory and opening the hatch to the main corridor. Kell followed right on his heels, still jamming his foot into one of his shoes.
“General Worthington.” His com crackled to life a few seconds later. “This is Captain Craig in the combat command center.”
“Yes captain…” – Worthington’s response was instantaneous – “…what is it?”
“Sir, there have been several nuclear explosions in orbit. It doesn’t appear any attacks were targeted against the fleet, but we just lost contact with Force Hammer, sir.”
Worthington stopped in place. “All contact?”
“Yes, general.” Worthington knew what the captain was going to say before it came through on the com. “The detonations appear to have generated considerable EMP, and the after-effects are jamming our orbit-to-surface communications. Admiral Clement initially placed the fleet on alert, but it was canceled a few minutes later without explanation. I’ve been unable to reach the flagship since. We have a clear line, but they are not responding.”
“Captain, I want all units on immediate alert. First and Second Battalions are to report…” He could hear a strange hollowness on the com. “Captain? Captain Craig?”
“I’m afraid I have had to temporarily disable your communications, General Worthington.” The voice came from behind, and the general snapped around just in time to see half a dozen armed men walk around the corner.
“What is the meaning of this?” Worthington’s roar seemed to rattle the walls.
“I intend you no harm, general, I assure you.”
Worthington’s eyes focused on the man speaking, the apparent leader of the group. He recognized him, though it took a few seconds for it to gel. He was an Alliance Intelligence operative, a very high ranking one if he remembered correctly. “Look, Mr…Dutton, isn’t it?” Worthington walked down the hall, glaring angrily. He completely ignored the armed men and the assault rifles pointed at his chest. “I don’t have time for whatever bullshit this is, so if you just…”
“I am sorry, general, but I am afraid I have orders from the highest authority to temporarily detain you and your aide.” He stepped toward Worthington and handed him a small ‘pad. “I must ask you to come along voluntarily, or we will be forced to restrain you and arrest you for insubordination.”
Kell felt a chill work through his body as he watched in astonishment. The senior field commander of the Marine Corps was being arrested. He knew Viper Worthington…far better than these Alliance Intelligence hacks did, and he didn’t see the general going along peacefully.
He was sure the Marines on board would intervene…if they knew what was happening. These operatives may have cut the comlinks, Kell thought, but he still had a portable field link in his pocket. It was a backup unit designed for use in case of an armor failure on the battlefield. Normally, he’d have left it in his locker, but it had been a little staticky when he’d last used it, and he wanted to take it to the lab and get it checked out. There was no way to pull it out and contact anyone, not before the agents grabbed it…or just shot him. But he managed to put his hand in his pocket and flip it on without anyone noticing. The unit would be on the Marine emergency frequency, which the thugs standing in the corridor were hopefully not monitoring. He couldn’t call for help, but he might be able to let other Marines know what was happening. That just might be enough.
“Why is Alliance Intelligence arresting General Worthington?” Kell almost shouted the question, speaking for the benefit of anyone listening to his com unit, but trying to sound like he was losing just his temper.
“Silence, captain.” Dutton’s tone was sharp, icy. “Do not make the matter worse by resisting. You will both be released after a short confinement if you cooperate. If not, I’m afraid things could be far less pleasant.”
“Mr. Dutton…” – Worthington’s voice bellowed from his throat with all the subtlety of an erupting volcano – “…I am quite finished with this nonsense.” He turned and started back down the corridor, away from the cluster of guards.
“I am warning you for the last time, general.” Dutton did not raise his voice, but the threat was unmistakable in his tone. “Surrender at once.” He gestured with his arm, and the guards raised their rifles.
Worthington stopped. His anger was surging, but he clamped down hard on it, grimly controlling himself. He’d play for time. It was the smart play. Getting shot here wasn’t going to help anything, and he’d probably get poor Kell killed too if he made a stand. They may have him captive, but they were on a ship full of Marines, and Dutton was going to have a hard time keeping him a prisoner here or sneaking him off with no one knowing.
“This is far from over, Dutton.” His voice was like solid ice. He stood stone still, staring into the spymaster’s eyes with a blazing hatred. “Far from over,” he repeated, as the guards ran up and put shackles on his wrists.
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Holm was nervous. It didn’t make sense. None of it. He wanted to give himself up to joy, to rejoice and celebrate the peace like everyone else seemed to be doing. But something was wrong. He didn’t know what it was, but he was convinced, and he just couldn’t put the nagging feeling aside. He was tense, unsettled. He’d come down hard on anyone who started celebrating, reminding them they were still on active duty in a combat zone. There would be time enough for that nonsense aboard ship. He wasn’t going to tolerate it on the surface of an enemy planet. Let them think he was a first class, titanium hardass if they wanted to…he was only concerned with getting them off this rock alive. If he was wrong, he’d be the first one to admit it…and the drinks would be on him. But he wasn’t wrong. He was sure of it.
“The first wave of landers should be launching shortly, sir.” Masur stood just behind Holm, looking out over the valley filled with Marines. There was activity everywhere, the men and women of Force Hammer rushing around across the hillsides like a swarm of ants, preparing to ship out. Masur knew they wanted to celebrate the coming of peace, but they were following Holm’s orders to the letter. Every work party was accompanied by a squad fully prepped for battle. Masur knew Holm well enough to be sure that would continue…until the last squad to board was covering the second to last. “That would put them on the ground in about 35 minutes, captain.”
“I want all defenses manned until the last wave embarks.” The orders were redundant…Holm had given several versions of the same command already. He turned to look back at his aide. “And God himself won’t be able to help the first sentry I find who lets his guard down.”
“Yes sir.” Masur was beginning to feel unsettled himself. He couldn’t understand at first why Holm was so edgy, but now it was starting to get to him, and he began to have his own doubts. He was beginning to question the suddenness of the peace…and to wonder why their isolated force was the last to embark. “I will make sure all defensive protocols are rigidly observed.”
Holm walked slowly across the flat, sandy area just outside the HQ tent, staring out across the open plain. It was an ugly piece of ground, he thought, flat and covered with bilious yellow sand. The water table was high and, with the constant moisture, the sand felt more like a viscous clay that clung to boots, armor, equipment. It’d be a bitch, he imagined, fighting in this shit without armor.
His people had fought hard for it, taking out the hidden strongpoints Rancik’s patrol had found…and a whole series of additional ones they hadn’t discovered. It was a sharp, nasty fight, one that cost Holm 33 dead and 40 wounded. He’d had no intention of staying here after the battle…indeed, he’d planned on moving forward as soon as the wounded were collected. Without the prepared fortifications the enemy had possessed, it was a wide open position…not very defensible at all. He’d been surprised the enemy had chosen the spot to make a stand. There was better ground along his line of advance both before and after the sandy plain. Those questions were still there, and they were feeding his unease. It just didn’t make sense. Elias Holm wasn’t afraid of the enemy, but he was damned scared of anything he didn’t understand.
At least it was good ground to bring down landers, he thought, trying to improve his mood but not drawing much comfort from the effort. It was all he could do, though. His doubts were irrelevant. Word of the armistice had come in just after the battle, and his orders were clear – cease hostilities and remain in position. He’d have preferred someplace a little more protected, but his requests to reposition had been denied. Orders were orders, and Elias Holm knew how to follow them, whether he agreed or not. Besides, the ground was ideal for an LZ. He had to acknowledge that much, at least.
“I want constant patrols on duty, lieutenant.” He didn’t have a choice about the position, but no one had said anything about not keeping an eye on the enemy. The battalion’s dispositions were his call. He was exactly where he’d been ordered to be, and if he decided to postpone the celebration and keep his people on their toes for a while longer, it was no one’s business but his and theirs. He suspected the Marines digging trenches were less than happy with their commander, but they didn’t get a vote.
“Yes, sir.” Masur was reading a feed on his helmet’s tactical display. “We have four squads out on patrol now, sir, and four fresh ones set to relieve them in an hour.” He paused then added, “And all other units are on alert, sir.”
“Very well, lieutenant.” Holm was still staring out across the ugly yellow sand to the low mountains five klicks to the south. “I want to know the instant the landers disembark from the…”
“Sir, we’ve lost contact with orbital command.” Masur interrupted, his voice thick with concern. The comlink connection was suddenly noisy, staticky. “It’s almost like…” He paused, staring at his tactical projection.
“Like what, lieutenant?” Holm’s tone was impatient, demanding. He raised his voice, compensating for the interference. “Lieutenant,” he repeated when he didn’t get a response.
Masur’s voice went cold, numb sounding. “Sorry, sir.” He hesitated for an instant, checking for the third time even though he knew what had happened. “It’s some sort of atmospheric jamming, sir. Not like before…it’s different this time.” He hesitated a few seconds before continuing, the alarm in his voice increasing substantially. “I’ve detected several nuclear explosions in the upper atmosphere.” Another pause, slightly longer this time. “Sir, they’ve blocked our fleetcom with enhanced E3 EMP.” He was yelling, trying to be heard over the growing noise on the com. “Someone deliberately cut our communications with the fleet.” A brief hesitation then: “And I don’t see how the landers are going to make it down through that, sir.” He stared at Holm. “I think we’re stuck down here.”
Holm’s eyes blazed as he glared back at Masur. He knew immediately. The peace had been a trick, some kind of ruse. The enemy was coming. And his people were stuck down here…cut off, alone. “All units, prepare to repel an attack.” His voice was sharp, definitive. “All personnel are to take immediate cover.” Maybe they’d cut their paranoid commander a break now, he thought. The trenches weren’t done yet, but they were a helluva lot better than nothing out on that flat open plain.
“Yes, sir.”
Holm realized his caution was right, but there was no satisfaction in being vindicated. His people were about to be in a world of hurt, and it was going to take all he had to pull them through. If that was even possible. His armored hands balled up into metallic fists, the frustration turning quickly to anger…then rage.
“I want all heavy weapons deployed imm…” Holm stopped when his comlink practically exploded in his ears, dozens of voices fighting through the maddening static. Every scout and sentry in the battalion was calling in at once. The reports were all the same. There were enemy troops approaching from all directions.



Chapter
11
 
AIS Stryker
Docked inside AS Belleau Wood
Mid-Level Orbit
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day Eleven
 
Worthington stared down at the untouched tray. Two turkey sandwiches, some raw vegetables with dip, a small pack of almonds…whatever they’re up to, they aren’t trying to starve me, he thought. The lunch would certainly have passed muster with the fleet nutritionist, though he doubted anyone in the naval chain of command was a party to his imprisonment. Whatever this was, he thought grimly, it had the filthy stink of Alliance Intelligence all over it.
He wasn’t interested in food, however, no more than he’d been when he sent back breakfast…and dinner the evening before. His stomach was twisted into knots. It was anger certainly, but also concern. This abduction was going to have repercussions. There were going to be a lot of questions to answer. Alliance Intelligence didn’t have him locked away in some cell for no reason. Something was going on, and he’d have bet his last credit it was bad. Probably worse than anything he could guess.
He considered jumping the guard when he came for the tray, but he discarded the plan for the same reason he had that morning. There was a two-part security system in the detention area, designed just to prevent an escape of that sort. All he could achieve by breaking out of his cell was to be stuck in the anteroom beyond, without any means to open the external door. He longed for the days depicted in the historical novels he enjoyed reading, when all a prisoner had to do was jump a guard and grab a physical key. Unfortunately, the locks on Worthington’s prison were all electronic and centrally controlled…and hacking into a top tier security AI was well beyond his abilities. An abortive escape attempt would accomplish nothing except increasing the watchfulness of his jailors. That was the last thing he needed; their carelessness was his only hope of getting out in time to deal with whatever scheme was going on, miniscule chance that it was.
He was on a small ship; he knew that much. He’d been led aboard blindfolded, unable to ID the vessel itself. It couldn’t be more than a 200 tonner, or it wouldn’t fit inside Belleau Wood’s bay. There hadn’t been any outside vessels in the bay when his people had launched the invasion, but he’d been down on the surface for weeks now, and he had no idea what ships had docked with the big troop carrier since. He hadn’t felt any acceleration, or any movement at all since he’d been imprisoned, which meant his prison ship was still inside Belleau Wood. Hundreds of his Marines were just meters away. But he had no way to reach anyone. The frustration just kept building.
He wondered how Kell was faring. The two had been separated when they were brought aboard, and they were put in different cells. Worthington was a little worried about the aide. Kell was good at his job, the best he’d ever seen. Between his cantankerous personality and his unceasing demands, the faithful captain had taken everything he’d dished out and come back for more. Worthington respected that…and beyond that, he just liked the tenacious officer.
He knew how Alliance Intelligence operated. They wouldn’t hesitate to do away with an officer who got in their way, at least not for any moral or ethical reasons. Worthington himself was too high profile to simply disappear or to end up dead, shot by intelligence operatives. There would be too many questions, too much scrutiny. He was famous throughout the Alliance, a war hero of massive proportions. But a miscellaneous captain could easily be written off, a manufactured list of infractions slipped into his record along with the tragic report that he’d resisted arrest and been killed in a firefight with agents. Kell was probably worth more to Dutton alive, as a tool to gain Worthington’s cooperation, but he was still worried.
He glanced down at the tray, considering taking one of the sandwiches. He’d refused to give them the satisfaction of eating anything they sent him, but now he started to wonder if he should keep his strength up. If he did manage to get out of the cell, he didn’t know what he’d have to do. He had to be ready for anything, including fighting his way out. He was just reaching down to grab the top sandwich when he heard it…a sound he’d know anywhere. Marine assault rifles firing.
He scanned the room quickly, instinctively, searching for anything he could use as a weapon. There was nothing useful on the tray, just a set of soft, pliable plastic utensils. He might poke someone in the eye with them, but that was the extent of their combat potential. Alliance Intelligence had its faults, but the organization had enormous expertise at handling prisoners. It was very unlikely he’d find anything that could be weaponized in a meaningful way. He grabbed the tray itself, knocking the food all over the floor. It was light plastic, not very useful as a club. But it was all he had. He leapt up and stood alongside the door, waiting, ready to spring at whoever came through.
There was more fire, distant at first and then closer…in the anteroom just beyond his door. “General Worthington, sir. Get away from the door. Take cover in there.”
The voices were muffled by the heavy door, but he understood every word, and his heart leapt. They were Marines. He was sure of it. His Marines. He moved away from the door, ducking quickly down below the small bunk. He was crouched low, his head tucked down between his arms. The training had been decades before, but he remembered it. At least the important parts. He listened to his heart pounding, each beat reverberating loudly in his ears. The delay seemed like an eternity, though he knew it was only a few seconds. Finally, there was a loud crack, and the door came flying out of its frame, blown inward by the controlled blast. It smashed into the opposite wall with an earsplitting crash. An instant later, armored figures poured inside. One of them looked down at him as he raised his head up and returned the stare. “We’re here to get you out, general. Come with us, sir.” The armored Marine extended a steel-gloved hand.
Worthington pulled himself up to his feet, grabbing ahold of the proffered arm. He stared at the looming figures, huge and imposing in their dark gray fighting suits, assault rifles extended, smelling faintly of ozone from recent use. He could see through the door at an angle. His field of view was poor and incomplete, but he could make out at least two bodies, both wearing the dark brown uniforms of Alliance Intelligence guards. Whatever was going on, he knew his Marines had acted on their own. There was going to be hell to pay, he was certain of that. But none of that made a bit of difference now…they had more important things to do.
He stared at the leader of the group, the Marine who had helped him to his feet. He’d thought the voice was familiar through the heavy door, but he hadn’t been able to make it out. Now it was crystal clear. He’d know it anywhere.
“Colonel Thomas, I’ve never been so glad to see your ugly face before.”
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The fire was thick all along the line. They’d been fighting nonstop for three days, and there was no sign of a letup. The enemy had been throwing fresh assaults at them every few hours. Holm’s forces had over 200 casualties, and the toll kept growing. But they were holding everywhere. All along the perimeter, Elias Holm had been wherever the fighting was heaviest, anyplace his Marines were wavering. He’d shifted his scant reserves wherever they were most needed, and he’d stood in the line with a battered platoon, firing his assault rifle along with theirs.
Everywhere Holm went, Danny Burke followed. Lieutenant Masur had been hit two days before. He was alive, but the shell took one of his legs clean off and only left part of the second one. He was in the field hospital, stabilized but still in critical condition. He’d be a candidate for the new regeneration process…a medical miracle that would allow him to grow two new limbs from his own DNA. Regeneration would give him the chance to return to the colors as good as new, but the Marine hospital on Armstrong was the only place off Earth equipped to do regens. Armstrong was lightyears away, and Masur was stuck on Persis, half-conscious on painkillers and sedatives, waiting to see if his brethren won the battle…or if he’d die in a POW camp.
Burke had convinced Holm to let him fill in for Masur. Holm had doubted the idea at first. His impression of Burke was positive, but he wasn’t sure any rookie could be up to the job. He considered other options, but he finally decided he couldn’t afford to pull even a single veteran officer from the line. He needed his people where they were, all of them. So the cherry private, last survivor of his squad, became a makeshift aide, carrying out Holm’s orders, moving from one beleaguered section of the line to another. Burke found courage and resourcefulness he’d never imagined he possessed, and he stood firm wherever Holm’s orders took him, running without hesitation from one meatgrinder to another. Not a doubt, not a shred of fear interfered with his executing Holm’s orders. He was afraid, certainly, as every Marine on Persis was, but it didn’t affect his duty, not one iota.
The fighting along the front lines was brutal. The open plain had seemed to be a death trap, devoid of natural cover. But the Marines quickly adapted, benefiting from Holm’s earlier paranoia. Instead of celebrating peace, they had been digging makeshift foxholes, later expanding those scratchings into a legitimate network of trenches. If the enemy had expected to overwhelm Holm’s Marines in the open country, they had gotten a nasty surprise. The attackers faced one strongpoint after another, hastily built but powerful nevertheless. Their attacks broke on the Marine defenses, and they lost hundreds to the defenders’ withering fire. There were mounds of enemy dead lying in front of the trenchlines, the detritus of a dozen failed assaults. The Marines had taken heavy casualties too, but they had inflicted vastly greater losses on the enemy. The Caliphate line troops and the Persis levies were no match for the Alliance’s Marines, and it showed. Mathematics would ultimately have its say - Holm knew that - but so far the skill and tenacity of the Alliance’s elite shock troops had been enough to hold back the overwhelming numbers of the enemy.
“Captain, we’re getting reports from all along the line.” The comlink was still staticky, and Burke’s voice was hoarse from shouting. The enemy had continued with the atmospheric detonations every few hours. Line of sight ground to ground communications were only marginally affected, but all contact between Force Hammer and the Alliance fleet had been interdicted without a break. The enemy clearly had no intention of allowing Holm to reach the ships in orbit…or the fleet to contact the Marines on the ground. “It’s very strange, sir.” He paused, only for an instant. “The attack forces are withdrawing.”
Holm’s head snapped around, a natural gesture, but a relatively pointless one when buttoned up in armor and communicating by comlink. “They’re pulling back?” There was an edge to his voice. This was unexpected.
“Yes sir.” Burke’s voice was high-pitched. He was just as surprised as Holm. “I’ve confirmed it with all commanders, sir. They are withdrawing everywhere. All along the perimeter.”
Holm was silent. He felt a tightness in his chest, a constriction in his stomach. Something was wrong, very wrong. The enemy had been attacking relentlessly for more than two days. His people couldn’t take much more…they’d been pushed to the brink. Why pull back now? It didn’t make any sense. Or did it?
“Sir, we’re getting reports of smoke shells landing in front of our positions.” Burke sounded confused. The rookie had never encountered the ordnance the Marines called smoke. But Holm had.
Fuck, he thought angrily. I should have known; I should have been ready for this. Smoke was an interdiction system…a radioactive chemical steam seeded with tiny metallic particles. It blocked line of sight and interfered with virtually all scanning technology…providing perfect cover for an attacker. It was used by one corps of shock troops, one of the best and most feared in human space.
“Prepare to receive Janissaries.” Holm’s voice was like ice. The Caliphate’s Janissaries were the Marines’ most hated enemy, the only troops in space who laid claim to being their equals. No Marine would admit the Janissaries could beat them in a straight up fight. But this was far from an even matchup. Holm’s people were exhausted and shot to pieces…and they’d be running low on ordnance soon too. The Janissaries were fresh, and Holm expected them to outnumber his people too. He’d known there were Janissaries on Persis, but they hadn’t shown themselves. No matter how many losses the Marines inflicted on the defenders, the Janissaries remained inactive, hidden somewhere the Alliance scanners couldn’t penetrate. He’d finally begun to hope the reports had been wrong, that there were none of the Caliphate’s elite soldiers onplanet. Now he knew…the intel had been right all along. Now they were coming. And his battered Marines had to dig up the strength to hold them off. Somehow.
 
“Get your Goddamned heads down now!” Sergeant Tremont crouched behind the berm of the hastily-built trench firing his assault rifle into the billowing cloud of steam ahead. He couldn’t see anything more than half a meter in – and his scanner was giving him nothing but incomprehensible garbage – but he knew the Janissaries were there. He turned his head left then right, checking to make sure his orders were being followed. The Marines were edgy, even more than they had been. A hopeless fight was one thing, but now the Janissaries were coming. Now it was more than just a fight to the death; it was a matter of honor. They carried the pride of the Corps with them.
He didn’t know where the attackers were in that swirling green mass of toxic steam, but he wasn’t about to let them get through unscathed. “I want those clouds bracketed with fire.” His voice was raw, edgy. “They’re in there somewhere, so let’s take ‘em down.”
The steam was a terror weapon as much as a camouflage system. It didn’t block projectiles, and the Janissaries inside the clouds could suffer considerable losses from fire, especially since they tended to favor mass attacks. Their tactics were highly effective at intimidating their enemies, filling them with fear as they waited for the attacking masses to emerge from the sickly green clouds. It worked well against many of their adversaries, already half beaten by the legend of the Caliphate’s elite slave-soldiers. Against many adversaries, but not the Marines.
Tremont’s section consisted of veterans. They’d all faced the Janissaries before, and they’d be damned if they were going to let a bunch of theatrics get to them. They stood firm, meticulously crisscrossing the clouds with fire, working to maximize the casualties they inflicted. It was frustrating not being able to see what damage you were doing, but the discipline of the Marines was being buttressed by their rivalry. They might get overwhelmed on Persis, but to a man they’d be damned if they were going to shake in their boots because the Janissaries were coming.
Tremont was focused on the forward edge of the nearest cloud. It was barely 80 meters from the line. When they emerged, the Janissaries would cover that distance in less than ten seconds. Then they’d be in the trenches. Hand to hand combat wasn’t common on the 22nd century battlefield, but it did happen, especially when elite forces clashed. The Janissaries wouldn’t falter…Tremont knew that. And his Marines damned sure weren’t going anywhere.
“Incoming!”
Tremont’s head snapped around. It was Corporal Connors on the com. An instant later he heard the whoomp sound of mortar rounds exploding. The Caliphate mortars were similar to the Alliance’s. They could be highly effective against an unarmored enemy, but troops in modern fighting suits were well protected against anything but a direct hit. The Marines rarely bothered with the weapons except in special situations, but it was all part of the theatrics so central to the Janissary way of war.
“It’s just the enemy’s popguns, people.” Tremont kept his voice slow and calm. “Maintain rifle fire. You can’t see it, but we’re taking these fuckers down while they’re hiding in those clouds throwing water balloons at us.” He glanced at the scanner. The mortar rounds had been mostly ineffectual, as he’d expected. Mostly wasn’t entirely, though. It looked like two of his people had taken minor hits…nothing their suits couldn’t patch up, but a wound didn’t do anything to increase a Marine’s combat effectiveness.
Tremont was snapping another clip into his assault rifle when he saw it. The first Janissary, pushing forward, out of the swirling green mist and into the open, less than 100 meters away. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. Always when I’m reloading, he thought. The enemy soldier was running quickly, heading straight for Tremont, firing away at full auto with his own rifle. Then there was another just behind him…and more to the left and right.
He crouched low, pushing himself forward against the front wall of the trench, his rifle in front of him. He fired at full auto, sweeping the area directly in front of him. The first Janissary went down, struck by at least three projectiles. Then another, stumbling forward, crashing hard into the yellow mud. There were at least a dozen still heading for him, and they’d covered at least half the distance. He aimed at another, letting his guard down for just a second and lifting himself up a few centimeters to get a good shot.
The impact slammed into him hard, knocking him backwards from the edge of the trench. He landed on his back, splashing wet muck all over as he hit the ground. His shoulder was hit. It was a glancing blow, not a serious wound, but it hurt like hell. He struggled to focus, and he held his rifle up with his good arm just as the Janissaries reached the edge of the trench. He was shooting wildly, spraying the whole area with fire. He took out another enemy, maybe two, and then he was hit again. It was worse this time, somewhere in the abdomen. There was pain, then a rush of painkillers and amphetamines. Tremont wasn’t done yet, and his suit would do everything possible to keep him in the fight. He flipped the switch in his right glove, activating his blade. The weapon thrust out from his suit’s arm, an almost impossibly thin shard of iridium, honed to an edge barely a molecule wide.
He thrust himself upward, slashing hard. His extended blade sliced through the leg of the closest Janissary, sending the enemy soldier crashing to the ground. Doug Tremont wasn’t finished…not yet.



Chapter 13
 
Marine Lander A34-V111
Upper Atmosphere
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day Thirteen – Afternoon
 
The lander bounced around wildly. Worthington was bolted in firmly, but he still felt like he’d go flying off any second. It had been years since the Marines’ celebrated field commander had ridden a first wave landing sled. The first Marines to hit dirt had the roughest ride…the follow up units and headquarters elements came down in larger, more comfortable shuttles. Worthington had never forgotten what a rough ride the front line troops endured, but it was still a shock to re-experience it after so many years.
He was regretting the sandwiches he’d eaten after Thomas’ people had freed him. There’d been no time for intravenous feeding periods or most of the other pre-landing protocols. He’d barely allowed a few minutes for the doc to administer the anti-emetics and other standard injections to the attack force. For the guys who’d celebrated the short-lived peace with greasy pizzas and sloppy burgers, it was just so much bad luck. A number of his officers pleaded for more prep time, but Worthington’s response was simple, and he repeated it to anyone suggesting delay. “There are Marines dying down there Goddammit.” He didn’t think any more needed to be said…and neither did anyone else.
The landing wasn’t as well planned as most of his ops had been…indeed, it had been the most seat of the pants thing he’d ever done. But he was going to get help to his men and women on the surface, whatever it took. Whatever happened, he was resolved those Marines on the surface would not die alone and abandoned.
The repercussions would be ugly; he knew that much. His career would be over…there wasn’t much doubt of that. Alliance Gov had approved the hateful terms of the peace, and Worthington’s actions were in direct violation of orders from the highest level. Court-martial was almost certain, and a firing squad wasn’t out of the question. He’d escaped from an internment approved by Alliance Gov, left a trail of dead intelligence agents behind, and rallied the Marines on Belleau Wood to follow him on an unauthorized landing, heading right back into the fight on a world they’d just left. His actions, which he considered profoundly justified, threatened the new peace and risked a return to full-scale war. Worthington knew the risks, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t leaving his people behind, no matter what the cost.
The Marines had behaved exactly as he’d expected. He hated involving them in this, but there was no choice. He’d been straight with them all. They were going into another blast furnace, where their deaths were far likelier than a successful rescue. They could end up alone, with no one coming to their aid as they were coming to Holm’s. There was no way to be sure any of the forces on the other ships would follow their lead…or that they’d even be able to now that Alliance Intelligence was alerted. The 300 Marines from Belleau Wood might find themselves trapped and overwhelmed just like the forces they were trying to rescue. And even if they somehow made it back, they’d likely face disciplinary action. Their careers could be destroyed…they might even do time in a penal facility. But none of that mattered. Every one of the 400 Marines on Belleau Wood had volunteered to go. Worthington ended up drawing lots…for the 100 who had to stay behind for lack of landing craft to get them to the surface.
His comlink crackled to life. “Charles, what the hell is going on?” It was Admiral Clement, his voice barely audible over the growing static.
“I’m going to help my people, Tom.” Worthington’s voice was calm, though he had to yell to be heard over the interference. “Those pigfuckers at Alliance Intelligence bought their peace with the lives of my Marines…and I’m not going to allow that!”
“What are you going to do with 300 Marines?” Clement was pleading with Worthington, his voice thick with concern. “Abort this insanity, and we’ll deal with the situation together. You know you’ll have my full support. If you do this it won’t make any difference. You’ll all die…and you’ll just be tried for mutiny even if you do somehow manage to make it back.” He paused for an instant and added, “Don’t throw your life away, my friend.”
Worthington smiled. Clement was a good man, a friend. “My people don’t have time, Tom.” He spoke simply, matter-of-factly. “It’s no different than you’d do if one of your ships was in trouble…and you know it.”
Clement paused, sighing hard, but not responding.
“If you’ve got anything else to say, old friend, now is the time.” Worthington knew he wouldn’t. Clement had to try to convince him, but deep down the admiral felt the same way. He’d led his ships and people from one murderous fight to another, and cutting them loose, abandoning them to the enemy…it wasn’t in his DNA and more than it was in Worthington’s. “We’re taking as wide and approach as we can, but we’ll be clipping the EMP area in a minute. The ships will make it through, I think, but we’ll probably lose our com channel with the fleet.”
Clement sighed again. “I know I’m not going to change your mind, Charles. I’ve fought alongside your stubborn ass long enough to realize that.” There was a long pause, only the growing static on the line. “So, let’s cut the crap. How can I help?”
Worthington smiled again. He’d always respected Clement, but the crusty old admiral would never know how much that last sentence meant to him. Still, he wasn’t going to drag his friend down with him. “Stay out of it, Tom. You tried to convince me to come back. You did your duty. Now you and your people lay low, stay out of it. I’m not taking you down with me.”
“Bullshit,” Clement roared loudly enough to rattle the speaker in Worthington’s helmet. “We fought a war together, and by God we’re going to finish it that way. And if you tell me again to cower on my bridge while good men die, I’m gonna show you just how an admiral can kick the shit out of an uppity Marine general.”
Worthington paused for a few seconds. He felt a wave of guilt for dragging Clement into the whole mess. He struggled with it briefly then pushed it aside. Tom Clement was his own man. What he did, he did because he knew it was the right thing to do. And nothing would change that. “You’re a good man, Tom. And a good friend.” The static was growing louder. Worthington glanced at the positional display. He was going to lose contact any second. “We need more strength down there, Tom.” He was shouting as loudly as he could, trying to overcome the almost-total interference. “Get the word to the other ships. Tell the rest of my Marines we need them.” There was a loud burst of static and then the line went dead.



Chapter 14
 
Anvil Force Perimeter
Yellow Sand Valley
Northern Continent
Planet Persis – Iota Persi II
Day Thirteen – Late Afternoon
 
It was over. He knew that much. Tremont was on his back again, two more slugs in his body. His right arm had been hit, a random shot that shattered the bone. There was more pain, but he ignored it. The suit was still pumping him full of drugs, keeping the agony at least moderately under control. His blade was still extended, but the deadly weapon lay half buried in the yellow mud, the arm that had wielded it sprawled uselessly at his side. Even with the nuclear-powered servo-mechanicals of his suit, there was no way to move the obliterated arm.
There were Janissaries all around him, like angels of death floating over his dying body. He could see at least two bringing their rifles around to finish him off. He knew he was looking at his end. He’d been afraid earlier, waiting for the assault to come. But now, lying in the mud, facing the reality of his own death, the fear was gone. There was something else there in its place, regret possibly? He ached for his Marines, for the rest of Third Battalion, abandoned on an alien world, facing almost certain destruction. He couldn’t understand how this had happened…how it had been allowed to happen. How long a fraction of a second can be, he thought, watching his impending death as if it was unfolding in slow motion.
He gritted his teeth, waiting for the pain of the kill shots. At least they would be mercifully quick. Death now was better than a few more hours of life…watching the battalion slowly destroyed. But those shots didn’t come. He saw the shadows looming over him, watched as they moved away…falling, landing in the mud around him. He was groggy, weak. Realization came slowly…figures running down the trench toward him…firing. Marines! His Marines, shooting at his attackers, taking them all down. Saving his life.
“Get that weapon set up, private!” The voice on the com was rough, hoarse. “We’ve got a second wave coming, and we’re gonna need that SAW fire.”
Tremont was wavering on the edge of consciousness as he listened. Mueller, he thought. “Corporal Mueller? Is that you?” His voice was weak, throaty.
“Yes, sergeant. We’re here for you. Just relax…we’ve got things under control.”
That was a lie…Tremont knew that much. But however bad the situation, Mueller’s people had this section of line better defended than he had by himself. Maybe, he thought…maybe they’ll hold. At least for a while. He lay back in the mud and took a deep, painful breath.
Mueller fired off another series of orders. Tremont tried to move his head to see, but he couldn’t do it. Finally, he looked at his display. Mueller had nine Marines, including himself. Less than half the starting strength of his section, Tremont realized grimly. Still, they could put out one hell of a lot of fire. Nine Marines and two SAWs could hold a section of trench for a long time…even against Janissaries. But what were they holding out for? A single battalion, alone on an enemy world, low on supplies and hopelessly outnumbered…what chance did they have?
 
Burke was crouched low as he shuffled along the back of the small berm. It was a weak defense, desperately put in place. The Janissaries had hit hard in this sector, and they finally drove the Marines back from their trenches. The defenders had held to the last, and the Caliphate’s elite troops paid a heavy blood price to break through. But they had reserves, and the Marines didn’t. No more than a quarter of Captain Clinton’s company were still in the line when the fallback order finally came. They retreated, fighting all the way, and hastily erected a fallback position. Clinton had given the order to retreat, but he wasn’t with his people when they followed it. He’d been fighting in the ranks with his Marines as wave after wave of Janissaries threw themselves at the trench line. He was one of the last to fall, seconds after ordering the retreat. He lay on the line, under a pile of bodies…a handful of his Marines who’d desperately tried to reach him instead of pulling back, only to discover he was already dead. They’d sacrificed their chance to escape, and run head on into the main enemy attack. They had died to a man, bravely, but in the end, vainly.
“Captain Holm, I’m up at First Company’s position.” Burke’s voice was scratchy, deep. There was an authority in it, a confidence that hadn’t been there two days before. The nervous-sounding rookie was gone, replaced by a man who’d seen too much, too quickly. He struggled with the horrors he was facing, but he’d done all Holm had asked of him and come back for more. Baptism by fire…that’s what they call it, he thought. Part of him was overwhelmed, longing to give in to the fear, to flee for his life. But there was more inside him than he’d ever imagined. The training appealed to his rational mind. Fleeing would do no good…there was nowhere to go. But in his heart, in the place courage came from, there was a resolve he’d never imagined he’d possessed. “They’re in bad shape, sir,” he continued. “The enemy was badly disordered taking the trenches, and that’s buying us a short break. But as soon as they are able to regroup, I don’t see how Clinton’s people are going to hold.”
“Who’s in command up there?” Holm’s voice was hard, steady. He already knew Captain Clinton was dead. He and Clinton had been close for years, but he just filed the information and focused on the matter at hand. There would be time to mourn lost friends later…if anyone survived.
Holm was exhausted, but his mind was sharp, and kept firing out orders, micromanaging every part of his shrinking battle line. The worse the situation got, the calmer the young captain in command seemed to become. He was growing into his responsibilities, and even while his beleaguered forces faced overwhelming odds, their confidence in their commander grew. Elias Holm would one day succeed General Worthington as the Corps’ fighting commander, and his journey to greatness began in those fateful days on Persis.
“Lieutenant Fargus, sir. But he’s wounded. He’s still on his feet, but he can’t be 100%.” Burke paused, looking up toward the front line. “Sir, I’ll move forward and get a better look at the defensive positions…”
“No you won’t.” Holm’s tone pre-empted any argument. “I need a live aide, Danny, not a dead hero.” He paused. His respect for Burke was growing. He’d had serious doubts about the young private serving as his aide, especially in a desperate fight like this, but Burke had vastly exceeded his expectations. “Stay the hell back, and get your ass over to 2nd Company’s position.”
Burke was distracted by chatter from Fargus’ people on the line. He knew what it was immediately. “Captain Holm, the enemy is moving against the fallback position.” The Janissaries were coming in…and they outnumbered the 50 or so Marines manning the hasty works at least 10-1. The defenders would fight…but that was just a formality. The enemy would overrun them all…and burst into the rear of the entire battalion.
 
James Fargus knelt in the deep yellow mud, staring across the flat, featureless plain. His people had fallen back a little more than a kilometer from their abandoned trenches. They’d fought long and hard to hold the painstakingly built defensive line, but ultimately numbers had prevailed…as they usually did in war. Perhaps, he thought, we could have held indefinitely against the regular line troops…but the Janissaries were elite shock troops. The Marines had made them pay dearly, but in the end, there had simply been too many of them.
The Janissaries were coming again. It looked like a whole orta…at least several times as many as it would take to wipe out Fargus’ battered force. Worse, their formations seemed intact…which meant they were fresh troops, not the battered units that had finally taken the trench line.
He’d been crouched behind the berm his people had hastily erected, ready for what was almost certainly going to be his last fight. The wound in his side ached, but his trauma control system had packed it in sterile foam and flooded his system with painkillers and amphetamines. He felt a little weakness, but nothing he couldn’t handle. He didn’t think it was going to matter for much longer anyway.
“Lieutenant Fargus, I am receiving intermittent signals from approaching aircraft.” Fargus’ AI spoke with the same human-sounding tone as the others. “Approximate location 30 kilometers southwest, altitude 9 kilometers.”
Fargus sighed. It just kept getting worse. The Alliance and Caliphate air assets had fought each other to mutual annihilation early in the campaign. If the enemy had hidden aircraft during the initial fighting, they would have total air superiority now. Third Battalion was already doomed, but the end would come almost immediately if they had to face coordinated ground attacks and air strikes.
He glanced left and right, looking at the thin, ragged line of Marines waiting for the enemy assault. His instinct was to prepare to receive an air attack, but there was no point. Let them focus on giving the Janissaries one last good fight, he thought. They had almost no AA ordnance left anyway. His mind was dark, resigned to his fate.
“Aircraft positively identified as Reynolds-class landing craft.”
Fargus heard the AI’s statement, but the reality of it lagged, following a few seconds behind. His mind raced. Reynolds landers? Marines!
“Confirm aircraft identification.” He was looking up as he snapped the order to the AI, cranking his magnification and trying to get a glimpse of the incoming landers.
“Identification confirmed. Approximately 60 Reynolds-class ships currently inbound…projected landing zone 1.5 kilometers northeast of our position.”
He felt his stomach clench. If those were reinforcements, they were coming down close to the enemy position…too close. He felt his hands ball into fists. His people had to hold the line, at least until those ships came down. If the Janissaries broke through and were waiting in the LZ, the landing would be a bloody fiasco. He couldn’t imagine why the landers were coming in so close…landings were usually better planned. But if those were Marines…
“We’ve got reserves incoming, Marines.” He shouted his orders on the com, his renewed energy and determination clear in his voice. “We’ve gotta hold this line, people…long enough for our brothers and sisters to hit dirt. We don’t give a centimeter. Not a motherfucking centimeter!”
He heard a ripple of cheers and acknowledgements…and then a single clear voice shouting. “Here they come!” The entire line opened up, blasting away at the approaching Janissaries with renewed enthusiasm.
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“Sergeant Mulligan’s strike force has been overrun, sir…sirs.” Burke snapped out his report, his eyes shifting involuntarily between Holm and Worthington. It was a lot of brass for a rookie private to deal with. He was Holm’s aide, but Worthington was so lofty a figure he thought he’d get a nosebleed just being near him. “I can’t raise any of his people…I’m afraid there may be no survivors.” Burke put his hand up for a few seconds as he listened to another incoming report. “Lieutenant Barret is down as well. His company is retreating with the enemy in pursuit.”
Holm turned and looked at Worthington. “I think we’re down to the last stand, general.” Holm’s voice was raw and tired…but unbeaten. He would fight to the last, with the final bit of strength in his body. He was beyond exhausted, but he took a stim whenever he felt like he was losing effectiveness. He couldn’t imagine the wear and tear on his body, but none of that was important now. Staying sharp…as sharp as drug-induced consciousness could be…that was the most important thing.
He was a realist too. Worthington’s relief force had bought them some time…a little at least. Confused and surprised, the enemy pulled back all along the perimeter as Worthington’s landers hit ground. The new troops deployed immediately and went right into battle, gaining back a few meters of lost ground and giving Holm’s exhausted Marines a little rest…a day’s worth. Then the reformed and resupplied Caliphate forces redoubled their efforts, throwing themselves at the Marines’ reinforced lines. For the last two days the forces had been locked in a death struggle. The reinforced and resupplied Marines held firm at first, but then numbers began to tell again. The enemy could replace its losses; the Marines couldn’t. Slowly, grudgingly, the combined Alliance force was forced back into an ever-shrinking circle. The front lines were less than a kilometer from HQ in all directions now. There was no more room to retreat. They would fight and die where they stood.
“Captain Holm, sir, this is Lieutenant Fargus.” The lieutenant’s voice was weak. He’d been fighting with two holes in his side for three days. His suit’s med systems had stabilized the injuries, and they had stopped the bleeding again every time he tore open the packing and reopened the wounds in combat. But there was a limit to what the human body and spirit could endure, and James Fargus was close to it. “It’s Colonel Thomas, sir. He’s been hit.”
Holm winced. Sam Thomas was one of the most loved and respected officers in the Corps…and the closest thing Viper Worthington had to a protégé. “The general is listening in, lieutenant. How bad is it?”
“Yes, sir…and general, sir.” Fargus paused, his tension increasing at the mention of Worthington. “It’s pretty bad, sirs. I sent him back to the field hospital.” It wasn’t so much a field hospital as a small stretch of ground where Force Hammer’s two surgeons worked on the most critically wounded, low on equipment, drugs…even shelter. “I think…” He paused, a coughing spasm interrupting his report. “…I think he’ll make it.”
“I want you off the line too, Fargus.” Holm spoke slowly, his hand sliding slowly along the assault rifle clipped to his side. “Get back here and see one of the docs.”
“Sir, I can’t leave…there’s no one else up here to take command.” He was struggling to keep his voice firm, but it was obvious he was struggling.
Holm pulled the assault rifle from the harness. “You bet your ass there is. I’ll be there in two minutes. Now follow my orders and get to the aid station.” Holm turned to face Worthington. “You don’t need me here, do you sir?”
Worthington opened his mouth then closed it again. He wanted to order Holm to stay put. Things were bad at the front and getting worse by the minute. But those were Elias Holm’s people out there, at least half of them were. The general knew what was going through the heroic captain’s mind. It would be over in a few hours anyway. The lines were collapsing everywhere, and there were no reserves left to plug the holes. Why shouldn’t Holm die on the lines with his Marines?
Worthington felt a rush of guilt. He’d failed the captain and all his people. His 300 reinforcements were woefully inadequate, and the hope of more help from the fleet had faded steadily as the hours passed. He was sure Clement had tried to help, but Alliance Intelligence probably had everything locked down. He cursed himself for obeying the original evac order, for not seeing through the scheme sooner. He just couldn’t order the captain to stay at HQ, not when the end was so close. He owed this to Holm, to let him die fighting alongside his Marines. “Go, Elias,” he finally croaked, turning away as he did.
 
“Keep up that fire.” Holm was crouched in a small foxhole, targeting the approaching Janissaries and dropping them with perfectly aimed, three-round bursts. He’d been first in marksmanship in his basic training and officers’ Academy classes, and the enemy troops were getting a lesson in precision shooting. The Janissaries were going to win this round by virtue of sheer numbers, but it wasn’t going to be a battle that went down in their unit lore. They’d taken horrendous casualties fighting a force they outnumbered at least 5-1. The Marines had fought with a savage determination beyond anything the Caliphate’s elite troops had ever seen. Elias Holm had directed his outnumbered forces with enormous skill and determination, and his people had responded to his leadership, giving them all they had.
Holm watched as the advancing Caliphate forces staggered and fell back to regroup. His people had dodged another bullet…beat back one more charge. He felt a rush of elation, but it didn’t last. His people were near the end. The next attack – or maybe the one after that – would be the last. There was no more room to pull back, no fallback position this time. When the enemy broke through and burst into the rear of the Marines’ position, Third Battalion would be destroyed.
“Let’s use the break, Marines.” Holm pushed his dark thoughts aside. They served nothing…and if his people were going to die here, they were going to go down fighting. “Shore up your foxholes, and check your ammo supplies.” And stay busy, he thought. He didn’t want them to have too much time to think now. It couldn’t do anyone any good.
“Sir, Simm’s company is down to their last 2 or 3 cartridges per man.” Burke trotted up behind Holm. “He’s requesting resupply.”
Holm sighed, turning to face his erstwhile aide. “Danny, all I’ve got for Lieutenant Simms is my best wishes.” The supplies were gone, even the extra ordnance Worthington’s reinforcements had brought down. The Marines on the line had whatever ammunition they carried on their suits…then they’d be down to deploying their blades and hunkering down until the enemy got into close quarters. “Tell Simms’ people, burst fire only…no full auto.” He paused a few seconds then added, “And tell them to use up their popguns…they may not be that effective, but I want every weapon we’ve got put to use. Understand?” They were almost out of reloads for their assault rifles, but Holm would have bet his last credit they all had full mortar racks.
“Yes, sir.”
Holm could hear the fatigue in Burke’s voice. The lack of sleep, endless fighting, constant terror…it was a terrible burden on any man, but an almost unimaginable strain on a young rookie thrust into the responsibilities he had borne over the past ten days. Holm had nothing but admiration and respect for the Marine Burke had become, but he also knew the young private had to be near the end of his endurance. All the Marines on Persis were.
Holm sat on the edge of his foxhole, taking a few deep breaths. His AI had been adjusting the mix of his suit’s atmosphere, feeding him extra oxygen when he was in the heat of battle. A fighting suit not only increased a Marine’s strength and protection…it also allowed the human warrior inside to maximize his or her own natural capabilities. Holm knew that none of his people would still be standing, much less fighting, after what they’d been through…not without their suits. They were all strung out on stims, fed a bunch of chemicals and raw nutrients, and kept in the fight…far longer than their natural equipment could have sustained.
“Here they come again!”
Holm’s eyes snapped to his tactical display. Sure enough, another wave was advancing, coming across the blood-soaked plain directly at the Marines’ fragile line.
“All units…fire on my command.” Holm stared out across the yellow sand, his eyes darting up to his tactical display every few seconds. “Fire!” He screamed the command, the word ripping across his parched throat like a knife. He pulled his trigger as he did, firing an unaimed 3-shot burst…a waste of ammunition he did not intent to repeat. He looked out, choosing a target and coolly dropping the soldier with another burst.
All along the line the Marines were firing, using the last of their precious ammunition to meet the Janissaries with a wall of death. The elite enemy soldiers pushed forward into the deadly maelstrom, firing as they did. Then, at 200 meters their line staggered. They didn’t run, didn’t fall back. They began to go prone, singly at first then in groups. They hugged the ground, taking advantage of the cover offered by any small hills or gullies. The intensity of their fire increased as they opened up at full auto…then again as their autocannons and heavy rocket launchers deployed.
The small patch of ground between the two forces became a nightmare, a horrific demonstration of man’s powers of destruction. Holm knew his people would lose this duel in the end. The Marines could match any force of devastation the Janissaries could unleash, but they were almost down to the last of their supplies, and their adversaries could resupply themselves. In the end it would be materiel and not men that determined the outcome of the battle on Persis.
He focused on the enemy in front of him, picking them off one by one. The supply situation was beyond his control, but until they ran out completely he and his Marines had a job to do. There was no command responsibility left…his people knew what to do. For the moment, Elias Holm was just one more Marine in the line, his assault rifle one of many. If he had to die on this miserable enemy rock, he thought, this is how he would go…shoulder to shoulder with the Marines he led.
“Captain Holm, I am tracking a wave of attack ships approaching from orbit.” It was Nate, the AI’s voice calm, unaffected by the savage fight going on all around.
Holm was startled by the sudden announcement. “Is that confirmed? Whose ships?”
“Scanning report is confirmed. Incoming craft are broadcasting Alliance transponder protocols.”
Holm was silent, stunned. He opened his mouth, but before he could ask another question, the forcewide com channel crackled to life.
“Attention all Marines…this is Lieutenant Samson, commanding attack wing 6. Admiral Clement sends his complements.”
Holm heard a loud explosion, followed by another…then another. He could see plumes of smoke rising up behind the enemy lines. Samson’s attack ships were bombarding the enemy rear areas, targeting supply lines and headquarters and spreading disorder in the enemy’s ranks.
The fire from the Janissaries slowed, and they began to gradually pull back. The Marines let out a cheer, and they kept firing all along the line, gunning down their retreating enemies.
“Cease fire.” Holm understood the bloodlust taking hold of his Marines, but they weren’t off Persis yet, and their ammo was still running low. “I said cease fire!” He roared into the com, angry that he’d been forced to repeat his order.
He watched on his tactical display as a group of Reynolds landers came in after the attack ships. In a few minutes there would be fresh Marines on the ground. He felt a rush of hope, a wave of excitement. Maybe…just maybe his people would make it off of this stinking planet.
“Danny…get back to the LZ. I want a complete report as soon as those ships land.”
Silence. Then a response…soft, weak, forced. “I’m…sorry…cap…tain.”
Holm felt a chill inside. He spun his head, looking all around for Burke. He found him a few meters to the rear, lying on his back in the mud, at least half a dozen holes in his armor. “Medic!” Holm shouted into the com. “I need a medic here, now!”
He ran over, his eyes running up and down the stricken private’s armor. The holes in the suit were large, and blood was pouring from them. He’d been hit by one of the enemy autocannons, and the big hypersonic projectiles had cut through his armor like it was paper.
Holm opened his visor and reached for the controls on Burke’s armor, pulling the release and opening the private’s helmet. He looked down at the young Marine. “It’s ok, Danny. I’m here.” He tried to keep his voice steady, but he knew immediately there was nothing he could do. Burke’s suit would fight to stabilize him, to save his life, but Holm could see that the damage was just too extreme.
Burke looked up at Holm, his face splattered with blood, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Please…help…me. I…don’t…want…to…die…sir.” His words were slow and tortured, his eyes wide with fear. He tried to move his arm, to reach out for Holm, but he didn’t have the strength.
“Just stay still, Danny.” Holm was struggling to hide his grief. “The medic’s coming.”
Burke took a deep, raspy breath. “I’m…scared…captain.” His voice was shaky, weak. “I…want…to…go…home.” Holm looked down at his mangled body.
“I know you do, son.” Holm closed his eyes for an instant. He watched the blood pouring out of Burke’s suit and into the pale yellow sand. He tried to imagine the wounds hidden by the armor, the massive, gaping holes the autocannon rounds had torn into this young boy’s flesh. He could see wet pink foam oozing out of the holes. Burke’s trauma control system was trying to stop the bleeding, but the wounds were just too large, too deep. Holm knew the system was pumping artificial blood substitute into Burke, but that wouldn’t last long. He could already see the change in color, more orange than deep red…the synthetic blood coming out as quickly as it was pumped in. “The medic will be here in a minute, Danny.”
“I’m cold, sir.” Burke was crying, trying again, unsuccessfully, to reach out for Holm. “I can’t feel my arms.” He coughed, spraying blood from his mouth as he did.
Holm’s steel-gloved hand was resting on Burke’s armor. He couldn’t imagine a less effective way to succor a dying man. Barely a man, he thought, more a boy. Holm was fighting back his own tears as he tried in vain to comfort his young aide. Burke had shown his true quality over the last ten fateful days. No one’s first mission should be in hell itself.
Burke coughed again. He struggled to breath, choking on blood as he did. Holm watched silently as he took one last throaty breath and then lay still. The struggle was over. Daniel Burke was dead.
 
“I’ll organize a rearguard and hit the enemy. It will buy us some time, hold them back from the LZ.” Holm was watching Marines board transports all around as he spoke. The initial wave of ships had included a contingent of Reynolds landers and 200 fresh Marines, but the follow up flights were retrieval craft only. There was no point in sending down too many Marines…anyone who came down only had to be evac’d.
The ships were coming in slowly, a few at a time. Clement only had limited control of the fleet, his deadly dance with Alliance Intelligence and the operatives deployed on his ships still going on. Some of the troopships had rallied to the admiral…others had been neutralized by the agents onboard. There had been fighting and arrests on some ships…even a few assassinations. But Clement kept the ships coming…and one group at a time the Marines were getting off Persis.
Holm had been loading the ships as they arrived and sending them back as quickly as he could…gradually pulling strength from defensive lines. Those defenses had been bolstered by the 200 fresh reserves from the first wave. He tried to get the wounded and most exhausted Marines onboard first, but he took who he could get, taking them from the strongest sections of the line first. He watched himself as Lieutenant Fargus and Sergeant Tremont were loaded onto the first boat. They both had stayed long in the front lines, fighting despite wounds and unimaginable fatigue. Both had almost died there, and they’d only made it back by the slimmest of margins. Now they were going home.
“You can supervise the rest of the loading for me, can’t you general?” He was standing next to Worthington, staring across 20 meters of wet yellow sand, watching more wounded being loaded onto an evac boat. The operation was just beginning, and the enemy was throwing everything at the Marines, trying to breach their lines and wipe them out before they could complete their evac. Holm was grateful that at least some of his people would get off the Godforsaken planet, but his thoughts were still grim, the dead face of Danny Burke staring back at him from the dark recesses of his mind.
“No.”
It took a few seconds for Worthington’s unexpected reply to sink in. Holm turned toward the general, his surprised look hidden by his visor. “Sir, we need to hit them now…or they’ll overrun us before we complete the evac. I have to go, sir…or it will be too late.”
“No, Elias.” Worthington’s voice was strangely calm. “You stay here and see that your people get on those boats and get out of here.” He paused for an instant, turning to look at the wounded being helped onto the transports. “You owe them that. We owe them.” He turned back toward Holm. “I’ll lead the rearguard. That’s my job.”
Holm started to argue, but Worthington put his hand up. “That’s an order, captain.” He stood still for a few seconds, staring at Holm, and then he turned and began walking toward the perimeter. He stopped about 50 meters away and turned back briefly, facing toward Holm. “Good luck, Elias. Your Marines were lucky to have you here. I can’t begin to tell you how I respect and admire the job you’ve done.”
Holm started to speak, but Worthington raised his hand again and turned back, marching off to the front line. Holm just sat in stunned silence and stared…until the general walked up over a hill and out of sight. Then he turned back and focused on getting his people loaded onto the transports.
 
Holm had listened to the whole thing on the com. He hadn’t expected many of the rearguard to make it back, even when he was planning to lead it himself. But he’d never imagined anything like the savage counterattack General Worthington had launched with 50 volunteers. It was insanity…it had no chance to work. But it did. At least for the few moments it had to.
The general had held the line for over an hour, repelling attack after attack as the waves of landing ships swooped down into the LZ, picking up the battered Marines and ferrying them up to the fleet. He kept weakening his line, sending units back to board the waiting shuttles. Finally, he was alone with his 50 hand-picked veterans. There weren’t enough of them to hold the line…so Worthington put himself in the front and ordered an attack.
The enemy had been caught by surprise. There were 50 Marines, charging across the shattered landscape, directly into the maw of a force ten times their numbers. Holm listened to them on the com, screaming as they charged at the stunned Janissaries. They had no chance to win, no hope of defeating the enemy. But all they wanted was time…time for the last of their comrades to board the shuttles and get off the ground.
Holm was listening when he heard it. “The general’s down!” He never knew which one of Worthington’s fifty said it first, but he could hear the horror in the voice. His stomach clenched, waiting, listening. When the words finally came they didn’t seem real. “He’s dead. General Worthington is dead!”
Holm wanted to drop to his knees and vomit. He couldn’t believe it. The general was dead? How could that be? Worthington had been a hero since Holm had been a raw cherry doing garrison duty on a dustbin of a planet out on the rim. Now he was dead. The fighting heart of the Marine Corps was gone.
“Take off…now.” Holm snapped the order to the shuttle pilot and jumped back, out of range of the backblast. The Marines were finally off Persis…all except Elias Holm and the survivors of Worthington’s force. There was nothing Holm could do for Worthington now…nothing but take care of his people. “All personnel…retreat to the LZ immediately. All other units have successfully evac’d.”
He knew they’d have a hard time breaking off. The surprise had worn off, and the enemy was fighting them hard. Half of them were down already, and the survivors had half a klick of open ground to cross.
Holm stood out in the open, ten meters from the last shuttle, watching the Marines running toward the shuttle. “C’mon,” he screamed. “Move your asses!” He watched them approach, the enemy in pursuit, firing. He saw one fall…then another. Five in all, but 18 survivors made it into the LZ, running toward the ship.
Holm stood alongside the shuttle. “Let’s go…get onboard.” He stepped to the side, grabbing his assault rifle and firing at the pursuing enemy, blazing away on full auto. He watched Worthington’s survivors climbing onto the shuttle until the last one was aboard.
Elias Holm snapped his last clip in place, firing as he fell back, grabbing onto the handholds on the shuttle. He was the last live Marine on Persis, and he grabbed on and pulled himself aboard. “Let’s go,” he screamed to the pilot, and a second later he felt the g forces as the ship’s engines blasted hard, lifting them off the planet…on the way back to the fleet.
The Battle of Persis was over.



Excerpt from the memoirs of General Elias Holm, Commandant, Alliance Marine Corps:
 
I survived my journey through hell on Persis, though barely a third of my Marines came through with me. Those men and women were some of the finest I’ve ever been privileged to lead. It was a tragic, brutal battle that never should have happened, but it has entered into a proud and revered place in the history of the Corps…an example of the tenacity and brotherhood of the Marines.
Third Battalion was
destroyed as a fighting force; its survivors would be dispersed to other formations and the unit’s colors cased, retired. Some of us who survived would go on to new battles…the God of War was not done with us yet. But most of the men and women who’d fought at my side and bled with me through those fateful days had seen enough of war. Peace had come, however foully achieved, and with it, most of the surviving Marines of the Third Battalion mustered out to seek another kind of life, one where they could share the opportunities their sacrifices had for so long defended.
News from the Caliphate came quickly. The lords and generals who’d been so afraid to present the Caliph with the treaty terms now had to explain how they’d been unable to wipe out a small contingent of Marines, despite suffering over 2,000 casualties in the effort. They chose an alternate route, one less likely to end badly for all of them. Caliph Mehmet was strangled in his bath and succeeded by his
six-year old son, a pudgy child who had shown no signs yet of the rabid insanity that had so ravaged his father’s judgment. The nobility and military quickly forgot about the disaster on Persis and took solace that they now had a leader who promised to be far easier to control.
The peace held, despite the fact that the Alliance had reneged on the terms Dutton promised. The truth was a stark one. Neither the Caliphate nor the CAC had the capacity to continue the war.
The failure of the Janissaries to crush an outnumbered and beleaguered force of Marines sapped the already shaky morale of the Caliphate military. The elite soldiers themselves were unbowed, aching for a rematch, but the colonial nobility and the line troops were demanding peace.
The Alliance was in rough shape too, but not as bad as its enemies. The war would have ended on Persis anyway, even without the twisted bargain that sold my Marines’ lives to the enemy. Dutton’s devilish deal had done nothing to change the outcome…except to sacrifice 500 veteran Marines…and to fracture the bond between the Corps and the government back home. That suspicion and distrust would grow over the years, and the Marines would slowly shift their loyalty to the colonies they defended closely and not the Earth government they would come to distrust more and more. That process culminated in the colonial rebellions, when the Corps would side with the insurrectionists, but that was more than 30 years after Persis, and another story entirely.
The joy of peace was bittersweet. We had paid heavily, both in the war itself, and in
emotional impact of the disgraceful affair on Persis. We had all lost so many friends and comrades, it was difficult to focus on the benefits of the war’s end, at least initially when empty chairs and absent voices were so noticeable. The treachery of it all was profoundly disillusioning. To me, it was Persis we lost our innocence. Until then, the Corps considered itself the space-based ground force of the Alliance. But afterward, the colonies began to think of themselves differently, and so did the men and women of the Marines. We had crossed a Rubicon, one that would be decades in realizing its full effect, but a profound change nonetheless.
General Worthington’s death had been a shock. He’d sacrificed himself to save what was left of the battalion. On a spreadsheet
of military effectiveness, his life was a bad trade for the tattered remnants of one shattered unit. But as tragic as his loss was, I can’t imagine a better way for a Marine to die…saving the lives of hundreds of his men and women. He’d only have faced court martial and disgrace if he’d returned, and I can’t imagine a more tragic injustice. Dying a hero was a better end, at least for his legacy…and I think for the man too. Being stripped of his rank and ejected from the Corps – that would have hurt him far more deeply than those hyper-velocity rounds that ended his life. They killed his body on Persis, but the horror of being paraded around as a traitor would have killed his soul.
I have only come to respect Charles Worthington more over the years.
We’d all looked to him for strength for so long, we never considered the toll it took on him. I would come to know that strain myself, the constant pressure of command that hollows you out day by day, year by year, until there is nothing left. But that was still years ahead of me, and it would take another war, larger and more terrible even than the one just concluded, before I truly understood. I’ll always be grateful to General Worthington and will revere his memory for the rest of my life…as a true hero of the Corps and one of the best men I ever knew.
Colonel Thomas survived his wounds, and he retired to a new colony world settled primarily by Marines mustering out of the service. They’d named the place Tranquility, and I’ve never been sure if that was supposed to be a hopeful prediction or just an inside joke in the Corps. I never knew exactly what transpired with Thomas after the battle and, even years later, I never asked him. I know the Commandant had intervened with Alliance Intelligence and the government on his behalf. In the end, his part in Worthington’s actions cost him his career. But he was discharged honorably and avoided prosecution. And the general’s reputation was intact, his insubordination – treason to some –washed away in the sanitized records. Alliance Gov had more to gain from the worship of a dead hero than the memory of a disgraced traitor.
Admiral Clement had rounded up
a hundred Alliance Intelligence operatives and held them captive while he launched the rescue operation. I know there was talk of prosecuting him, but nothing ever came from those rumblings. I suspect Dutton would have like to see Clement punished, but it simply wasn’t worth the trouble. The admiral was old, and as disillusioned as we were by what had happened. He served another year, mostly overseeing the mothballing of part of the fleet and the return to a peacetime footing. Then, sure his retiring naval personnel had received the benefits they’d been promised, he also mustered out, immigrating to a beautiful new colony called Atlantia. It was peaceful world that resembled his original home along the Maine coastline…or at least what that had been like centuries ago, before mankind had ravaged her natural beauty. Near the end of the Third Frontier War, I got word that he had died, at home and of natural causes. He’d spent the nearly thirty years of his retirement walking the rocky coastlines and exploring the peaceful blue oceans of his adopted homeworld. Clement had been a sailor his whole life, whether he navigated the salty ocean spray of Atlantia’s seas or the frozen blackness of space.
But
my clearest memory of Persis…the face I will see for the rest of my life, the true image of the brutality and disillusionment of those days in hell, is that of Danny Burke, crying in agony, calling to me in bewildered fear as his lifeblood poured out through the breeches in his suit and into the yellow sands of an enemy world.
He died young, far from home, terrified and in pain. I remember the feeling of futility, the miserable lack of comfort I had to offer that boy. I will have those memories until the day I die. For me, that lost private will be an eternal reminder of the darkest side of what we do…of the horrendous cost of holding the line, so our people back home can live their lives and watch their children grow on a hundred different worlds. If mankind is to have a new beginning among the stars, it will not come cheaply, for we are our own enemy and bring our demons with us as we have done throughout history. The forces of conquest and oppression will always be there, wearing down the resolve of men, creatures so easily led and manipulated. When that line is held; when civilians sit in their homes and enjoy the freedom so dearly bought, I hope they think of Danny Burke and the thousands like him, at least occasionally while they build their lives and families…that they appreciate the sacrifices that other men and women make every day to preserve all they value.
But whether they do or not, we will guard that line, my brothers and sisters and I, and all those who come after us; it is not for gratitude that we do what we do. I came close to retiring myself in those terrible days after Persis. I was disillusioned and angry, despairing of truly making a difference. It was Sam Thomas who convinced me to stay. My work wasn’t done, he said simply. I had more to give, and it was my obligation to those Marines who had come before me, who had given their all on Persis and a hundred worlds before that, to stay the course, to follow my destiny.
The Corps Forever.
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